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Energy Wars are for Declining Empires And Crusty Old Men
Chasing Yesterday’s Fuel

R.I.P. Coal. The future runs on infrastructure, not fossil fuels.

Carlyn Beccia
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Old King Coal and the Fog Demon. John Tenniel, artist. Swain,
engraver. Punch (13 November 1880). Source: Internet Archive online
version of a copy in the University of Michigan Library.

Grim Reminder: A Grim Historian is a reader-supported newsletter and
depends on your 5% donations to keep the most depressing politics and
history in your inbox. Please consider becoming a paid subscriber or
sharing with someone who loves misery.

Late last year marked a milestone of human ingenuity. For the first time,
renewable energy — solar, wind, hydro, geothermal, and other resources —
surpassed coal.

R.I.P. coal.
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After two centuries of soot and silicosis choking the workforce and
poisoning cities, we have finally figured out how to get more power from the
sky and the wind than from setting the Earth on fire. Good work, humans.
Took us long enough.

Unfortunately, we paid the price for digging below instead of flying closer to
the sun. Coal didn’t just power the Industrial Revolution; it scarred it. It
shortened lives, crushed bodies, and turned entire cities into respiratory
experiments.

But to understand what coal really cost civilization, you have to go back to
nineteenth-century London — not the sepia version with gas lamps and
romance, but the choking one.

The smell hit you first. The airin industrial London reeked of sulfur, metal,
and damp ashes. Thick smoke stung the eyes and coated the tongue,
tasting like spoiled eggs. One nineteenth-century observer described
walking through London fog as “a kind of meat and drink,” where every
breath brought “pungent” smoke you were “doomed to swallow.” The city’s
notorious “pea-soup fogs” appeared like mist, but were really a lethal
mixture of water vapor, sulfur dioxide, and soot from millions of coal fires
burning in homes and factories.


https://victorianweb.org/victorian/science/environment/1.htm

The yellow-brown smog halted traffic and forced the lamps to stay lit all
day. Walking the streets meant inhaling particles that coated skin, food,
and laundry with grime, and turned even the grass in Royal Parks
permanently black. Over time, the Thames also ran black with industrial
waste and whatever chemicals coal factories felt like dumping that week.
People spoke about seeing the sun the way we talk about eclipses — rare,
noteworthy, suspicious.
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A London Fog. Source: lllustrated London News (29 December 1849): 432

Ever wonder why museums are full of pristine Victorian ball gowns but
almost no everyday work clothes? The answer is coal.

Coal smoke turned laundry into chemical warfare. Clothes lived in a
constant drizzle of soot and sulfur, absorbing grime the way bread soaks up
grease. Fabrics didn’t wear out gracefully. They rotted. Aprons, dresses,
children’s clothes — anything worn daily in the smog got ground down into

rags, then into nothing. Coal didn’t just dirty the past. It erased it, thread by
thread.



A mudlarker. London Labour and the London Poor (Vol. 2 of 4), by Henry
Mayhew — The Project Gutenberg eBook

Children paid the steepest price. Coal was mined by boys as young as five
because their bodies fit where adult bodies could not. Some spent twelve-
hour shifts alone in pitch darkness, opening and closing ventilation doors.
Others dragged coal carts through tunnels on hands and knees, harnessed



like animals. Many grew up with crushed spines, deformed limbs, and
lungs permanently damaged before adulthood.

Coal didn’t torture only British children. Wherever it powered industry —
Appalachia, Pennsylvania, northern France, Germany — it demanded the
same sacrifice: small bodies for tight spaces, young lungs for dirty air,
childhoods traded for productivity.

The coal tycoons employed breaker boys — young children, some barely
eight — spent ten- to twelve-hour days perched over chutes in coal
breakers. Their tiny hands picked slate from rushing black rock while coal
dust filled their lungs, scarred their skin, ruined their eyesight, and aged
them into coughing old men before they reached puberty.

Whenever my kids complain about chores, | show them these images.

