
ALSO BY HÉCTOR TOBAR

Fiction

The Barbarian Nurseries

The Tattooed Soldier

Nonfiction

Translation Nation


1

 A COMPANY MAN

In the San José Mine, sea level is the chief point of reference. The five-by-five-meter tunnel of the Ramp begins at Level 720, which is 720 meters above sea level. The Ramp descends into the mountain as a series of switchbacks, and then farther down becomes a spiral. Dump trucks, front loaders, pickup trucks, and assorted other machines and the men who operate them drive down past Level 200, into the part of the mountain where there are still minerals to be brought to the surface, working in passageways that lead from the Ramp to the veins of ore-bearing rock. On the morning of August 5, the men of the A shift are working as far down as Level 40, some 2,230 vertical feet below the surface, loading freshly blasted ore into a dump truck. Another group of men are at Level 60, working to fortify a passageway near a spot where a man lost a limb in an accident one month earlier. A few have gathered for a moment of rest, or idleness, in or near El Refugio, the Refuge, an enclosed space about the size of a school classroom, carved out of the rock at Level 90. As its name suggests, the Refuge is supposed to be a shelter in the event of an emergency, but it also serves as a kind of break room because fresh air is pumped into it from the surface, offering a respite from the humidity and heat, which often reaches 98 percent and 40° Celsius (104° Fahrenheit) in this part of the mine. The San José is said by the men who work there to be like hell, and this is a description with some basis in scientific fact, since it’s the geothermal heat emanating from the bowels of the Earth that makes the mine hotter the deeper they go.

The mechanics led by Juan Carlos Aguilar find respite from the heat by setting up a workshop at Level 150, in a passageway not far from the vast interior chasm called El Rajo, which translates loosely as “the Pit.” Air circulates through the Pit and the faintest hint of a breeze flows from that dark abyss into the makeshift workshop. The mechanics have decided to start their workweek by asking Mario Sepúlveda to give them a demonstration of how he operates his front loader. They watch as he uses the clutch to bring the vehicle to a stop, shifting from forward directly to reverse without going into neutral first.

“Who taught you to do that?” the mechanics ask. “That’s wrong. You’re not supposed to do it that way.” He’s mucking up the transmission by doing this, wearing out the differential.

“No one ever showed me,” Sepúlveda answers. “I just learned from watching.” The mechanics work for a company that contracts maintenance services to the mine, and they are not surprised to learn that an employee of the San José is operating an expensive piece of equipment without having received any formal training. The San José is an older, smaller mine known for cutting corners, and for its primitive working conditions and perfunctory safety practices. Among other things, it has vertical escape tunnels that will be useless in an emergency because they lack the ladders necessary for the miners to use them.

Newly informed as to the proper use of the clutch, Sepúlveda leaves the mechanics to work down at Level 90.

Throughout the morning, the mountain has continued its intermittent thundering wail, the sound of a distant explosion followed by a long whining sound. Carlos Pinilla, the general manager of the San Esteban Mining Company, hears this noise as he travels in a pickup truck between the levels of the San José Mine. He has an office on the surface, but is now deep inside the mountain to impose some discipline on a workplace that’s much too casual for his liking. “I had to reprimand everyone from the shift supervisor on down,” he says. “None of these guys was a little white dove. I didn’t want them to be afraid of me. But if I’d go down there and find six guys sitting around chatting, I wanted them to at least stand up when they saw the boss. Without that, everything would start to fall apart …”

Pinilla is a jowly man of about fifty who’s worked his way up from lowly office jobs in mining companies to one in which he’s the general manager of the two mines run by the San Esteban Mining Company. He’s described by his underlings as imperious, the kind of a man who will bark an order and who treats the miners as if their sweating, helmeted presence were offensive to him somehow. In a country of rigid class distinctions, such as Chile, laborers are often subjected to bald condescension by the salaried classes. Even in this context, to the miners Pinilla stands out as an especially domineering “white helmet,” particularly in contrast to the soft-spoken white helmet beneath him in the mining hierarchy, the shift supervisor Urzúa. In recent weeks, one of the members of the A shift, Daniel Herrera, had asked Pinilla several times for replacement air filters for the masks the men wear, until, he claims, the general manager finally replied, sarcastically: “Yeah, I’m going to get you a whole truck filled with filters!” Pinilla is “el amo de la mina,” the miner Jorge Galleguillos says, lord and master of the mine. Galleguillos is fifty-six, and older men like him are afraid of Pinilla because he can fire a man in an instant, leaving him in the unenviable position of looking for work in an industry where youth and a stout constitution are especially prized. At the same time, it’s only the older, most experienced miners who have dared to speak out in the face of the mounting evidence of the San José Mine’s structural weakness.

After 121 years in which men and machines have emptied and hollowed the mountain, the San José Mine is still intact thanks to the hard, gray diorite stone that makes up most of the mountain’s mass. In mining slang, the diorite is “good” rock in the sense that it holds together when you drill through it. If the ore-bearing rock is like a crumb cake that begins to disintegrate as soon as you poke it, the diorite is more like a stiff custard. Generally speaking, the diorite provides an excellent, stable structure for a tunnel, requiring relatively little reinforcement. The Ramp has been carved through this stone, and is the only true way in and out of the mine. Until recently, no one who works in the San José believed it was in danger of collapsing. Then, several months back, a finger-wide crack was discovered in the Ramp at Level 540.

Mario Gómez showed the crack to his shift supervisor as soon as he saw it. Gómez is a sixty-three-year-old miner who drives a thirty-ton-capacity truck into the mine. “I’m pulling my truck out of this mine,” Gómez said then. “And I’m not going back in, and no one else will, until you get the mine manager and the engineers here from Copiapó, and make them look at this and evaluate it.” A few hours later, the engineer and the general manager arrived. They placed mirrors inside the half-inch-wide crack: If the mountain was still shifting and splitting, then the movement would break the mirrors. But the mirrors are still intact.

