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			Acclaim for Gregg Olsen’s The Deep Dark

			“[Olsen] brings his considerable narrative skills to bear in this true-adventure tale. He tells the story in remarkably vivid detail, forcing the reader to experience the horror of the deep dark and to feel the exhilaration of the successful rescue.”

			—Booklist

			“Powerful and haunting.”

			—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

			“Excellent. A fascinating look inside the dangerous world of mining and mining culture.”

			—Library Journal

			“Olsen has the narrative chops for this story…. In his gripping treatment, stocked with vividly drawn characters, one finds a metaphorical elegy for America’s doomed industrial proletariat.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Gripping.”

			—The Oregonian

			“Spellbinding.”

			—Daily Olympian

			“A spectacular piece of journalism. The Deep Dark…is written toughly and bravely…with the compassion of a writer who cares to know the truth.”

			—Missoulian

			“An exciting, vital, memorable book.”

			—Salem Statesman-Journal

			“A powerful narrative.”

			—Vancouver Columbian

			“Riveting, page-turning, and gut wrenching.”

			—Coeur d’Alene Press

			“As suspenseful as a mystery story.”

			—Moscow-Pullman Daily News

			“A sad and fascinating piece of American history…Gregg Olsen is the perfect guide as he leads the reader down into a whole new world underground, with its own lore, language, and laws. The Deep Dark is as gripping and necessary as true-life drama gets.”

			—Stewart O’Nan, author of The Circus Fire

			“A well-researched, graphic account of the worst underground fire in a hardrock mine in American history. When the ’Shine resumed underground operations in December of 1972, I hired out as a replacement for one of the guys who died in the fire…. I can tell you The Deep Dark is as real as it gets. I actually found myself short of breath as I read.”

			—Jerry Dolph, author of Fire in the Hole: The Untold Story of Hardrock Miners

			“Absolutely wonderful…not only did [Olsen] make it come hauntingly alive through [his] prodigious reporting, but it is simply a super story that is at times heartbreaking but importantly filled with hope through the perseverance of the survivors and the victims’ families.”

			—Gerald L. Posner, author of Why America Slept: The Failure to Prevent 9/11 and Secrets of the Kingdom
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			Author’s Note

			Hearses were in short supply in Kellogg, Idaho, in May 1972. A pickup hauled a dead miner to a hillside cemetery slashed with freshly turned earth. Another arrived in a station wagon. Still others waited on an assembly line to meet their maker. Just after the tragic outcome of a fire that trapped almost one hundred hardrock miners in Sunshine Mine, my salesman dad passed through Kellogg on his way home to suburban Seattle. He saw the coffin in that pickup bounce up and down, threatening to pitch out onto the road. That bumpy ride was the culmination of a cruel eight-day wait—a vigil, both stoic and shattered, that was captured in the media. For outsiders, the serial funerals were the end of the story. For those living there, resolution has not been so easy. In the world of hardrock mining, a volatile place of explosions gone awry, cave-ins, and fortunes made and lost overnight, nothing has ever been easy.

			Northern Idaho was the epicenter of America’s hardrock mining industry. Within the region were the nation’s largest, deepest, and most prosperous silver and lead mines. Bunker Hill had more than 180 miles of tunnels honeycombing the craggy mountains faced with yellow tamarack. The deepest was Star-Morning at 8,100 feet—halfway to China, locals insisted. And the richest, Kellogg’s Sunshine Mine, had given up more than 300 million ounces of silver—one-fifth of America’s total output. When ore prices were good, Sunshine was a treasure trove of staggering wealth.

			In good times, the most ambitious and, some would say, luckiest miners—those who had the very best contracts with the company—drilled and exploded their way to paydays of $1,000 or more a week. In less prosperous eras, during labor strikes or when operations were cut because high-quality ore was scarce, families only just squeaked by. And yet, no matter how long the downturn, men stayed because mining was about being a man as much as it was about bringing home a paycheck. Fathers like my own put in long hours and worked hard. Driving from Seattle to Montana several times a year and back again, my dad covered a substantial sales territory. But his job was air-conditioned. Highball-lunched. Miners didn’t push paper. Their work was the type that we mimicked when we played at being men—firefighters, policemen, soldiers, and the rest. Though we were destined for desk jobs, we still pretended to catch the robber. We fantasized about blowing up a mountainside. Dirt clods were bombs. Nobody played at being a sewer-pipe salesman, my dad’s occupation.

			

			—

			More than three decades after the fire, I went to meet the people whose faces I had seen in the news when I was young and had first understood that for some, being a man meant your job put your life on the line. I checked into the Sands Motel in Smelterville, a fading town buried in the mire of a past from which it took its name. Today there is no smelter. Beyond the Wayside Grocery and the Happy Landing Bar, there isn’t much of anything at all. The Sands’ front-desk clerk, a young woman with a pleasantly askew smile, said I’d have to jiggle my key in the lock.

			“Your room is twelve, but the key tag says nine. It’ll work.”

			I went upstairs, twisted the key, and stashed my bag. A few minutes later I was in Kellogg, the heart of the Coeur d’Alene Mining District, driving past McDonald’s and the Super 8 Motel. A multi-million-dollar gondola and ski slope, the crown jewels of an attempt to turn the town into a tourism center, beckon riders to the top of Silver Mountain. Those who live there feel it is too little, too late.

			Kellogg has always worn its good times with brisk sales of new cars, its bad times with vacant storefronts. Soaped-out windows and ample parking on the main street reveal a town in the midst of another, deeper economic dip. At 10:00 a.m., the busiest place in town is a tavern called the Long Shot. A queue of graying men, beaten and battered by the elements underground, commands the barstools from one end to the other and cigarette smoke hangs like a canopy. While some involved in the Sunshine fire fled, many more, like the men at the bar, stayed—miners to the end. One woman runs a Kellogg pool hall while her ex-husband lives in a Smelterville neighborhood wrapped in Cyclone fence and lined with ancient RVs, their bumper stickers recalling a past when all were younger and their billfolds heavier. The woman can’t shake the days of uncertainty and tragedy from more than thirty years ago, and still wells up with tears at the mention of the fire. But her miner ex-husband gets right to the point.