Breaker boys at work breaking coal. The process produces clouds of dust
which coat the workers’ lungs. 1911.



Breaker boys employed by the Pennsylvania Coal Company. 1911.

Above ground, coal smoke caused asthma, bronchitis, and stunted growth.
In industrial cities, infant mortality soared. In some districts, one in three
children didn’t survive to age five. Coal built empires by consuming their
youngest first.

Of course, no one bothered to measure the air back then. There were no
monitors, no charts, no official counts of how much poison people were
breathing — just the bodies piling up. So historians had to reconstruct the
damage indirectly, by tracking where coal was burned and who worked
nearby. The results were brutal. A mere 1% rise in coal pollution was
enough to kill one additional infant out of every 100 born. That wasn’t an
abstract cost of progress. It was a cradle emptied for every smokestack
that burned a little hotter.

It’s a common human foible. New technologies arrive wrapped in promises
of progress. So we test them first on the youngest, the poorest, and the
least protected before we bother to understand the consequences.
Children have no lobbyists. Poor families often go to the polls
understanding vibes but not policies. The rich eat the young first because
no one with power objects. This has been true since the first factory


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ecoj.12522

chimney went up. It’s always profits over people until the people say
enough.

We all know the modern examples by now. Social media has been linked to
a surge in adolescent anxiety, depression, and self-harm, yet we let
algorithms optimized for engagement babysit kids for hours a day. Al
systems now generate deepfakes, automate cheating, and destabilize
labor markets faster than schools can respond.

Just recently, it was discovered that Musk’s Al Grok is undressing children.
Of course itis. Funny how Musk is worshipped as a genius while his
“genius” creations keep slipping the leash.

Mary Shelley saw this coming two centuries ago. Dr. Frankenstein wasn’t
punished for playing god. He was punished for walking away once the god-
making got messy. Coal did it. Al is doing it. The crime isn’t invention. It’s
arrogance — the belief that creating something absolves you from
controlling it.


https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2026/jan/05/elon-musk-grok-ai-digitally-undress-images-of-women-children

Nola McKinney, whose legs were cut off by a motor car in a coal mine in
West Virginia when he was 14 years old. 1910

Of course, the spoils of progress had a victor. Coal didn’t just power
Britain’s factories; it powered its dominance. Coal-fueled mechanization
allowed British textile mills to flood global markets with cheap cloth,
undercutting hand production in India and elsewhere and collapsing local
economies. Coal-powered railways and steamships compressed distance,
moved goods faster, and enforced control.

Energy became leverage. Britain didn’t rule because it had an intimidating
Navy (although that helped). It ruled because it controlled the
infrastructure of power.

Until it didn’t.

Britain’s decline wasn’t sudden, and it wasn’t inevitable. It was the result of
choices — many of them rooted in coal.



While other nations learned from Britain’s industrial model and improved
on it, Britain grew complacent. It treated coal not as a transitional
advantage but as a permanent birthright. Mines aged. Productivity lagged.
Investment stalled. By the early twentieth century, British coal was more
expensive to extract, less efficient to produce, and increasingly
uncompetitive against newer energy systems abroad.

Worse, Britain built its labor politics around coal and then let them calcify.
Instead of modernizing or diversifying its energy base, the country fought
internal wars over the old one. Coal became both the economic backbone
and a political hostage. Prolonged strikes, underinvestment, and bitter
class conflict hollowed out the industry just as global competition
intensified.
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North East workers demonstrating during the General Strike of May 1926.
(Photo by NCJ/NCJ Archive/Mirrorpix via Getty Images)

When oil, electricity, and later nuclear power began reshaping the energy
landscape, Britain hesitated — clinging to coal for employment, identity,
and inertia long after it made strategic sense. And when the empire
unraveled after two world wars drained manpower, capital, and credibility,



Britain was left with an economy overexposed to declining industries and
underprepared for what came next.

Sound familiar?