“Look, the Ramp is the safest thing in this mine,” the manager said to the miners. “All that cracking is coming from the Pit. The walls of the Pit can collapse up to five meters away and nothing will happen to the Ramp.” More mirrors were placed in the crack when water began to leak through it, but they all remained in place and intact for weeks and months. Galleguillos studied the mirrors every time he drove past one. He wrote down other troubled observations in a notebook: “Falling material is felt at Level 540 … tunnel walls detached at Level 540.” Then he forced the mine manager to sign a copy of these notes. Later, he confronted the manager again.

“How do we know you’re not going in and replacing those mirrors when we’re not looking?” Galleguillos asked.

“What are you?” the manager snapped back. “A coward?”

Now Pinilla crosses paths several times with the workers as he patrols the interior of the mine in his pickup truck. At midmorning, Yonni Barrios and his crew of fortifiers see him at Level 60, and tell him the mountain is making noises you ordinarily can’t hear that far down. “Don’t worry,” he tells them, “the mountain is just settling” (“el cerro se está acomodando”). Higher up, at Level 105, another group of workers has a similar conversation. The thunder can be heard in every corner of the mine, and it’s causing a sense of worry to spread through the passageways—and also a sense of denial. Mining is an inherently dangerous occupation, and those who have decades of experience working underground take pride in facing its risks. The men of the A shift have made it a habit of complaining to their wives and girlfriends about the San José, using the preferred euphemism that conditions in the mine are “complicated,” and then brushing off the danger when pressed for details.

Luis Urzúa, too, has told his wife the San José is “complicated,” and when he took the job there a few months ago, it was in full knowledge of the mine’s recent accidents. This morning he’s hearing the complaints about the thunder from his crew, including a few who insist they should all go to the surface. Urzúa says to wait. Urzúa is fifty-four years old, and despite his degree as a mining topographer, he freely admits that he’s intimidated by people who are “bigger” than he is. He could confront his boss, Pinilla, and demand that all his men be pulled out: In fact, a few of the men of the A shift are starting to think he’s weak for failing to do so. But at this moment none of those men complain very loudly either, nor do they announce that they will simply refuse to work a minute longer and leave the mine immediately, a step men at the San José have taken before.

Mario Gómez, the oldest man in the A shift, has two missing fingers on his left hand as a reminder of what can happen underground from one moment to the next. At about 12:00 p.m., he, too, is given a warning of the impending disaster: There’s “smoke” coming from Level 190, the driver Raúl Villegas tells Gómez as the two men and their dump trucks pass each other on the Ramp. But Gómez listens to the tough, gruff voice in his head that tells him he should be careful but not fearful. When he drives past the “smoke” and takes a look he concludes: It’s just dust, and dust is normal in the mine.

Still, the reports of unusual noises and explosions keep coming, and by late morning the boss of all the bosses, Carlos Pinilla, is, according to several of his underlings, starting to act strangely. Urzúa and his second-in-command, the foreman Florencio Avalos, spot him in his pickup at Level 400. Pinilla stops to shine a large flashlight at the stone walls of the Ramp, and another worker who spots him at this moment says: “His flashlight was huge, so much bigger than the ones we carried, that it made me nervous to see him using such a thing.” Later, other workers see him going into one of the corridors that lead off the Ramp to shine the same flashlight inside the cavernous, excavated space of the Pit. They also see him standing next to the pickup truck, as if he were listening for something, or trying to feel movement inside the mountain. He seems to be listening, too, when he stops at the entrance to corridors near Level 400, to wipe clean the blue-and-white placards reading “DO NOT ENTER” and “BYPASS.” “I thought that was strange,” Urzúa says, “to see my jefe cleaning the traffic signs.” When Florencio Avalos comes upon Pinilla a little bit after noon, the general manager tells him he has a flat tire and needs to get a spare as quickly as possible. “He seemed nervous,” Avalos says. “As soon as we changed the last bolt, he took off, and we never saw him again.”

As Pinilla drives toward the surface at around 1:00 p.m., he crosses paths on the Ramp with Franklin Lobos, a tall, balding onetime soccer star and minor local celebrity whose chief fame underground is that he’s a grouch. Lobos drives the personnel truck that ferries the men in and out of the mine, and at that moment he’s headed down to pick up the men for lunch.

“Franklin, I’d like to make two observations to you,” Pinilla says. “First, I want to congratulate you, because you have the Refuge nice and clean.” The Refuge is stocked with two metal cabinets with food, supposedly enough to keep an entire shift alive for two days. As the driver of the personnel truck, Lobos holds the keys to those cabinets and is responsible for keeping the Refuge in order. “And second,” Pinilla continues, “as soon as you can, I want you to go and talk to the supply master. Because we’re getting a box ready with more provisions for the Refuge.” More food, blankets, and a first-aid kit, that sort of thing, Pinilla says.

According to testimony given to a Chilean congressional commission, Pinilla seems to be in a hurry to leave the mine, and is making preparations for an emergency, but he says it isn’t because he thinks the mine is about to collapse. His biggest concern isn’t an accident in the mine, but rather that the Chilean government agency in charge of mining safety will close down the mine. The big flashlight was required for a routine inspection of the excavated cavern of the Pit: Given that it’s as much as six hundred feet tall in places, he needs an especially powerful beam. And he’s just ordered that more emergency supplies be taken to the Refuge because the miners are always stealing the food inside (he’d finally bought a lock and an aluminum band to keep them from doing so), and if an inspector finds the supplies lacking he’ll shut down the mine.