			“I wanted to get out of there alive,” said the man, now in his late fifties. “I’m sure all of the guys felt the same way.”

			Another miner shares the bond of survival with the Smelterville man, but seldom sees his old pal. Their lives, however, remain parallel. When they walk through Kellogg, people still regard them with mixed emotions. Why them? Why did they survive?

			Back in my room at the Sands, I wondered about their lives, how different the place might be if so many hadn’t perished at the same time. A Top 40 band played downstairs and the music thumped like a bruising fist against the wall of my room. I followed the music downstairs. The patrons were mostly in their twenties, about the same age as the youngest who died in the fire. Fewer of them work in mining today, though some who do call it mineral extraction. They are not as tough as their fathers were. Sons seldom follow their dads deep into the darkness for a seesawing paycheck and a chance at a hard-fought dream. Some lie and say they are smarter and mining is too dangerous; there are other ways to make a so-so living, better ways to get an adrenaline rush. Those are excuses born of a catastrophe that vanquished the soul of a town and hastened the end of a distinctly American way of life. Every day, people remember the date, May 2, 1972. It is their local “when Kennedy got shot” touchstone. It rewrote the lives of everyone, and even now its extraordinary legacy of unity and divisiveness is palpable. It is as if the smoke never really cleared.

			Gregg Olsen

			Olalla, Washington
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				Prologue

				Not far from where a miner gutted the earth, a thin haze curled through the hot, moist air and fluttered teasingly. At first the wispy cloud hesitated and hugged the edges of the stope, the blasted-out chamber where men extracted muck, rock, dust, and silver-laden ore. Then it swirled onward, deeper into the void. In the beginning, the miner who first smelled it might not have paid much attention. At depths of more than a mile, smoke was a constant element of the subterranean environment. Engines that crushed and carried muck, and blasts from ammonium nitrate and nitroglycerin, released thin smoke throughout the mine every day. The scent of burning tobacco also permeated the air. Deep underground, on the hunt for silver in the famed Sunshine Mine near Kellogg, Idaho, close to two hundred men were in grave trouble.

				The fingernails of the miner who first noticed the smoke were cracked. His busted-up hands were calloused from rotating rock into position through a heavy steel grate over a chute that sent everything crashing down into hungry cars on the track level below. The man’s eyebrows were coated in dust, and the grime of his sweat ringed his neck. He worked on the 5,000-foot level—the figure designating its depth below the surface. He wore coveralls so stiff from ore dust and drill oil that his pant legs remained tubular when he took them off at the end of his shift. On his head was a miner’s hardhat; its lamp shot a beam through the dark emptiness that awaited him at every turn. He looked up from what he was doing and realized he was in danger. His gaze still fixed on the oncoming smoke, he reached for the valve of the oxygen cylinder on a portable cutting and welding cart. He felt for the hose.

				Initially, most men working underground passed off the smoke as a motor fire somewhere down the drift where others were mining silver ore. That happened all the time. By the time smoke made its way through the mine’s vast ventilation system, its source had usually been extinguished. No one worried about a fire getting out of hand because of the mine’s notoriously wet floor and sodden rock walls. In some places the mine floor was a gritty layer of mud; in others, coffee-colored water stood ten inches deep. The very geology that brought the men so deep into the earth also lessened the worry of fire. Hardrock mines were blasted through mountain walls of solid metamorphic rock to reach slightly shimmering veins of gold, silver, or copper. Unlike coal mines, hardrock mines had no naturally occurring fuel to stoke a fire.

				Men working up on the 3,700-foot level observed a slim channel of blackened air start to seep through vents used to feed fresh air into the mine. They attempted to seal it off. Working quickly, the miners piled up what they could find—wood, a steel drum, and scraps of the bric-a-brac that collected in the mine. Not all of them would get out on the hoist to the surface. Only a handful could make each trip, a thousand feet up, then a long walk to a second hoist, then up again to a tunnel toward daylight.

				As the veil became a dark and lethal shroud, the miner who had been working near the welding kit bought himself some time. The others began to slump to their knees as if pins that held joints together had been yanked out. But he opened the valve and put a rubber tube into his mouth and sucked like a baby, consuming the contents of a tank of clean, smokeless oxygen. Even with limited knowledge about combustion, the man correctly deduced that there was something poisonous in the air. It couldn’t be the smoke alone—there was so little of that. He drew in more oxygen as the canister hissed.

				Like the petrified figures of Pompeii, a bunch of men were frozen in their places. A coffee cup rested on one man’s knee, his body limp on a crate that he had used as a chair. Others were stiffened in their attempts to save their own lives. One fell running, his arms and legs stuck in full stride.

				As darkness slowly devoured the shrinking space of the underground, the last man standing in that part of the mine threw his hardhat to the ground, its light still casting a thin line through thickened air. He watched his fallen friends as they began to die, their skin taking on a reddish hue as carbon monoxide replaced oxygen in their bodies. His blood pressure skyrocketed. Panic seized him. The others were dying or dead, en masse, from something no one could see. A group of motionless men lay by a telephone with a direct line to the surface. Even in death, one clamped the receiver in his hand. Down in the mine, where cap lamps were eclipsed by ever-thickening smoke, the miner took in measured gasps, certain he was about to die.

				

				—

				Eight months after the fire, in December 1972, the U.S. Department of the Interior declared Sunshine Mine safe to reopen. The closure had cost the Idaho panhandle communities of Kellogg and Wallace more than $3.2 million in wages, and the country’s mineral supply about $11 million in silver, copper, and lead. That was nothing, of course, compared with the human loss.

				There were clues everywhere that something catastrophic had taken place. Most of the reminders came in the form of who was no longer there. Unclaimed street clothes still hung on hooks near the showers in the men’s dry house. No one was sentimental about a greasy pair of Levi’s and a frayed chambray shirt with mother-of-pearl snaps. But there were other signs, too. Deep underground in the mine, some of the rock was now coated in thick, black, velvety soot. In other places, rock with its foot-thick vein of high-grade silver and lead had turned molten and oozed like a lava flow, until it cooled into a thick, bubbly mass that resembled the shiny bark on a fallen cherry tree.