Could Britain have done things differently? Yes. Britain could have treated
coal as seed capital rather than destiny. It could have reinvested earlierin
electrification, diversified energy sources, modernized industry, and built
resilient domestic infrastructure instead of relying on imperial extraction. It
could have planned for a transition. Instead, it confused dominance with
permanence.

Other powers adapted faster. The United States and Germany reinvested in
newer infrastructure, electrification, and manufacturing systems.

That is the lesson coal leaves behind. When a country mistakes yesterday’s
advantage for tomorrow’s strategy, decline doesn’t arrive with a bang. It
arrives quietly, through missed investments, brittle systems, and an
economy built for a world that no longer exists.

Trump’s oil grab is not a strength. It is a tell. Empires in their prime build.
Empires in retreat seize.

“You are my creator, but | am your master.” — Frankenstein, Mary Shelley
Fossil-fuel wars aren’t about energy. They’re about leverage

Doesn’t it seem ironic that we are starting wars over nineteenth-century
fossilized sludge while the rest of the world turns to more advanced wind,
solar, and electric power? While China is racing to build renewable
infrastructure — grids, storage, transmission, manufacturing capacity —
Trump is blathering about “boots on the ground” and “running” other
nations as if power still comes from possession rather than democratic
systems.

We will send young people with student loans and generals with bad knees
halfway around the world to die protecting billionaire investments while the
rest of the planet quietly plugs in extension cords and moves on.

Recently, Fiona Hill, a senior Trump adviser, spilled the beans on just how
exploitive this will get under a Trump regime. Behind closed doors, Russia
offered Trump free rein of Venezuela in exchange for Russia being
allowed to carve up Ukraine.



https://www.ctvnews.ca/world/article/trumps-former-russia-adviser-says-russia-offered-us-free-rein-in-venezuela-in-exchange-for-ukraine/

The danger is clear. In Trump’s worldview, countries aren’t sovereign
nations; they’re tradable assets. Venezuela becomes a prize to be seized,
Ukraine a sacrifice to be written off, and international law an
inconvenience. That isn’t dealmaking. It’s the logic of declining empires
quietly agreeing to eat the world in pieces.

China isn’t playing this toddler’s game. It has poured money into
renewables, batteries, electric vehicles, and grid-scale infrastructure.
China’s BYD is now the world’s largest electric car seller, pushing out Tesla.

But let’s be clear. China isn’t winning the energy wars because it is hugging
trees. They’re hugging supply chains. They looked at oil and concluded:
“Finite, volatile, controlled by lunatics. Hard pass.” Then they looked at
batteries and said: “This. This is the future. Let’s own all of it.”

Global investment in clean energy and fossil fuels
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Unfortunately, renewables need panels, wires, maintenance, and a
government that can walk and chew gum at the same time. Guess which
one our system is built for.

You can have all the solar, wind, EVs, and batteries you want, but without
transmission lines, it’s all decorative. Currently, the U.S. is short on high-
voltage transmission, transformers, substations, and interconnection
capacity. This is why China is winning quietly. It’s not just that they own
more rare minerals. It’s that they have built the grids to use them.

Want to follow power? Follow the wires.

Unfortunately, solar panels don’t embargo well. You can’t sanction the sun.
You can’t threaten a cloud with regime change. You can’t park an aircraft
carrier next to a breeze and threaten (said in my best Godfather voice),
“Nice atmosphere you got here — shame if something happened to it.”

That’s the problem. Oil is perfect for stupid people in power. Thugs,
narcoterrorists, dictators, and criminals love it. It’s centralized, flammable,
and lives underground like a secret. And best of all, someone else usually
lives on top of it.

Sunlight? Wind? (Gasp!) That stuff is socialism. Clean energy just shows up
— everywhere, free, no passport. It shines on dictators, democrats, and
morons equally. It’s completely ungovernable.