In 2007, the Chilean government had ordered the San José Mine closed after an underground explosion of rock killed the geologist Manuel Villagrán. The mine owners promised the government they would take a series of steps to improve safety, and the San José was allowed to be reopened. (The men built a shrine of votive candles to Villagrán at the spot where he died and where the vehicle he was driving remains buried.) Unlike other mines in the Copiapó region, the San José is not owned by a big foreign conglomerate, but rather by two sons of the late Jorge Kemeny, an exile from Communist Hungary who settled in this part of Chile in 1957. Marcelo and Emérico Kemeny did not, unfortunately, inherit their father’s passion and skill for the mining business. Emérico left his share of the work of owning the mine to his brother-in-law, Alejandro Bohn. The Kemenys and Bohn struggled to keep the San Esteban Mining Company profitable while complying with the Chilean government’s demands. The company was required to install ladders inside the ventilation tunnels as an alternate emergency escape to the Ramp, and also new fans to increase air circulation and lower the temperature at the bottom of the mine, which at times neared 50° Celsius (122° Fahrenheit). As if in recognition of their previous shortcomings on safety, the owners then contracted with a company called E-Mining to take charge of the mine’s daily operations. E-Mining recommended a seismic monitoring system designed to detect potentially catastrophic shifting of the mountain’s internal structure; it was never purchased. The contractor also recommended other movement-detection devices known as geophones, but after a month they stopped working because the mine’s trucks kept running over their fiber-optic cables. Eventually the San Esteban fell behind in its payments to E-Mining, and the company canceled its contract and withdrew its employees. The San Esteban then hired a former San José employee, Carlos Pinilla, to take the contractor’s place. The San Esteban company doesn’t have enough money to pay for the seismographs, or to keep the geophones operational, nor has it installed the ladders or the ventilation systems the government ordered. Basically, it’s impossible to do those things and still keep their mediumsize mine profitable. Among other things, the company is $2 million in debt to ENAMI, a government-owned company that processes ore for smalland medium-size mines. Just like the workers who know how dangerous the San José is and work there anyway, the owners know how dangerous it is and keep it open nonetheless. To keep the company and its financial ambitions and responsibilities afloat, they’re gambling with the miners’ lives.

As he drives to the surface, Carlos Pinilla is doing exactly what the owners have always asked him to do: keep the mine running, with the cash-producing ore coming out, while keeping costs down, hoping for the best, trusting that the very hard diorite of the Ramp will hold together and allow the men to escape, even if the internal structure of the mountain, weakened after more than one hundred years of digging and blasting, causes the rest of the mine to crumble.

If Pinilla closes the mine and orders everyone out, and the mine doesn’t collapse, it might cost him his job. And besides, he believes at this moment that the San José Mine has at least another twenty years left in it.

Just after 1:00 p.m., two men cross paths on a road carved out of stone: One is headed up, the other down. Carlos Pinilla, the man in the white helmet who worked his way up from warehouse clerk to general manager, revs the engine of his pickup to begin to climb to the surface and daylight. Franklin Lobos, a man whose fortunes have been in a precipitous decline, watches from beneath a blue helmet as the jefe drives away. Lobos reaches over and releases the emergency brake on his truck, so that gravity does the first bit of the work of sending him on his journey downward. He turns on the fog lamps—the main beams of the truck’s headlights have never worked—and heads down to the Refuge, below Level 100, where the men are starting to gather and wait for him for the ride up for lunch.

Descending a bit more, at Level 500, Lobos sees a truck coming up, and since uphill traffic has the right of way, he lets it pass: It’s Raúl Villegas, the driver who’s just complained about “smoke,” driving a big dump truck filled with tons of ore.

The men wave hello and goodbye to each other and soon Lobos is on his way down again. He reaches Level 400, where the signs gleam a little brighter thanks to Pinilla’s polish job. The older miner Jorge Galleguillos is riding in the cab alongside Lobos, going down to check on the system of tanks and hoses that brings water from the surface down into the mine. The drive is slow and tedious, following the ground-hugging beam of the truck’s fog lamps along a single gray tunnel, sinuous and repetitive, as if they were entering the dark, dank, and vacant landscape of a miner’s subconscious. A half hour longer they drive, one rocky turn following another, in passageways with a million ragged, serrated edges blasted from rock. They are at about Level 190 when they see a white streak move past the truck’s windshield from right to left.

“Did you see that?” Galleguillos says. “That was a butterfly.”

“What? A butterfly? No, it wasn’t,” Lobos answers. “It was a white rock.” The mine’s ore-rich veins are thick with a translucent, milky quartz that glimmers when it catches the light.

“It was a butterfly,” Galleguillos insists.

Lobos believes that it’s pretty much impossible to think that a butterfly could flutter down in the dark to more than a thousand feet below the surface. But for the moment he surrenders the argument.

“You know what, you win. It was a butterfly.”

Lobos and Galleguillos continue driving for about twenty more meters. And then they hear a massive explosion, and the passageway around them begins to fill with dust. The Ramp is collapsing directly behind them, near the spot where a rock or a butterfly passed before their windshield.

The sound and the blast wave interrupt thirty-four men laboring inside stone corridors. Men using hydraulic machines to lift stone, men listening to stone crash against the metal beds of dump trucks, men waiting for the lunch truck in a room carved from stone, men drilling into stone, men driving diesel-fed machines down a stone highway, and men wearing eroded stone on their clothes and their faces.

The truck driver Raúl Villegas is the only one of the thirty-four men underground at the moment of the collapse who manages to escape. He watches in horror as a dust cloud gathers in his rearview mirror and quickly overtakes his truck. He speeds through the cloud toward the exit, and when he reaches the mouth at which the Ramp opens to the surface, the dust follows him outside. A gritty brown cloud will continue flowing out of that malformed orifice for hours to come.

Inside the personnel truck at Level 190, Lobos and Galleguillos are the two men closest to the collapse, which hits them as a roar of sound, as if a massive skyscraper were crashing down behind them, Lobos says. The metaphor is more than apt. The vast and haphazard architecture of the mine, improvised over the course of a century of entrepreneurial ambition, is finally giving way. A single block of diorite, as tall as a forty-five-story building, has broken off from the rest of the mountain and is falling through the layers of the mine, knocking out entire sections of the Ramp and causing a chain reaction as the mountain above it collapses, too. Granitelike stone and ore are knocked loose, pulled downward to crash against other rocks, causing the surviving sections of the mine to shake as if in an earthquake. The dust created and propelled by the explosions shoots sideways, upward, and downward, ejected from one passageway and gallery in the mine’s maze of corridors to the next.