				On one of the deepest working levels, there was another memento of the fire.

				Near a battery barn, not far from the station where the men gathered to yak and wait for the ride up after shift, a miner noticed that when his cap lamp was turned off, the silhouettes of three bodies would reveal themselves in a ghostly glow. Johnny Lang, a stope miner and one of the men who’d worked on the rescue and body-recovery crew, heard about the eerie phenomenon and went to take a look. He switched off his light and stared down at the damp, smelly ground. And he saw them. Three men had been splayed out there, arms and legs akimbo like fallen soldiers caught unawares and shot in the back. The only part of the human forms that didn’t reveal itself through the darkness was their feet.

				Must be the rubber from their boots, Lang thought. It kept whatever leached out of them from pooling there.

				The scene at once disturbed and fascinated. How could this happen? What was it in a man’s body that would glow like that? Lang wasn’t a biologist, but a miner with a high school education. He wondered if a man’s body contained phosphorus. Or had foul secretions fed some kind of subterranean mold as the dead silently waited to be sacked up and taken from the mine?

				This is the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen, Lang thought. It just isn’t right.

				He turned on his headlamp and left for a niche blasted out of rock that had been outfitted with a bucket for men to use as a toilet. Adjacent to the shit bucket was a drum of miracle lime used to cover excrement until the bucket was full and was sent out of the mine by the nipper. Lang scooped up a shovelful of lime and returned to the place where the three men had fallen on the day the mine coughed smoke through its miles of drifts and raises. He scattered the chalky powder. It fell like sugar off a spoon and melted on contact. He wasn’t trying to erase their memory—which he knew could never be done. It was just creepy and wrong to leave the eerie traces of those three men in the sodden muck. He leaned his shovel against the drift wall and went back to his stope to blast out some more rock, going after more silver.

			

		

	
		
			
				Book One

			

			
				When Darkness Fell

			

			If It Can’t Be Grown,

			It’s Gotta Be Mined.

			—Bumper Sticker Seen Around the Mining District

		

	
		
			One

			Sunrise, Tuesday, May 2

			Coeur d’Alene Mining District

			Morning rush hour in the Idaho panhandle was a stream of primer-splattered bombers and gleaming pickups on big tires that pushed the cab halfway to the sky. All were driven by miners hurrying to get underground. Many rode together so their wives and girlfriends could use their cars to run errands during the day. Some smoked and nursed hangovers with coffee as they planned their day underground: how much they’d have to blast, and how much muck they’d haul out. Some of the best of them took the Big Creek exit between Kellogg and Wallace. Around a sharp curve on the edge of the Bitterroot Mountains, buildings congregated among the steep folds of stony terrain bisected by the rushing waters of Big Creek. A giant green structure clad in sheet metal was planted as though a twister had dropped it in on the edge of the parking lot. A few other buildings flanked the green monster, though none was nearly as commanding. On the other side of the creek was a backbonelike array of metal and wood-frame buildings that included a mill, dry house, machine shop, warehouse, hoist house, assay office, electric shop, drill shop, and compressor shop. The most visually pleasing edifice was the personnel office, a two-story, variegated redbrick structure with a peaked roof and a walk-up pay window. A sign proclaimed that the property belonged to the Sunshine Mining Company, but the biggest billboard faced the mine yard. In demibold letters it read, today is the first day of the rest of your life—live it safely.

			Sunshine has long been legendary, even sacred, among miners. Maine brothers Dennis and True Blake discovered what would become Sunshine in 1884 when a soft glint beckoned from an outcropping on the eastern ridge of Big Creek Canyon. Assaying indicated tetrahedrite, a superior silver ore, and not galena or lead, which was scavenged by other area mines. For a couple of decades the former farm boys worked underground by candlelight while mules hauled out ore and dragged it down Big Creek Canyon on skids. They quietly made a small fortune, calling their discovery the Yankee Lode. Later, in 1921, when they sold their stake to Yakima, Washington, interests, it was renamed Sunshine Mining Company.

			

			—

			It was another decade before Sunshine came into its own, when, at a depth of 1,700 feet, an ore vein of astounding breadth—23 feet—was discovered. In time, the mine would give up more silver than any other mine in the world, a distinction it would hold for decades. In addition to lead and copper, it was also a leading producer of antimony, a metallic by-product primarily used to harden lead. Sunshine’s triumph was the result of the development effort led by the go-for-broke, risk-taking owners from Washington State. Most silver mines followed veins from outcroppings that eventually became stringers and petered out. Outside of the Coeur d’Alene Mining District, it was a rare operation that extracted ore at depths greater than 1,000 feet. Not only did Sunshine have viable ore below 1,200 feet, but in the decades that followed, crosscuts chased high-grade ore bodies all the way to the 5600 level. Sunshine by itself was far richer and produced more silver than all the mines on the fabled Comstock Lode combined.

			Idaho mines shared more than just their luminous underground Dagwood sandwich of lead, silver, and zinc. Labor strikes, chronic absenteeism, and pumped-up wanderlust made the workforces somewhat fluid. Tough and experienced miners moved freely among Galena, Lucky Friday, Star, Silver Summit, Bunker Hill, and Sunshine. But even as itchy-footed as miners could be, every man had his home mine. It was the mine to which he knew he could always return.

