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Part One

British Colombia 1975

Chapter
One: Trapped

It was dark. So
dark that if you waved your hand in front of your face you couldn’t
see anything only feel the movement of the air. So
dark, that there were no
gradations or variations of shade. It was a creeping cloying,
clawing darkness, an all enveloping shroud of physical gloom. The
trapped miners had long since extinguished their helmet lamps, the
last juice in the battery saved for future emergency although after
several hours the temptation to turn one back on was so great, and
the feeling of forgetting what light even looks like, that they
flicked one back on for a few seconds and took great pleasure in
illuminating each other’s faces. They had also decided amongst
themselves to limit conversation to conserve precious air but
no-one really knew whether talking did use more air and it was only
after discussing this topic at length that they released they might
have been wasting both air and the precious opportunity of the
distraction that conversation about other subjects could bring.
Conversation has an almost miraculous ability to take the mind to
another time and place. Every few minutes someone felt it necessary
to break the tension and speak. How many hours or days had they
been down there? It was impossible to keep track of the passing
time. The few remaining items of food from lunch were judiciously
parcelled out, with each man receiving his ration. How ironic it
seemed now when they had eaten their lunch in freedom, oblivious to
the impending disaster to come and neglectful of the great value of
the food before them. Later that afternoon there was a catastrophic
collapse of the main communication tunnel at the mine and an
ensuing cloud of black coal dust which had quickly coated
everyone’s lungs and brought retching coughs. Now the dust had
settled but after establishing there was no way out, there was
little to do but wait it out, hoping a rescue party would soon
arrive. The first anyone knew about a rescue party was a distant
whirring noise which eventually turned out to be a drill. Then a
tube appeared, bringing with it precious air. Then through a series
of bangs and shouts the message was communicated that the blockage
was going to be blown up and the men were instructed to stand well
clear. It was a tense moment. If the explosion was not effective in
clearing the blockage or if it brought down more of the tunnel roof
then it might be the end of the rescue attempt. The delay between
the message and the explosion seemed endless. After so many hours
of silence the explosion was deafening. The men crouched down
against the side of the tunnel, feeling the soft tingle of debris
and dust falling like rain onto any exposed skin. “Is everyone OK?”
There was a chorus of responses. Again there seemed to be an
endless wait while growling diesel earthmover sliced away at the
debris. Finally a thin ray of light shone into the darkness and
danced onto several of the men and they gradually and timidly one
by one edged towards the light, ducking slightly to clear the roof
of the small tunnel which had been cut through the debris. Such was
the sense of dislocation from time and date that the men had
expected to emerge into brilliant sunshine. The grimy drizzle
soaked early hours were something of an anticlimax but then
gradually one by one, friends, wives and loved ones gingerly
approached the pool of light formed by the floodlights at the
mine’s parking area. As the miners strode out one by one they were
paired off with one of the waiting relatives whose expression was
transformed from anxious concern to overwhelming joy, hugs and
tears. It looked like years were taken off their ages in an
instant.


Chapter
Two: What Future?

David had been in temporary
charge of the mine on the shift where the roof collapsed and the
stress of the incident had been hard on him. A new crop of grey
hairs had appeared on his head and behind the thick black glasses
worry had etched deeper lines around his eyes. After returning from
the funeral Steve and David decided to have a look again at the
damage before the safety inspector arrived. Work could not continue
at the mine unless the inspector was satisfied and repair work
could not even begin until he gave the go ahead. He would inspect
the mine, order whatever repairs were considered necessary and then
finally return to check the repairs had been completed as ordered.
Only then would the mine be able to reopen.

“What coal
reserves do we have on site David?”

“Only about two
week’s worth at our current rate of delivery.”

“I favour
fulfilling our regular deliveries with the stockpiles which will
hopefully give us enough time to get the mine back up and running.
Of course we will have to explain the situation but let them know
that we will do our best to make sure that supplies aren’t
interrupted. If we forfeit any of the contracts we may lose it to
another company.”