In an office about one hundred feet above the mine opening, Carlos Pinilla, the hard-driving general manager, hears the thunder crack and his first thought is: But they’re not supposed to be blasting today. He concludes that it’s probably another collapse of rock inside the Pit, which is nothing to be worried about. But the sound of rolling thunder doesn’t stop. His phone rings, and the voice on the line says, “Step out your door and look at the mine entrance.” Pinilla walks into the midday sun and sees a billowing cloud of dust bigger than any he’s seen before.
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 THE END OF EVERYTHING

When the diorite “mega-block” first breaks loose, it emits a loud, percussive sound. Many of the thirty-three men trapped below will not hear it, because they’re wearing ear protection deeper in the mine, or because they’re operating loud, heavy machinery. The mechanics at Level 150 are working on a twenty-seven-ton Toro 400 “load-haul dumper,” parked just thirty feet or so from the precipitous drop-off where the Pit begins. They’re behind schedule, and trying to finish before lunch, because they’ve spent ninety minutes waiting for a special wrench that someone had to go up to the surface to fetch. At 1:40 p.m., three men are using that tool to tighten the last two bolts on one of the squat machine’s five-foot-tall wheels when they hear what sounds like a gunshot. A moment later, they are knocked off their feet by a blast wave, and then enveloped by the sound of falling rock, and the walls around them begin to shake, and stones the size of oranges are falling around them. Raúl Bustos, who survived an earthquake and tsunami five months earlier, scurries under the chassis of the Toro 400. So does Richard Villarroel, a twenty-six-year-old whose young girlfriend is six months pregnant with their first child. Juan Carlos Aguilar, the man who’s traveled here from the rain forests of southern Chile, grabs on to a nearby water pipe. For two minutes, their ears are filled with the sound of the mountain’s collapse: One will describe it as like hearing many jackhammers taking apart a sidewalk all at once. Then a second blast wave, going in the opposite direction from the first, sweeps through the corridor, causing more rocks to fall. Stones falling from inside the nearby cavern begin to fill their informal workshop, and when the noise and the crashing sounds finally ease a bit, they look and see that one of the other vehicles closer to the edge of the cavern is half-buried in rock.

The three men gather themselves and in shouts agree to head on foot to the Ramp, to search for the fourth member of their work crew, a man who is driving a pickup truck they might use to escape.

A few minutes earlier, Juan Illanes had been ordered by his boss, Juan Carlos Aguilar, to leave the informal workshop to go get some drinking water. This requires a short drive down to the Refuge in a pickup truck. Illanes is driving a bit past Level 135 when he comes upon a slab of rock that’s fallen. It’s about six feet long, and maybe ten inches thick, too big to drive over. He has to get out and move it, or find a way around it. So he puts the pickup in reverse, and is just taking his hand off the gearshift when he hears a powerful “rocket blast” (un cohetazo). The walls of the Ramp begin to spit small stones and he hits the accelerator to go back up, in reverse, but only for a second or two, because then he feels the blast wave hit his truck, followed by a dust cloud, and an earthquake, as if the Ramp were inside a cardboard box that someone had decided to shake, he later says. He waits a bit and then, remembering his coworkers back at Level 150, he turns the pickup around and drives back up the Ramp toward the workshop, steering the vehicle into the angry cloud of oncoming dust. The dust is so thick he can’t see where he’s going, and he keeps crashing into the side wall of the tunnel. Finally he stops, and waits, with the lights on and the motor still running. He’s sitting there, inside the cab, when a figure steps out of the dust cloud and into the short beam of the truck’s headlights—it’s his boss, Aguilar. Two more men are running toward him, the other mechanics, Raúl Bustos and Richard Villarroel.

Illanes tells them it’s impossible to drive the pickup truck through the dust, so the four men find a section of the Ramp where there’s a wall that’s been fortified with steel mesh. They huddle against this wire net, the flimsiest of defenses against a mine that’s crumbling all around them.

The sound and the blast wave continue to race downward through the mine, past another group of workers at Level 105 who are perforating rock, including a forty-seven-year-old widower named José Ojeda. At Level 100, Alex Vega is waiting for Franklin Lobos and his lunch truck, taking a break, chitchatting with other workers, including Edison Peña, a thirty-four-year-old Santiago native and mechanic with a reputation at the San José Mine as a troubled and anxious individual. Peña keeps physically fit by riding back and forth across Copiapó on a bicycle he’s named Vanessa, after a porn star whose athleticism he admires. As the lunch hour approaches, Peña is depressed because he had been hoping that with all the commotion about the mountain making noises, the rest of the workday would be canceled, but it hasn’t been. Both men hear the thunder blast from above, a noise that’s dampened a bit after traveling through a few hundred feet of granitelike stone to reach them. “We were used to noises,” Alex later says. “It was normal for the mountain to crunch and crash. Like the boss would say to us: ‘The mountain is a living thing.’” But this noise is unlike any other they’ve heard before, and it’s followed by a rumbling sound that grows in volume with each passing second. The resting miners in blue, yellow, and red helmets standing with Vega and Peña at Level 105 begin to look around, and to look at one another. Their faces ask, Does anyone know what that is? Finally, someone shouts, “La mina se está planchoneando.” The mine is pancaking. There is a burst of wind, and then they see a cloud of dust flowing into the Ramp from tunnels leading to old, no-longer-worked sections of the mine. The cloud races down the Ramp toward them, and soon it is upon them, showering them with dirt and pebbles as they run downhill for the safety of the Refuge.

About ten vertical yards below Vega and Peña, Samuel Avalos is among a second group of workers waiting for the lunch truck, gathering inside or near the Refuge itself. Avalos’s recent past is even more unsettled, his work history more scrappy, than that of most of his fellow miners. Until recently, he worked as a street vendor, and he’s still hawking pirated discs as a side job, and has thus earned the nickname “CD.” He’s a small, funny man, at once shy and possessed of an ironic sense of humor that’s allowed him to endure a life in which he also sold flowers and other wares on street corners to survive. Once inside the Refuge, he performs a midday ritual that would seem eccentric or lunatic in any other workplace: He strips down to his underwear while several of his fully clothed coworkers stand by. After just half a shift of work, his overalls are sweatsoaked, so he takes them off, wrings the moisture out, and hangs them on one of the water pipes in the Refuge to dry. The Refuge is a room carved out of stone, with a white tile floor, a cinder-block wall, and a steel door that separates it from the Ramp. Other men come in and go out, but no one says anything to Avalos as he stands there half-naked, relaxing. Avalos has been waiting at the Refuge for quite a while, long enough for his uniform to be a bit drier, and he’s putting the overalls back on when he hears the thunderclap.