			

			—

			Around the time Bob Launhardt, forty-one, backed his ’68 maroon Chrysler Newport out of his Pinehurst driveway, the sun had risen, leaving the sky awash in luminous Maxfield Parrish hues. The men of Sunshine’s graveyard shift were leaving the mine. As safety engineer, Launhardt made it a practice to get underground as early as possible—before the day shift rode down to their working levels. He liked to get a head start on the day. Tall and lanky, Launhardt had dark, wavy hair that he combed back with a slight swoop. Black-framed glasses made him look like a schoolteacher, or maybe a middle-aged Buddy Holly. After a five-year absence, Launhardt returned to the district in February 1972, bailing out of another job going nowhere, wanting to reconnect with a part of his life where he felt worthwhile. He was quiet and thoughtful, the kind of man who got lost in a crowd, yet Launhardt believed he stood out because of his fierce dedication to the safety of the men of Sunshine. No one questioned his passion for his work. It was apparent in every move he made. Many, however, found it difficult to connect with him on a personal level. Guys he’d known for years never even got his name right. They called him Bob Longhart. Part of the distance was the result of his personality, but it was also his status as a salaried man. Miners saw Launhardt, other managers, and office workers as outsiders. The fact that Sunshine’s owners were now New Yorkers who hadn’t blasted a round in their lives didn’t help. Yet managers and bean counters were necessary. Silver mining was, after all, a business—and a dangerous one, at that. As safety engineer, Launhardt was there to make certain that each day every man who went into the mine came out alive. That involved working with national and state labor agencies and the U.S. Bureau of Mines (USBM) to ensure that safety regulations were in place. It meant seeing that equipment was up to date and miners were properly trained in evacuation and rescue techniques. Guarding miners’ lives was a crucial job because so much could go wrong. Government statisticians and mining district undertakers frequently acknowledged mining as the most perilous job on or under the earth. Some assumed the safety engineer’s position existed solely to meet government regulations, mitigate the risk of union complaints, and dodge civil lawsuits. Some mine managers considered it little more than a necessary nuisance. The workers themselves understood that there were ways to avoid injury, but they dismissed many of those measures. Many considered risk and danger essential to the job’s mystique. Launhardt, a bespectacled Goody-Two-shoes among his peers, believed that if he could get men to think before they blast, to wear safety glasses, to cool it on the horseplay, just maybe he could save a life. His biggest challenge in 1972 was the same as always: How do you convince men that accidents are unacceptable and unnecessary? For Launhardt, who had once studied to be a Lutheran minister, promoting safety became as important as preaching the word of God.

			There were many reasons for his vigilance, and all were damned good ones. Sometimes men fell down shafts so deep that nothing remained but bloody clothes and serrated splinters of bone. Rockbursts or airblasts, however, were the most feared of district hazards. Those occurred when the stone ceiling exploded under pressure and sent slabs of rock the size of camping trailers down to pulverize men into biological splat. Other times, it was the floor that gave way. The lucky ones were buried alive until someone could move two tons of rock to free them. Although Sunshine had its share, the district’s Galena Mine was considered one of the worst, if not the worst, for rockbursts. Anyone who’d worked there longer than a month experienced the sudden and frightening reaction of rock giving way to pressure. Old hands knew that as long as the rock was talking—making characteristic popping and grinding noises—they’d be all right. When it got quiet, that was the time to think about moving to a different location or taking lunch early. Whenever it was quiet underground, look out.

			In the battle being waged by men with jackleg drills against the fractured and folded metamorphic world of the underground, men frequently lost. Every man knew there was no guarantee he’d ever see daylight again.

			Launhardt knew some accidents had more to do with human error—little mistakes that miners made doing things they did right every other day. Veteran miner Stanley Crawford’s accident was a case in point. Crawford had been setting charges on some blocking in a shaft, as he’d done countless times. He set four fuses, but only three blasts rumbled through the mine. Crawford was confident that two had ignited simultaneously, thus obscuring the distinct sound of a fourth explosion.

			“I’m gonna go look,” he said.

			His partner didn’t like the idea. “Stay here and have a cigarette. We can check it after dinner.”

			But Crawford was impatient and insistent. As he bent closer to take a look in the smoky air, the charge ignited. It was the last thing he ever saw. His eyes were blasted from their sockets like a pair of soft-boiled eggs.

			Sunshine’s safety engineer knew the inherent reasons for Crawford’s mistake. The greater the danger, the more reckless men became. It was a mix of laziness, tempting fate for the buzz of adrenaline, and just plain ignoring the obvious. More men were hurt and even more died because someone decided to push something to a new limit. Miners sometimes took the extra step toward trouble. Trouble could be a rush.

			Some health hazards were slower in catching up with the miners. Airborne silica turned lungs into wheezing dust bags. Corneas were trashed by gritty dust belching through the working areas, forced along by the man-made cyclone of ventilation fans. The omnipresent dust that bloomed inside the working areas after blasting consisted of near-microscopic particles of lead, tetrahedrite, and razorlike pieces of silica from the quartz that frequently hosted the veins being mined. After each round was blasted, the air thickened with gray dust. Miners breathed it all in. Some tried to deplete the cloud through the judicious use of water over a muck pile as they were slushing out their stope, the working area whose name was a bastardization of the word “step” from the days when mining was done in a stairstep fashion. But water only goes so deep—no more than six inches—and men and machines stop for nothing. They didn’t wear any kind of respirator or paper filter, though common sense would indicate that such precautions might help. Some of that was the result of tradition and ignorance, but it was also that Sunshine’s underground was so hot that it was difficult enough to breathe even without a barrier across your mouth. Breathing a little easier underground at age twenty was paid for at age sixty, when scar tissue from abrasive dust caught up with a man’s lungs. More than one old miner ended his days with an oxygen canister, a metal mongrel trailing on a leash with every step.

			The steam-table heat of the mine and the repetitious work of mining machinery also created inescapable peril. Hands, wrists, and legs cramped up to such a degree that men looked like aberrant sand crabs, with arms all bunched up and hands locked in claws. One miner cramped up while waiting at the station for the cage, the underground elevator system. When the cage arrived, he couldn’t stand up. His legs had turned into rusted C-clamps tightening around the bench. To beat cramping, some ate potassium-rich bananas. They thought a banana, not an apple, kept the doctor away. One miner opened a pickle jar, drained all the juice into a glass—and chugged the briny solution in two gulps. The light-green-tinged liquid tasted like shit, but the salt did the trick. In the mid-1960s, Sunshine installed enormous ventilation fans that improved conditions, but for those guys working underground, it still felt like being in Panama in the middle of August.