“Good idea.
That’s what stockpiles are for. If we don’t use them in a situation
like this then, when would we?”

“Shall we go
down?”

The scene of the roof collapse
was exactly as they had left it even down to the scattered tools
and the hastily constructed earth mover which one of the men had
carried down piece but piece and reconstructed underground all the
other machinery had been trapped along with the men. The needed to
leave things as they were inspector would want things left exactly
as they had been at the time of the accident. The area looked
disorderly and chaotic and Steve had to fight the urge to
straighten it up a bit. The festoons of wires were still there but
they ended abruptly at a slope of rubble out of which had been cut
a neat hole, slightly shorter than a man and this hole was shored
up with pit props. The lighting was not back up and running so
Steve had to rely on the light of his head lamp dancing on the
rubble. He noticed the unmistakable profile of one of the steel pit
props protruding from the rubble and yet something about it didn’t
look right. At first he thought it was a trick of the light and the
shadows but as he drew closer it was clear that the metal pit prop
had snapped cleanly in two.

“Look at this
David.”

“Its a broken
pit prop.”

“Exactly but
these things are supposed to withstand pressures far greater than
this would have been put under here.”

“Was it made
wrongly?”

“It could be a
quality control mistake but I would have thought they would have
had systems to make sure this doesn’t happen.”

“Wait a minute,
there’s another one.”

Steve shone his head lamp to
where David was pointing with his and sure enough there was another
broken pit prop, snapped in exactly the same way. A few minutes
later they found a third one.

“This is
weird.” Said David

“There must be
a manufacturing fault with the whole batch. Pass me two of those
spare props.”

David reached behind to the pile
of spare pit props which had been stacked up during the rescue
attempt. Steve laid the one end of one pit prop on the ground and
the other on a second pit prop set at on the floor at right angles.
One end of the pit prop was raised up above the floor. Steve jumped
as hard as he could with both feet on the pit prop and to his
surprise it snapped like a piece of rotten wood.

“Just wait
until the inspector sees this”

The inspector was a tall, thin
and bird like. He held a notebook in front of him and the way he
did so gave him a hunched over look as if he had stood in that
posture for so long that he had stultified into the posture
permanently. He also had glasses perched on the end of his nose and
a scruffy grey and white peppered mustache. He had a pencil tucked
behind his ear which we would continually lick before making slow
and copious notes. He also had a boxy camera with a large tubular
lens something which together with his hat gave the impression of a
misplaced tourist. Steve shook his hand vigorously.

“Thanks for
coming down today. I am sure you understand that we need to get
back to work as quickly as possible. I don’t want to steal your
thunder, so to speak, but I think we have a pretty good idea what
happened so if you allow me to share my thoughts then it might make
your life a bit easier!”

“As you already
know Mr MacDonald I will take as long as is necessary to establish
what has happened here and what needs to be done to rectify it. I
need to keep an open mind. Having said that I see no reason why you
can’t share what you think happened.”

The inspector emphasised the
word “think” in such a way as to silence any possibility of him
accepting Steve’s explanation even though he had not yet heard
it.

“So tell me
what do you think happened?”

“Look at this,
and this, and this.”

Steve said pointing to the
broken off pit props.

“These pit
props were manufactured incorrectly. They should be able to easily
withstand any pressures placed upon them in this location. My
colleague and I managed to break one of them ourselves before, just
by jumping on it. That should not be possible. Its obvious that the
collapse was caused by substandard pit props.”

“Thank you Mr
MacDonald. If you will allow me to continue my investigations. I
may take some time. And rest assured I will give full consideration
to your version of events however unlikely that may be.”

The inspector spend several
hours taking bright flash photographs with his camera, taking
pencil notes and measuring distances with his tape measure.
Eventually he walked over to Steve in order to communicate that his
evidence gathering was complete.

“So have you
got everything you need from here?”

“I think
so.”

“Is there
anything you can say at this point already? I know you still have
to take away your evidence but shall we begin to prepare the work
teams already? I mean obviously we would not begin work without
your authorisation but we could at least begin
preparations.”