At first Avalos wonders if someone is blasting rock in the mine: but there is no blasting scheduled for that day. It’s bad if someone is setting off explosions without warning the men working in the mine, though it’s been known to happen. At the same time, the sound is louder than any controlled explosion. What could it be?

The curly-haired Víctor Zamora, who grew up in the town of Arica on the Peruvian border, is near the Refuge, too, sitting on a stone that’s like a bench. A chain-smoker, he’s puffing on another cigarette and feeling pretty good, pretty relaxed, despite the dull, sometimes throbbing pain of a molar that’s got a cavity. He’s there with the members of his fortifying crew, and later he will remember this moment as one of contentment and brotherhood. The men who work together in any given shift refer to one another as los niños, whether they be twenty-one or sixty-one, and Zamora actually likes working in the San José Mine with his fellow “boys”: He feels comfort in the way men treat one another as equals, “no one better than anyone else.” Now Zamora hears the explosion, too, and since he’s worked in mines on and off since he was a young man, the first thing he does is nothing more than take another drag on his cigarette.

A minute or so later, the first blast wave reaches Zamora and knocks him off his stone bench and violently throws open the heavy metal door to the nearby Refuge. He rises to his feet and runs inside.

In the panicked minutes that follow, Alex Vega, Edison Peña, and several other miners who had been waiting for the lunch truck nearby run into the Refuge to join Samuel Avalos, Víctor Zamora, and the others there. Soon, about two dozen men have huddled inside. Outside, beyond the steel door, the mountain is caving in upon itself. After fifteen or twenty minutes, the noise isn’t as loud, and then men drum up the collective courage to make a run for safety, heading out past the steel door and the cinder-block wall, stepping onto the Ramp to walk, scurry, and run to the surface, nearly four miles away.

After a morning spent driving to every level of the mine where men are working, the shift manager, Luis Urzúa, is at Level 90, not far from the spot where Mario “Perri” Sepúlveda is operating a front loader. At 1:40 p.m. he hears a loud crash that’s audible over the roar of the front loader, what sounds like a huge rock falling in the Pit. It’s normal to hear such noises coming from the mine’s excavated caverns when workers have been extracting ore at higher levels, and Urzúa isn’t especially concerned. Five minutes later, he hears another crash, and he tells Sepúlveda to stop his machine, but Mario is already doing so, because he’s just felt what he thinks is one of the large tires on his rig blowing out. Sepúlveda is taking off his ear protectors when the pressure wave passes through the tunnel and plugs up his ears. What is this, he wonders, and then Florencio Avalos pulls up in the shift manager’s white Toyota Hilux pickup truck to announce that the mine appears to be collapsing. Sepúlveda and Urzúa jump into the pickup and the three men drive up the Ramp toward the Refuge, where they find that all the men that should be there, seeking shelter from the collapsing mine, are gone.

With Sepúlveda still in the pickup with them, the two supervisors, Urzúa and Avalos, circle back downhill. They drive away from the surface and safety because there are men deeper in the mine. “We have to make sure those huevones1 get out,” he says. Getting each and every man working underground out at the end of the day is the responsibility Urzúa assumes each time he enters the mine.

Thirty vertical meters farther down, at Level 60, the Bolivian immigrant Carlos Mamani is at work inside another front loader. These are his first hours underground at the mine: He passed an aboveground test to operate the loader a few days before, and that very morning he’d taken a kind of final underground exam, supervised by one of the mechanics. After watching him awhile, the mechanic left Mamani to work alone for the first time. It’s the kind of moment Mamani, an earnest, baby-faced twenty-four-year-old, had imagined for many years. He grew up speaking Aymara on a rural farm on the desolate, beautiful Altiplano, one of the poorest corners of the poorest country in South America. As a teenager he joined the immigrant stream to Chile to work picking grapes and construction, all the while secretly dreaming of being a police detective. Instead of going to college he settled for a bit of technical training, and today he’s soloing at the controls of a big, Swedish-built machine with a joystick and digital gauges for the first time. The gauges glow in the darkness of the cavern, adding to the sense that he’s operating a complex and modern piece of equipment.

Mamani’s loader is attached to a big basket, with two men suspended inside, working on the roof of a tunnel, using jackhammer drills to do what’s called “fortifying.” The four-man crew working with him includes Yonni Barrios, the man with two households, and Darío Segovia, the man who gave his wife an unusually long and heartfelt embrace that very morning. They’re drilling six-foot-long metal rods into the stone to hold up a steel mesh that’s meant to keep any slab from falling on the people working below. Mamani doesn’t know it, because it’s his first day, but the miners inside the basket do: This is the spot where one month earlier the miner Gino Cortés was crushed by a falling slab of rock weighing more than a ton, causing his left leg to be amputated. Mamani has forgotten to bring down the lamp he was issued—he left it in the locker room up above, but Barrios told him not to worry, he can go pick it up at lunchtime. Mamani doesn’t even know what the daily routine of the mine is supposed to be, and he’s looking at his watch, and seeing it’s almost 2:00 p.m., he’s wondering: When are we going to eat? When are these guys going to stop working? Are they ever going to stop working? Next time, I’ll have a bigger breakfast.

Above him, the men stop working suddenly. Through the glass of the cab, Mamani watches them. Barrios and Segovia are looking at themselves as if to say, “What was that?”

Barrios is operating a jackhammer and has earplugs in, and hasn’t heard the distant explosion. Instead, he’s just felt a kind of pressure wave pass through his body. He feels his entire body being squeezed, and then a bit later, unsqueezed, as if he were inside the cylinder of a hand pump while someone pushed down on the plunger and then pulled it up again. Segovia has heard the explosion, and looks down at the two men standing below them, their assistants Esteban Rojas and Carlos Bugueño. “Something is happening,” one of them shouts. “Our ears are all plugged up.” But the crew keeps on working for several minutes more, until pebbles begin to fall from the roof of the tunnel, and dust blows inside.

Inside the cab, Mamani wonders if the gritty cloud beginning to build outside his front loader is somehow part of the work, too. But no, it isn’t, because the miners begin gesturing for him to lower the basket, and to back up the loader out of the tunnel, quickly. Mamani does this, then turns and sees Daniel Herrera reaching for the door to the cab. When Herrera opens the door, Mamani’s ears plug up suddenly and he loses much of his sense of hearing: He sees the lips of people moving but struggles to make out the words.