And that is why Trump hates it. That’s why he rants about wind, solar, and
electric power making you gay, giving you cancer, killing whales, or
whatever lie du jour Fox is peddling. You can’t start a war over sunshine
because sunshine doesn’t belong to anyone. And nothing terrifies an
empire more than something it can’t own, hoard, leverage, or bomb into
submission.

Now, everyone’s asking what the next oilis. It’s not copper. It’s not lithium.
It’s not some shiny rock you can wave around at a rally. It’s the boring stuff
— wires, grids, processing plants.

The future doesn’t get conquered. It gets built.
Why Greenland?

Planting a flag in Greenland won’t make lithium rain down from the sky.
Most conservative estimates say it will take decades to build the



infrastructure to extract Greenland’s resources. Lithium isn’t oil. You can’t
drill it and pump profit. Without infrastructure, a mineral depositis just an
expensive geology lesson.

In other words, minerals don’t become power because you claim the land
they sit under; they become power because you build the roads, ports,
grids, refineries, labor systems, and supply chains that turn rock into
something usable.

Consequently, Trump’s obsession with Greenland only looks coherent if
you assume he’s thinking in terms of systems. He isn’t. He wants the
minerals but not the infrastructure, the future without the work, the prize
without the process. Lithium, rare earths, and copper still feel like oil to him
— finite, ownable, something you can point to on a map and claim.

That’s why renewables threaten authoritarians. They make power local,
shared, and unglamorous. They turn energy from a weapon into a utility.
Trump doesn’t want boring power, even if it works. He wants visible
dominance, even if it’s useless. So he fixates on Greenland’s rocks while
tearing down the very infrastructure that would make those rocks matter.

Case in point: Biden doesn’t get enough credit for investing in the future.
Under Biden, the Lava Ridge Wind Project in Idaho was set to power
hundreds of thousands of homes and create hundreds of jobs. Trump
canceled it.

Offshore wind projects off the East Coast, like Revolution Wind, Vineyard
Wind, and Sunrise Wind — permitted and billions already invested — were
suspended by federal order, leaving ports and supply chains in limbo.

The federal government even pulled hundreds of millions in funding for a
dozen offshore wind initiatives and canceled the EPA’s $7 billion “Solar for
All” program designed to bring rooftop solar to nearly a million low-income
households, shredding panels before they ever connected to a grid.

That isn’t a strategy. It’s imperial nostalgia. Trump is a crusty old dragon
sitting on his pile of gold that he doesn’t know how to use and snarling at
the future because he can’t own it.

Here’s the uncomfortable truth: Modern wars over oil aren’t driven by need.
They’re driven by leverage. Fossil fuels offer all of Trump’s favorite things:


https://apnews.com/article/trump-wind-farm-minidoka-idaho-26a7c0d6f0fab86f7351dc7430a4058a
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centralized chokepoints, rent extraction, patronage networks, and
immediate coercive power.

Renewables offer the opposite: Distributed generation, lower marginal
costs, fewer gatekeepers, and less geopolitical hostage-taking. And
where’s the drama in that? Our game show host president needs carnage
to distract from his shitty policies and pedophile charges.

And we are already late to the game. Thanks to Trump 1.0, we spent the last
decade protecting oil, shipping lanes, petrostates, and fossil incumbents,
and almost nothing protecting grids, storage, manufacturing, and clean
energy scale. We keep calling these “energy wars.” They’re not.

They’re insecurity wars.

Instead of leading the next energy regime, we’re fighting to preserve the last
one.

Coal taught us this lesson once. It built extraordinary wealth, and it left
behind poisoned cities, dead children, and brittle systems that eventually
collapsed under their own costs. Oil followed the same arc.

But the future of power is not conquered at gunpoint. It is built slowly,
expensively, and deliberately. Empires that understand this adapt. Empires
that don’t grasp the assignment will keep fighting the last war and
wondering why the world has moved on.
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Carlyn Beccia is an award-winning author and illustrator of 13 books. The
Grim Historian is a reader-supported publication. To receive nhew posts and
support my work, consider becoming a free or paid subscriber.
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