			Most miners became astute at reading their bodies. Before the onset of a headache—when a dull throbbing alerted a man before the pain jumped into a sledgehammer on the cranium—was the only time to stem the inevitable cramping. Salt tablets stored throughout the working levels were the preventive, of course, and miners ate handfuls all day long. Wait too long, and fingers, toes, and other body parts started to curl, and nothing short of a bath in a vat of Morton’s would cure a case of heat cramps. A man in his teens and twenties could handle it better than an older miner, but even youth didn’t guarantee immunity. In the underground, nothing did.

			Chronic heat-related indigestion was also an underground scourge. Men had to drag themselves to the station to get out of that hot, stinking hole, sometimes feeling sicker than they ever had in their lives. One Sunshine miner got so ill from the heat that he vomited all the way from 4600 to the 3700 station. As strong as they were, men had been shaken like paint mixers all day long underground, and they arm-wrestled with 115-pound jackleg rock drills in their stopes and rained sweat from every gland. One miner chomped Rolaids like Beer Nuts; another carried a bottle of sickly pink goo that he swigged with the same gusto as a whiskey shot.

			Two variables ensured that underground accidents could and would come to pass—the earth was unstable and men took chances. Launhardt knew how men thought underground because he’d worked there. I’ve done this before. I can do it again. Injuries were an accepted cost of the business. Broken ribs and cracked skulls were the hidden costs of grandma’s silver tea set, the film in a young family’s camera, or the precious metals used in electronic components. Timber framing and five- or six-foot-long rock bolts were rarely enough to permanently shore up the guts of the earth. That realization was a thorn in his side. Launhardt knew that there were very few things that he could personally do to eliminate injuries from a fall of ground or rockburst—the greatest source of serious injury or fatality. Changing behavior when tradition, history, and male bravado had entrenched it was beyond his influence. Instead, Launhardt would preach safety to those who took an interest, and he’d see that lifesaving equipment was in working order. And when inevitable calamity occurred, he would suit up with the rescue team to extricate a miner from a two-ton tomb. If the accident involved a fatality, federal USBM and Idaho State Mine inspectors would arrive to conduct what was seen by many as nothing more than a cursory examination. Safety violations were cataloged and a narrative of the accident was captured on inspectors’ clipboards and they’d move on. Up through the 1960s, there were few teeth to whatever laws were on the books, anyway. If an operator could make an easy change to improve underground safety without too much expense, it usually got done. If it could be put off, it was.

			Mine-shift bosses and foremen saw safety as the safety engineer’s responsibility with their own focus solely on production. Launhardt wanted the foremen to lead by example and—though some were exceptions—the foremen just didn’t buy it.

			“Now wait a minute here,” one shift boss told him, “I’m not going to go around with all this babble you’re giving these men. It’s not my job. It won’t do any good. The men are going to get hurt regardless of whatever you tell them.”

			Launhardt was profoundly disappointed by the dismissal. He’d preached safety with so much true belief that he expected that the concept had made at least some gains the years he was away from the district. He hoped there was the same prevailing momentum in mine safety as there had been in other dangerous industries. Just maybe, he thought, these Sunshine miners have let the importance of job safety sink in. Maybe there’s been a change in attitude. It took him less than a week back at Sunshine to see the futility of such hopes. Nothing had changed.

			

			—

			A familiar maxim around the district that had the distinct ring of truth was that miners work hard, play hard, and fuck hard. Everything miners did was hard. Physically demanding jobs, dangerous jobs, brought a greater need for blowing off steam. Nothing was kept inside, and no rules needed to be maintained, period. Like soldiers, miners were a lifelong fraternity. Most had grown up together and had dads or uncles who worked underground. Sure, they fought, as brothers do, and certainly there were the kinds of rivalries that pitted one man against another. But in reality, when push came to literal shove, miners were Johnny-on-the-spot. Pity the newcomer, the logger with a tough-guy attitude, the out-of-towner who came to cause trouble. Miners who were at odds with each other a minute before would chuck all their disagreements and draw battle lines around the outsider.

			Launhardt was just a man who wanted to do his job and do it well. But as far as the men busting rock were concerned, Launhardt was not one of them. He was a guy who kept track of what they did wrong, wrote it down, and passed it along to the boss. The boss would come and make sure some irritating violation was corrected. All it did was slow down the process.

			Every time the garage doors opened across the yard from Launhardt’s window, it was a reminder that his cautionary words, his best intentions, were frequently ignored. Launhardt could feel his adrenaline percolate as one of a pair of ambulances came into view. Shoved right in his face would be the sight of a “basket case,” a miner strapped into a Stokes stretcher, being put into the back of an ambulance for the ride down the mountainside.

			As the calendar peeled toward May 2, the scene was played out with alarming regularity.

		

	
		
			Two

			5:50 a.m., May 2

			Mullan, Kellogg, Pinehurst

			Men went mining for mostly the same reasons. They needed a job, had no other options, or fell into it because their dads and granddads had been miners. And while the supply was usually there, district mines as big as Sunshine had to duke it out for the manpower needed to keep things running. Bill Steele, Sunshine’s hiring agent, knew every man, every reason, every goddamn story ever used to get work—and get out of it. On the morning of May 2, Steele, a square-shouldered military type, looked at his bedside clock and knew he wasn’t going to lift his head from the pillow. A cold had knocked him down like a gust of wind. As men across the district prepared to head to Sunshine for another workday, Steele was probably the only one in the company who could name each one of them. Steele had taken the recruiting job in the early 1960s when Sunshine management dumped his predecessor because that man was more interested in the bottle than in working. More than two hundred men had applied for the position and, tellingly, all but three were disqualified for poor attendance. Steele never missed a shift, shaved every day, and talked more than a magpie. Keeping men coming into the mine sometimes required persuasion, even wiles. At the time, the hiring office was in a little building that had been the barbershop in the days when rootless tramp miners roomed in the boardinghouse, drank at the Big Creek Store, and left the mountainside only when they fell off it. It was nothing for Sunshine to hire ten or twenty men a day, because that many would quit at any one time. Steele started each morning in the shifter’s shack where bosses—shifters—rattled off manpower requirements.

			“Bill, I need four miners.”