One of the workers starts to move his flashlight in circles, a signal that Mamani knows, from other mines he’s worked in, means something very frightening: Get out! Evacuate the mine! Get out now! From where they find themselves, it’s a five-mile drive to the surface, a vertical climb of two thousand feet, some forty minutes going downhill, and God knows how long uphill, because it’s a drive Mamani has never taken.

Moments later Mamani is driving the loader onto the Ramp, carrying several men into a tunnel filling and then filled with dust, headed for the Refuge, the big machine hitting the wall because he can’t see.

A little way forward, at Level 90, they see the shift supervisor, Urzúa, and the foreman, Avalos, coming down. Keep going up, the bosses say. We’ll catch up to you. We’re going down to look for the two men working deepest in the mine.

During the course of morning, Mario Gómez has made three trips down into the mine, and then back up to the top. Going downhill with an empty truck, he can do it in about thirty minutes; back up, fully loaded with gold- and copper-laden rock, it’s more than an hour, grinding the engine in first and second gears. Just after noon, he’s at the top with an empty truck and decides to take his lunch break. He enters the corrugated-metal company cafeteria and puts the container of rice and beef he’s brought and sticks it into the microwave, then takes it out: After just one spoonful, he stops. Gómez is paid a base salary, but also a set fee for each trip down into the mine. He thinks about the money and decides he should probably eat his lunch down at the bottom while the loader is filling up his truck, and thus squeeze in an extra trip for the day. The additional trip, which will nearly cost him his life, is worth 4,000 Chilean pesos, or about $9.

Gómez gets into his cab and drives down to Level 44, where he parks inside a corridor with piles of ore-laden rock waiting to be carried to the surface. He is, at that moment, the man working deepest in the mine, some 2,218 vertical feet from the surface. The man operating the loader that’s supposed to lift the ore into his truck isn’t there, so Gómez starts eating his lunch in the cab, with the engine running and the air-conditioning on against the 100-plus-degree heat. Ten minutes later the loader operator arrives: white-haired, fifty-six-year-old Omar Reygadas. He lifts one scoopful of rock and tosses it into the bed of the truck. At that moment, Gómez feels a puff of air against his face, which is odd, because the windows of the truck cab are all closed. Then he feels a burst of pressure between his ears, as if his skull were a balloon being inflated, he says. The truck’s engine stops, and after a few seconds it starts again, all by itself. All the while Reygadas keeps working his loader, and the crash-grind made by stone hitting the truck’s metal bed leaves both Gómez and the loader deaf to any other sound. Reygadas has felt the rumbling and the pressure wave, too, and thinks that the shift supervisor, Urzúa, has ordered some blasting without bothering to tell everyone. It’s another dangerous screwup in this already screwed-up mine, and the last straw for Reygadas. That’s it, he tells himself: I’m going to finish this job and go cuss out that idiot Urzúa and tell him I quit.

When Gómez’s truck is fully loaded, he begins his drive upward to the surface. But he advances only a few hundred feet or so up a steep section of the Ramp when the tunnel around him begins to fill with a dust cloud. This isn’t especially worrying, because he’s seen it happen before, and he tries to push the truck through the cloud, but it gets so thick he can see only a few feet in front of the windshield. Gómez is in danger of crashing against the wall, so he stops and opens the door and feels the wall—it’s straight, not curved, and he gets back in the cab and points the steering wheel straight and goes faster, driving blindly until Urzúa appears next to his window, gesturing for him to stop and get out. Gómez lowers the window, and at that moment he is assaulted by a deafening noise, the memory of which will haunt him in the days, weeks, and months to come, causing him to weep when he remembers it: He hears the rumble of many simultaneous explosions, the sound of rock splitting, the stone walls around him seeming to crack, as if they might burst open at any moment.

The men who were at the Refuge try twice to escape on foot during lulls in the explosions. After a first attempt ends with a retreat back to the Refuge, they try again, only to find the rumbling of an underground earthquake beginning anew. The solid rock of the mountain is transformed into a breathing, pulsating mass. The ceiling and floor of the Ramp become undulating waves of stone, and the mountain hurls boulders that emerge from the blackness of the tunnel and roll and bounce downhill, each a lethal weapon aimed at their bodies. “We were a pack of sheep, and the mountain was about to eat us,” José Ojeda later says. For Víctor Zamora, the sound of exploding rock feels like machine-gun fire aimed at him and his fellow miners. It’s too much, too scary, too dangerous, so they start running back downhill, but it’s as if they were running on a bridge swaying in the wind, one of the miners says. Luis Urzúa and Florencio Avalos arrive at this moment, and see this group of panicked men running toward their pickup truck. They watch, mesmerized, as another blast wave rushes through the tunnel. It seems to pick up Alex Vega, the smallest and slightest of the miners, and lifts him off his feet, as if he were some miner-shaped kite that caught a sudden gust of wind. Others are knocked over, falling, flailing at the air. They stumble, these big men in overalls, men with bodies shaped by red wine and beer and backyard barbecues, babied by their wives and mothers and mothers-in-law. The blast knocks Zamora against the wall of the Ramp, face-first, knocking out some of the teeth he was born with and a few others that a dentist made for him, adding a sharper pain to the already dull lingering pain of a rotting molar. When he and the others see the supervisors’ pickup truck, they rise to their feet and rush toward it. Zamora squeezes his dust-covered body and bloody mouth into the narrow seat behind the driver.