“Mr MacDonald,
I need to bring my evidence back to the laboratory for final
analysis but I have already seen enough to know what my final
conclusions will be. I’m sorry to tell you this Mr MacDonald but I
can forsee no circumstances under which this facility would be able
to reopen safely. I can understand your reasons for wanting to try
to convince me that the collapse was due to faulty pit props but
these are manufactured under strict conditions and favoured
suppliers. The roof collapse was likely to have been because of
widespread instability in the surrounding rock and therefore I have
no alternative but to declare the mine closed. I will be in contact
in due course to explain the process of decommissioning the
mine.”

“But I showed
you the broken pit props.”

“The pit props
could have easily been broken by you and your colleague. You even
admitted to breaking one.”

“It should not
even be possible to break these pit props.”

“With the right
equipment it would be possible. Ask yourself this, which is more
likely, a manufacturing fault for an industry wide trusted supplier
or a localised area of rock instability?”

“A
manufacturing fault because we have evidence of the broken pit
props.”

“You can
believe that if you want but I think you will find I am the expert
Mr MacDonald.”

“Did you at
least take a photo of some of the broken pit props?”

“No.”

“I don’t have
to explain my methods to you, but since you asked they are not
relevant to the investigation since they were broken after the
collapse by you and your colleague.”

“Could you
please take a photo of the broken pit props”

“No”

“Why
not?”

“Because they
are not relevant.”

“Take a
photo.”

“No.”

Steve lunged for the camera and
grabbed hold of it forcefully, as he did so the inspector’s neck
was wrenched to the side as the camera was secured with a lanyard.
Steve pointed the camera in the direction of the collapse and took
a photo and the whole area was for a second bathed in brilliant
light before flashing back to darkness.

“Thank
you”

“Just so as you
know that photograph will not form part of the investigation. Count
yourself lucky that you are not being charged with
assault.”

“Count yourself
lucky I’m not going to be demonstrating what an assault is actually
like.” As he often did, Steve immediately regretted his words and
decided to adopt a more conciliatory tone.

“Look Mr....
sorry I didn’t catch your name properly.”

“Its Mr
Jaylor.”

“Look Mr
Jaylor. I’m not going to ask you to take my word for it, or to
adopt my theory of what happened, I’m simply asking that you take
note of these broken pit props and include them in your findings.
If you decide they weren’t the reason and can provide evidence of
that then I will be the first to apologise.”

“Mr MacDonald,
please desist from these attempts to persuade me to change my mind.
Not only do I have the power to determine the outcome of the
enquiry but the scope of the investigation from the start, this
means if I feel a factor is not relevant then its not relevant, end
of story.”

“But what if a
factor that you deem not to be important is the actual
cause?”

“That would
never happen.”

“Why? Are you
infallible?”

“Mr MacDonald,
I don’t see what continuing this discussion would
achieve.”

“It might
achieve the purpose to which you are supposed to have come today,
finding out exactly what happened.”

“Mr MacDonald,
I hope you are not trying to tell me how to do my job. Don’t tell
me how to do my job and I won’t tell you how to yours”

“But that’s the
whole point isn’t it. Your job is mainly based upon doing exactly
that, scrutinising the workplaces of others and I think that
someone in your position should be held accountable and seek to do
their job accurately and responsibly. A lot of men’s livelihoods
depend on what you say today so I make no apologies for wanting to
ensure you do your job properly and take in all the evidence. I am
not drawing any conclusions on your ability to do this job in
general just saying that in this situation I think there are
several factors you have missed.”

“You may think
that Mr MacDonald and you are entitled to your opinion however
ridiculous it may be, but you are not my boss and have no right to
say any of these things. And on that note I will say goodbye and be
on my way.”

The inspector had a small pen
light and he switched this on and strode off into the darkness, the
way they had come from.

“Mr
Jaylor!”

“Inspector!”

Steve shouted after him. Steve
could saw the inspector turn his head, walk a few paces further
before turning and walking back.

“What is it Mr
MacDonald?”

“There is
another thing
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