			“Bill, I need two.”

			“Bill, get me a couple laborers.”

			Almost every day, Steele would return to his office, slide open the hiring window, and view the motley lineup. Many faces belonged to seasoned miners and were quickly hired, though Steele knew they’d be leaving soon. That’s just the way it was. Men rolled into town without a penny in their pockets. If they were any good at all, they’d have a job, a hot meal, and a room—all inside of a couple of hours. Some faces belonged to working miners’ sons. By the early 1970s, many in the district had seen a lot of good times, times where dumping a shift was seen as no biggie. After all, miners working on a contract were making as much out of their stope as they wanted. Steele learned that the best prospects to fill the employee labor pool frequently came from outside of the district, especially the Midwestern states. There he found young men who’d been stuck on a farm in Bumfuck, Nebraska, earning $200 a month, plus room and board. When Sunshine’s hiring man explained the pay scale of a laborer, it left young men slack-jawed.

			“You can make about $250,” he said.

			“Sounds good. For the month?”

			“No. That’s for a week.”

			The farm boys were astounded by their good fortune. That the work would be harder than anything they had ever done, and would likely rewrite the trajectory of their lives, didn’t matter. It was more money than their fathers ever made.

			New hires were sent to Sunshine’s warehouse for boots, a hardhat, a belt, and a pipe wrench—the essentials for the underground. After that, they were directed to Wallace or Kellogg for a physical examination. Doctors documented blood pressure, height, weight, and the disclosure of any possible past injuries, but they also paid close attention to the condition of a man’s lungs, back, and hearing. If a man’s eyesight warranted glasses, it was so noted and stipulated that he should wear them underground. Exams were quick. A man could get in and out in twenty minutes. Hired in the morning, medical once-over by lunchtime, the new hire was at the mine for the afternoon shift. Some, however, never made it that far. Every now and then, Steele saw new Sunshine-issued boots and belts in district hock shops.

			No matter how much they made—$700 clear for gyppo or contract miners and even bigger weekly paychecks for men sinking shaft—plenty couldn’t make the money last until the next payday. There was a stinging irony to that, of course. On Fridays, Steele handed out paychecks that were more than what he made in an entire month. Yet by the following Wednesday the same guys would be leaning on the pay-window shelf, begging for a draw to get them through the week. Steele heard it all. Sometimes they’d say a kid was sick and had to see the doctor; other times they’d just put it on the line that they were flat busted. “I just gotta have it. My old lady’s really on my back. You gotta help me out here.” When he was feeling tenderhearted, Steele would fork over the dough a day early, keenly aware of the danger in doing so. Next time, the hard-pressed miner might beg for his check on Tuesday.

			Every week contract miners gathered to pick up their gyp sheets—forms kept by the Sunshine office that showed just how much rock they moved by the cubic foot or by the ton, depending on the contract. Even more important, the sheets put a dollar figure to their efforts. This wasn’t done in secret. The sheets were fanned out and handed over in a free-for-all that let everyone know how much money a man made. Status came with the money. And top miners were never shy about saying how big their checks were or how they were going to blow their cash.

			Gyppo miners hated it when Sunshine adopted its “bank system,” which held gyppo money until a job was done. Anything beyond a double day’s pay was put in an account managed by the company. Sunshine held on to the dough until the entire stope—two hundred feet, level to level—was mined, thus completing the contract. Mine managers positioned the program as something good for miners, who frequently and frivolously wasted paychecks on toys and booze. But in actuality it was simply a way for the company to improve its cash flow and keep the best gyppos from tramping out to work at another mine. Walking away from the job could mean walking away from a small fortune. Gyppos working especially tricky stopes were the most irate about the system. It could take a year or more to get the money they earned. The system, they insisted, was about controlling the men who put their lives on the line and made a bunch of money for guys who never sunk a jackleg’s steel into a wall of rock in their lives. With the bank system, the most a guy could bring home was $48 a day—no matter how much he slushed out. And to make matters worse, if a miner got mad and quit, he forfeited whatever remained in his account. The union fought against the provision but failed.

			Some guys got around the bank system by “high grading” or stashing some particularly rich chunks of ore into their buckets and selling them to a processor, thus cutting out Sunshine. Irate contract miners hid good veins and came back later. They’d timber over it, wash it down, and cover it with mesh or mats—anything to make it look as though a stope was either depleted of decent ore or downright worthless. Sometimes they’d rework the area after hours or on weekends, taking whatever they could haul directly to processors. Some of the most respected Sunshine miners did that a time or two. A very few made it a general practice and earned more money that way than they did mining for the company. A man could make some cash and say fuck you to the company at the same time.

			

			—

			With a young wife, three kids to feed, and barely enough cash to get him from here to there, Wilbur “Buz” Bruhn needed a job. In mid-1962, the curly-haired man with a Vise-Grip handshake stood in a Seattle unemployment office and studied job listings on a board. A placard indicating Idaho mining operations were short on muscle caught his eye. Bruhn had recently mined for quicksilver in Guerneville, California, and dug for iron ore in Minnesota as a teen. The next day he zipped across the state and got in the queue with another two or three dozen other scruffy job seekers at Sunshine’s Wallace hiring office. Despite the optimistic job flyer in Seattle, it didn’t look good. The line was at a standstill.

			I’ll never get a job here, Bruhn thought. Now what am I gonna do? But just before packing it up for more uncertainty in Seattle, Bruhn noticed something. Every now and then a man would slip into the office and leave looking satisfied, even cocky. He followed their lead.

			“You have something for me?” he asked.

			The hiring man looked up and regarded Bruhn with unmistakable wariness.

			“You ever work in a mine?”

			Bruhn said that he had, and the man seemed faintly impressed.

			“Come back Wednesday. I’ll have something for you then.”

			Bruhn wasn’t about to be put on ice. “If you ain’t got a job for me today,” he said, his voice booming as he made his play, “you ain’t going to have one for me come Wednesday.”

			The man smiled a little and proceeded to fill out a card.

			“Put this in your pocket and don’t say nothing to nobody,” he said. “Just walk out.”