Most of the other men jump into the bed of the pickup. “Go! Go! Let’s get out of here!” they yell once everyone is on board. At the wheel, Avalos heads toward the surface. The Toyota Hilux pickup truck sags under the weight of two dozen men, “pushed together like bees in a hive,” Carlos Mamani says. He’s standing on the back bumper, wrapping his arms around the legs of the men standing in the truck bed. To the men in the cab, with the hood seeming to rise in the air, the pickup is like an overloaded aircraft straining to take flight. The dust once again gets too thick to see, so Mario Sepúlveda gets out of the cab and walks ahead with his flashlight, guiding the driver forward. Marching and driving this way into the dust cloud, they meet Raúl Bustos and the other three contract mechanics who were at the workshop, and the mechanics pile into the back of the pickup, too, all the while sharing the story of the explosions they felt from their perch on the edge of the cavern. Advancing deeper still into the dust, the men hear a mechanical rattling approaching: It’s the personnel truck, with Franklin Lobos and Jorge Galleguillos. Sepúlveda shines his light in the faces of the older men and sees the blood-drained look of mortal fear. The older men recount the collapse they escaped, with Galleguillos insisting on having seen a butterfly moments before. Urzúa orders them to turn the truck around and head back uphill. When Lobos does so, most of the men leave the pickup and become his passengers. The ascent continues, but with each turn higher up in the spiral, past Levels 150 and 180, more debris appears in the roadway of the Ramp, as if they were getting closer to the scene of a battle that had been fought with stones. Up one curve, and then another, they go forward, until, after the eighth loop from the Refuge, they approach Level 190. A few times they stop because the dust is too thick, and they wait five, ten, fifteen minutes for it to clear a bit. Finally, there are too many rocks to drive any farther, and all the men get out of the pickup truck and the personnel truck and walk on foot. Uphill, on a 10 percent grade, it’s a climb that can quickly wear a man out, especially given the heat and humidity, but not for men being carried upward by their own adrenaline, trying to imagine the midday sunlight that awaits them at the end of this slow, oft-interrupted journey, if the Ramp has held together the way the mine’s managers and owners have promised. They advance on foot another fifty yards or so, following the lights of their headlamps and flashlights through a gravelly cloud, until the beams strike an object that appears to be blocking the way forward. It’s the gray surface of a stone slab, its size and shape not quite clear in the still swirling dust. They sit and wait in that cloud for several minutes, for the air to turn less gravelly. As it does, the full size of the obstacle before them becomes apparent.

The Ramp is blocked, from top to bottom, and all the way across, by a wall of rock.

To Luis Urzúa it looks “like the stone they put over Jesus’s tomb.” To others it is a curtain of rock, and to one miner a “guillotine” of stone. It’s a flat, smooth sheet of bluish gray diorite, and it’s dropped across the roadway of the Ramp in the same way trapdoors fall suddenly and theatrically in action-adventure movies. To Edison Peña it’s the stone’s newness that’s most disturbing—it’s clean, unsoiled by the soot and dust of the mine, as if created anew to trap them.

Only later will the men learn the awesome size of the obstacle before them, to be known in a Chilean government report as a “megabloque.” A huge chunk of the mountain has fallen in a single piece. The miners are like men standing at the bottom of a granite cliff: The rock before them is about 550 feet tall. It weighs 700 million kilograms, or about 770,000 tons, twice the weight of the Empire State Building. Some of the men can already sense the enormity of the disaster. Mario Gómez believes, as do others, that the collapse originated up at Level 540, where a large crack had split the Ramp and leaked water several months earlier. That is where, at the insistence of Jorge Galleguillos and some of the older miners, the mine owners had placed mirrors in the crack to see if the rock was shifting. The mirrors had never broken, but in their gut, at this moment, Gómez and Galleguillos and the older men know the mine failed at that spot. By their quick (and largely correct) calculations, it’s likely at least ten levels of the ramp have been wiped out.

“Estamos cagados,” one miner says. Loose translation: We’re fucked.

Alex Vega looks to his fellow miners to be the most desperate among them to leave. On an ordinary day, out in the sunshine, Alex has the muscled, melancholy handsomeness of a model in a cigarette ad, with longish sideburns and a well-defined brow. He’s about five feet, three inches tall, and here before the stone he looks especially small, though his smallness is what gives him hope. He slithers onto his stomach and stares into a small opening beneath the gray stone blocking the way out—he might be the only guy who can fit into that space.

Like many people from the north, Alex Vega is a quiet homebody. He got his girlfriend, Jessica, pregnant at the age of fifteen and later married her, and they’ve been together for fifteen years since then. At the San José his nickname is “El Papi Ricky,” after a soap opera character who, like Alex, is a father with a young daughter. Some years back Alex and Jessica took out a loan to buy an empty lot in Copiapó’s Arturo Prat neighborhood, and they’re slowly filling that lot with rooms, and building a low cinder-block wall around their property that’s a symbol of their good fortune and hard work: It’s just three feet tall now, and Alex has kept his well-paying job as a mechanic in the mine so that he can finish it, despite being warned by his father and two of his brothers (who used to work in the San José) about how dangerous the mine is. Alex wants to get back home, and the only path is this opening where the fallen block has blasted out the floor of the Ramp. He tells the men he thinks he can squeeze through.

“No,” Urzúa says, and several other men say it’s a crazy thing to do.

Vega insists, and finally Urzúa tells him, “Just be careful. We’ll be out here listening, and if the rock starts to crack or move we’ll tell you.”

Vega squeezes his small frame into a crevice of jagged rock. “At that moment, I was feeling all this adrenaline,” he later says. “I didn’t think, or measure the risk.” Not long afterward he’ll think: What a stupid thing I did.

With his lamp in hand, he crawls twenty feet into the crack, until he can advance no farther.

“There’s no way through,” he announces after he crawls out.

For some of the older men and lifelong miners, the sight of the stone and Vega’s words bring an overwhelming sense of finality. Many have been trapped in mines before, by small rock falls that a bulldozer can clear in a few hours, but this gray wall is something completely outside their experience. The flat stone is a vision of death, and it causes them to reflect, as they stand before it, on the world they’ve been separated from: the realm of the living, of families and fog-laden breezes, of homes and paternal obligations. All the things they are leaving unsettled in their lives begin to gather in their thoughts. Galleguillos thinks he’ll never see his new grandson, and feels the tears running down his cheeks. Gómez realizes that, like his miner father, who died of silicosis, he’s worked too long and pushed his luck until he had one accident too many: first two fingers, and now his life. He will die a miner. This is as far as I’ll ever go, he thinks. Hasta aquí llego.