			Damn, I got a job. With a few bucks and that little card in his pocket, Bruhn went looking for a place to crash. A Wallace madam had a good chuckle when he asked for a weekly rate at what he thought was a hotel but was actually a whorehouse. He footed it over to a hotel that boarded miners in a ramshackle warren of spartan rooms. He had cash for the night, but no money for food. An easygoing woman running a café in the basement agreed to feed him that night and even make him a sack lunch for work if he’d pay her back on payday—something she did for a handful of miners every shift of the week.

			A few days later Bruhn’s wife, Ginny, and their children joined the newest Sunshine miner and moved into a two-bedroom apartment with a kitchenette on the east side of the district. They’d never had it so good. When Ginny paid the bills, there was still money in their bank account.

			

			—

			After serving as an army medic, Pinehurst native Kenny Wilbur trailed his dad to the cell room of Bunker Hill’s zinc plant, where he stripped plates of bluish-white cadmium. It was a repetitive and low-paying job, so when summer warmed the valley, Wilbur headed for the Idaho woods to hook logs on the jammer. Working as a gyppo in a lumber camp could earn a man half again a day’s pay or more. When fall weather arrived, Wilbur went underground at Sunshine Mine. At first the young man reveled in that kind of back-and-forth rhythm which so many district men embraced as a good way of living. After a couple of years, however, Wilbur, who had a young wife and an infant son, saw it was not the way to sustain a life with responsibilities. In 1969 he became a permanent Sunshine employee, though he knew his connection to mining was tenuous. The bug hadn’t bitten him. His carpool buddy couldn’t stop yammering about mining, and Wilbur wanted to talk about hunting or fishing. About anything else. After spending all day underground, he wanted to get his head out of the dark hole and into the light.

			Wilbur noticed right away that longtime miners paid a huge price for that fat weekly paycheck. He even played a little game, asking veteran miners their ages. When they said they were thirty-five or forty, Wilbur stifled his shock. He watched as the older guys worked harder and harder, faster and faster, until heatstroke knocked them down in a clenched, fetal position. A veteran miner might think he was running a mile in a darkened sauna, but he was only walking. Men who had once been gyppo miners with big incomes and balls the size of grapefruits no longer had much stature. Miners knew the fragility of their place in the mine. All they had to do was look around at the men older than forty-five to see what most of them were doing underground or on the surface. If they hadn’t shown some kind of indomitable presence, some leadership, most who could no longer mine plummeted in the hierarchy of Sunshine—even though they knew a hell of a lot more than the young guys with quicker reflexes and greater muscle mass. It was like the pro-football player who was stuck selling insurance or new cars; their glory days were known but irretrievably lost.

			“Holy smokes,” Wilbur told his wife, Judy, one day after work, “these guys look like they are twenty years older than they are. This ain’t good. I don’t want to do this forever.”

			Kenny Wilbur wanted the kind of job that made him more valuable over time, not less. He put his name on the list to be an electrical apprentice at Sunshine. Get a trade and get out of the mine was his plan. On May 2 he was still in the mine, waiting on the list, looking for a way out.

			

			—

			Every now and then it was neither tradition nor necessity that took men into the earth’s crust for money. For Californian Bill Mitchell, a marine serving in Vietnam, the road to Sunshine came in the form of love letters from a Smelterville girl. Bill Mitchell wed Vicki Johnson in 1969, and the Bay Area transplant rustled a job at Sunshine and bought a house on Riverside Avenue, a street of modest homes on the eastern side of Kellogg. Right away, Mitchell felt the pull of the underground. Certainly the subterranean was different from what he’d imagined—unlike, say, Journey to the Center of the Earth, with James Mason and Pat Boone wandering around twinkling masses of glittery crystals. A hardrock mine was a man’s world, created by men. It was gray, dark, damp, and grimy. Yet everywhere Mitchell looked, men earned an income as big as their ambitions. He embraced that kind of accountability and freedom. He alone controlled how much money he brought home to his wife and, later, his two daughters.

			Across the district, Buz Bruhn, Kenny Wilbur, and Bill Mitchell downed some coffee and dressed for work. Bruhn carpooled from his little red house in Mullan with three other miners he’d known for years. Wilbur rode in with a buddy from Pinehurst. Mitchell, the closest to the mine, drove east from Kellogg. In less than five hours, everything each knew about hardrock mining would change forever.

		

	
		
			Three

			6:05 a.m., May 2

			Pinehurst

			Bob Launhardt was well suited for the serious demands of his job. Meticulous by nature, he was the kind of buttoned-up guy who alphabetized and organized most aspects of his life—from his garage tools to his sock drawer. Organizational acumen aside, Launhardt had a miner’s soul and was no stranger to the underground, having worked at Sunshine from the mid-fifties to the mid-sixties. That’s what brought him back. Launhardt didn’t leave in 1967 because he was dissatisfied with his work or wanted more money. He left because the New York owners didn’t see the relevance of a proactive safety program. They didn’t want anything to get in the way of production. Giving safety-minded employees an electric can opener as a reward for days without any dangerous incidents without really addressing the larger issues of mine safety wasn’t enough. Rather than feel underutilized at Sunshine, Launhardt quit the company to sell insurance for the Lutheran Brotherhood in Spokane, and then went off to Seattle to work as an executive headhunter. Four years after he left mining, Sunshine contacted him with an offer to resume his old duties. It took a little convincing. Eventually, Launhardt saw it as his chance to return to something he loved, but, even more, as an opportunity to start over. He understood the connection the men had to the earth and its hidden wealth. He knew the thrill of hitting a vein that would pay out for weeks and how it felt to work so hard that your muscles passed the point of soreness and ceased aching. Launhardt wasn’t an underground lifer, but he understood those who were. Moreover, Launhardt recognized he was no longer one of the army of men who blasted away the innards of a mountain. As safety engineer, the six-footer was now office rather than underground. A little awkward and deeply religious, Bob Launhardt stood out underground and in the mine yard. Perfect grammar and a clean-shaven face always did.