The men’s confused silence is soon filled by the sound of the shift foreman counting. Raúl Villegas, who was driving one of the ore trucks, is missing, but Franklin Lobos and Jorge Galleguillos saw him on his way to the surface, and it seems likely that he got out. “Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two …” Urzúa counts again, and again gets thirty-two, but all the men are shifting around, and he’s not quite clear that this is the right count, because in the San José Mine the lists of workers always shift from one day to the next. Nothing in the mine is ever certain, though the supervisor is pretty sure of one thing: There’s probably no way to escape, and no way for rescuers to reach them, in this haphazard collection of passageways cut into a mountain.
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 THE DINNER HOUR

There is nothing especially remarkable about the phone call the off-duty miner Pablo Ramirez gets at about 2:00 p.m. It’s from Carlos Pinilla’s secretary at the San Esteban Mining Company. “There’s a problem in the mine,” the secretary says. “A problem with the Ramp. Don Carlos says to get over here. And it looks like you’ll only need a few operators for your shift.” Ramirez is at home in Copiapó, enjoying his last few hours of rest before beginning work on the night shift at the San José Mine. When the shift currently inside the mine ends its workday, he will take the reins from Luis Urzúa as the supervisor of the night shift: but that’s not supposed to be for another five hours or so. Judging from the secretary’s matter-of-fact tone, there’s been another spillover of rock from the cavern of the Pit, and getting the guys out will be a routine but arduous task involving a few machine operators clearing out rock from the Ramp. A day of production will be lost.

This is what Ramirez thinks as he drives to the mine. He’s not worried for all the guys he knows inside. He knows about half of the men quite well: The shift foreman, Florencio Avalos, is one of his best friends, and Florencio’s two sons call Pablo “tío,” or uncle. Ramirez and Avalos are both about thirty, smart young guys with good careers ahead of them in mining, and at this moment Ramirez hasn’t heard anything to disabuse him of the belief that he’ll be able to sit down and have a beer with his friend fairly soon. At 4:30, Pablo arrives at the mine and sees something significantly more troubling than he expected. The mouth of the mine, its one and only entrance, is spewing dust. A bit of dust coming from the mine isn’t that unusual, but Ramirez has never seen quite the billowing cloud he sees now, rising up from the cavelike entrance, “like a volcano,” he later says. And then there are the noises: the explosions produced by rock falls, a moaning crash repeated again and again. But even this is not terribly unusual, because the mountain is constantly broadcasting noises from its innards to the outside world: Whenever a team of workers sets off a blast deep inside, for example, the sound usually follows the mine’s passageways and rises to the surface. But neither the sound nor the spewing dirt stop. Past five, six o’clock, the dust is still making it impossible to enter the mine and go for the men inside. As the hours pass, mine workers and managers gather outside, looking a bit lost, with Carlos Pinilla standing there in his white helmet among them. Pinilla has tried twice before to go inside, reaching only as far as Level 440 before the cloud of dust became too thick to continue.

At about five o’clock, with the dusk of Southern Hemisphere winter fast approaching, Pinilla leads a team of men back inside: Pablo Ramirez and two other mine supervisors enter with him.

They descend in a pickup truck, making several switchback turns without incident, until, at Level 450, they see a two-inch-wide crack all across the floor of the Ramp. The “good” diorite of the only passageway into and out of the mine has fractured wider than Ramirez has ever seen before, and he will remember this as the moment he first grasped the seriousness of the accident. As they advance a bit farther, Ramirez follows the light of the pickup truck and expects to see, at any moment, the loose rock produced by a cave-in from the excavated cavern of the Pit. Instead, at Level 320, after driving 4.5 kilometers from the mine entrance (2.8 miles), the pickup comes to an unexpected obstacle, its headlights shining upon a flat, gray mass. The Ramp is blocked, top to bottom, by a single piece of rock. Ramirez thinks he’s seen or prepared for every mining disaster possible, but never in his musing or his planning has he imagined anything like this. It feels as if someone had gone through with a knife and cut the mine in half. The men get out of the pickup and stand before it, a solid wall of rock that couldn’t possibly be there.

“Cagamos,” someone says, unknowingly repeating the same word uttered by the men trapped by this same rock 425 feet below. We’re fucked. Ramirez, a man who takes pride in being able to tackle any problem a mine can give him, suddenly feels a sense of powerlessness, that there is nothing he or his boss can do to rescue the thirty-three men on the other side of this rock. The best remaining hope is the chimneys, but only a special police unit, a team with mountain climbing gear, will be able to enter them.

Standing before that solid stone in his white helmet, Pinilla looks stunned. He is the most powerful man in the daily working lives of the men of the San José Mine, the high-strung boss who hurriedly left behind his underlings just before this rock fell in his wake. But now he begins to weep. “He’s usually a jerk, real macho when it comes to those things,” Ramirez will say later. “But he started crying, right away.”

“I thought, no, I knew for certain that someone had to be dead,” Pinilla says later. At 1:45, the moment of the collapse, the personnel truck was supposed to be headed uphill, taking the men out for lunch; the contractor mechanics weren’t even supposed to be in the mine at that hour, and more than likely they, too, were headed out of the mine for lunch. Pinilla imagines those men crushed in the massive failure of the Ramp and can’t help but think: I’m the bastard who sent them all down there.

They drive back up to the surface, and find the owners, Marcelo Kemeny and Alejandro Bohn, waiting in white helmets. They have to call for help, there’s no other way. This requires Bohn and Kemeny to get in their truck and drive down the hill away from the mine and toward the highway in search of a cell-phone signal—there’s a phone line at the mine but for some reason they choose not to use it. At 7:22, more than five hours after the collapse, the owners of the San José Mine call the authorities for the first time.

The call reaches the local fire department, then the offices of the National Geology and Mining Service, and eventually the disaster office of Chile’s Ministry of the Interior, which supervises all of Chile’s police and security forces. An hour later, six men from the Chilean police’s Special Operations Group (GOPE, in Spanish) arrive at the San José Mine with climbing gear. They enter the mine in a pickup truck and are on the Ramp, passing Level 450, when they get a flat tire while driving over the new crack in the roadway. Following behind them in another pickup, Carlos Pinilla and Pablo Ramirez see the crack has doubled in size.

If the police unit were to know that the crack is new, and how much it’s grown in the past two hours, they might realize how unstable the mountain is and halt their rescue effort. So in Ramirez’s account of the
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