			It wasn’t that he was smarter or even more educated than those underground. There were plenty of men with college degrees busting rock, who wore belt buckles the size of dinner plates and drove midnight-blue pickups to hunting grounds on the weekends. But those men had adapted to the culture of the job and the district. The physical side of the work felt good. The strain of the mines felt better than the stress of the office—for which there were seldom tangible results. Desk jobs would never feel right to most miners.

			Underground was, quite literally, a world unto itself. It was a realm that fed on competition and practical jokes, the likes of which were seldom seen in any other industry. It was a place of nicknames that were frequently so entrenched that when Blackie, Skinhead, or Doc died and his given name was announced, few fellows knew it was the pal they’d talked to every day. A hoistman earned the name Greasy for playing dirty tricks with the thick black smear used to keep his hoist cable shipshape. His bit was to rub cable dope on the phone receiver and laugh like hell when a fellow picked up the line and blackened his ear. He’d conceal a greasy gob inside the yarn of a mop head and tell a new hire to start swabbing the floor. When he really wanted to get to someone, Greasy would slide a little cable dope on the blades of a man’s windshield wiper and wait for the next rainfall. Another hoistman’s favorite ploy was to pretend to relay an urgent message to an unsuspecting miner. Have to return the call immediately. Right now. The miner would dial the number and get the madam of a Wallace whorehouse. Magic Markers were also put to creative use. Men caught napping woke up to find handlebar mustaches or chin whiskers on their faces. Cager Stan “Talky” Taylor got up after one lunchtime nap to thunderous laughter. Etched on his balding head was a four-speed gearshift.

			While dressing at the end of a shift, guys sometimes got a jet of Right Guard sprayed onto open sores, to unbearable and stinging effect. A hoistman who used a Norelco razor was notorious for dumping his whiskers in drying socks, making a miner’s feet itch the next day like he had the world’s worst case of athlete’s foot. Some tricks were classic and played over and over—dinner buckets nailed to the station floor, the cat-food sandwich trap set for a miner who routinely helped himself to the wrong man’s bucket. But, boys being boys in the fraternity of mining, nothing got a bigger rise than the mix of humiliation and sex. Easter-egg-dye tablets were tucked into hip pockets or the fly of a man’s underwear to turn his butt or genitals green or red. One wife refused to have sex with her husband until he “got the purple off his pecker” after a dye job. One hapless fellow was held down while a band of miners ran duct tape from his chin to his scrotum—and then peeled it off, leaving a hairless racing stripe from “chin to hose.” Getting greased was undoubtedly the most humiliating of the common pranks. One new miner dodged the practice for quite a while, but made the mistake of telling a buddy, “No one can grease me.” Soon after, four burly fellows pinned him down, pulled down his diggers, and rubbed cable dope over his genitals. The thick, waxy grease had phenomenal staying power. Most learned the hard way: The stuff has to wear off.

			Miners referred to their horseplay as grab-assing, and occasionally things went too far. In addition to stunned pride, miners turned up with broken bones and gaping wounds. Bob Launhardt was put in the position of having to write up some of those antics as safety violations. That pushed him further away from the brotherhood of miners. In truth, Launhardt’s reserved personality made it difficult enough for a close relationship with others anyway. He hunted elk and deer with a couple of pals, but those relationships didn’t last. One of his buddies left for another mine, and another died when the battery hood of his motor caught a muck chute and swung back, slicing his head from his neck.

			

			—

			On the morning of May 2, as he had for three months since his return to Idaho, Launhardt drove from Pinehurst through Smelterville and five more miles southeast of Kellogg, to the spur at Big Creek. Filtered sunlight reflected off his windshield as he went up the mountain and past the row of miners’ houses that marched up toward the company gate. He was troubled that morning by something he’d read in the Kellogg Evening News the night before. It was a scathing letter from the local of the miners’ union, the United Steelworkers of America:

			
				I do not know whether you are aware, that now we have more favorable laws for the protection of underground workers in this state and a more active department for the enforcement of these laws, that several mining companies in this state absolutely refuse to abide by the law and the abatement of orders of the Idaho Inspector of Mines office.

			

			Launhardt took the comments personally because he took his responsibility to heart. He parked behind the mine offices. It was forty-five minutes before the day shift would start filing underground. After changing into coveralls, heavy woolen socks, yellow hard-toed rubber boots, and a hardhat, lamp, and battery, he met up with Jim Salyer. A no-nonsense fellow with angular features and a head of sandy hair, Salyer, fifty-one, was the foreman in charge of development efforts on the 5400 and 5600 levels, where Sunshine was searching for new ore bodies. By the early 1970s there were additional pressures on mining companies throughout northern Idaho to ramp up production. Mineral extraction was no longer merely the interest of the small towns where shafts were sunk. Mining was going corporate, and pressure to perform was increasing with every quarterly report. Sunshine’s owners wanted the silver mine to pay out, and a stiff-armed push was on.

		

	
		
			Four

			6:15 a.m., May 2

			Sunshine Mine Offices

			Even in early May, fragments of the snow pack were scattered like broken dishes over the mountainsides adjacent to the mine. Icy water drained from the dirty white deposits into Big Creek and gushed under the mine bridge before joining Elk Creek and the south fork of the Coeur d’Alene River. The weather was a yo-yo in May. Days sometimes hit the mid-seventies, with nights plummeting to freezing as the elements battled over whether it was winter or summer—the seasons that rule the district most of the year. On the eastern edge of the thirty-five-mile-long valley, water dammed up by beavers was smoothed flat, and stalks of cattails with the last tufted remnants of coppery fur stood battered but upright.

			But more than any place on earth, mining districts were about what lay beneath the surface, what couldn’t be seen by the day-tripper passing through.

			Mine engineers recorded the world below, but such schematics were a blend of reality and wishful thinking. They depicted an orderly place. In a mine map, drifts often run in straight lines, and raises poke from one level to the next in a perfect, logical trajectory. But no mine is so tidy. Men develop mines with muscle, jackleg diamond drills, and explosives. And as much as they would like things to go exactly as planned, the subterranean has a will of its own. Rocks break, fractures form, and routes are adjusted. To the layperson, the concept
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