
7 Found Dead in a Virginia Coal Mine 
B ~ S A B R A  CHARTR.~SD while a Salvation Army cant%n truck 

~ p c u l ~ o  rn n Ye41 h-r g3ve away hot:coffcc and food. In a 

 ORT TON. va.. k c .  9 - TKO and a nearby tent. the C h e s a p a k e  and P o l e  

half days a f t e r  an explosion n x k d  0+0 m a c  Telephone Company hooked up 
telephones for.thc famii~cs .  b u r h  Mountain b t ~ n e  So. 3 hem. h o p s  "An accident likc this reminds ev-  that eight miners had survived the 

blast ended late tonight when grim e q b o d y  that there's r?o such things a s  

officials announced they had found the 
R'ch*\ an  overpaid coal miner." said Jerry  

VIRGINU < Gray, a local lawyer who once was bodies of seven of the men. 
united Swtes Assistant S2cmtary. 0: . ~oancke p a n o w n e r  of a mine but who now 

ea rns  a living. suing mine companies Labor Bill Ta t t e ru l l  said the n lne r s  
. .apprenUy died in their work s:a- fo r  property owners or miners. 
[ions" and "did not survive the biasr" Few Alternatives Available 

tie said rescue workers !ound "sev- 
?\ \?% > < C k  lone, 

'*If you drive down Main Street. 
en of che eight bodies." but were unable you'll see it's a dying town." Alr. Gray 
to locate the last bcdy or remove any of Seven  coal m i n e r s  were  f o u n d  said of Sorton, whose population is 
the dead from the mine because of dead a: N ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  va, under 5.000. "We've got high unemploy. 

,men[. They're mining more coal now 
than ever  with fcwer men. It's still a 
single-employer economy. and there 
will not be other  mines opening up for 
lhese miners lo work in." 

Jackie Barnelc. another Slurgill 
cousin, knows well how hard it is to find 
work outside the mines. He was dis- 
abled in a mine accident in 1988 and 
has  not been able to find a job slnce. 

"My Daddy had 37 years in the 
mines,- ..I was i n  
and.wlof  the mines for f i v e  years. ~h~ 
pay is good, even in a non.union 
B~~ I don.[ gel any and 
now my wire has lo me and our 
kids,- 

n o u g h  (he focus here was clearly on 
lare  of the trapped men, [here was 

also worry about what happen to 
[he miners who had lost jobs, 

"As f a r  a s  the company taking ca re  
of the other miners. that's doubtful." 
said Howard Campbell. a former Sourh 
Mountain employee. "They're just out 
of a job and will have.  to apply for 
unemployment." 

This lack of security and alterncl- 

d a n g e m s l y  high levels of methane 
gas. 

Sheriff's deputies at the mlne slte 
boarded xhm~ buses where frightened 
family members had huddled for days  
to deliver the devastating news. Many 
of the relatives collapsed, hugging one 
another and rocking and crying in each 
others' a rms.  

Among the victims were Claude and 
Palmer  Sturgill. brothers whose family 
f ~ r s t  began working in the mines in the 
1930's. For over 50 years Slurgill men 
blasted and drilled. opening solid rock 
deep in the Appala&alns to haul Out 
coal. 

Over the decades, a young  father 
dled in a mine blast, a cousin was 
crippled by an earth scraper .  and the 
countless dangerous 'jobs deep in the 
shaf ts  left many of the Clan injured. 

yet, few knew,*e &angers of mlnlng 
coal better than the Sturgills. Like ev- 
e r y ~ e  el= here, and like people In 
other hard.scrabblc Appalachian 
towns, the ~ ~ r g i l l s  also knew that only 
mining paid a living wage in an area  
where work itwt,f is scarce and they 

T 

The dangers of 
mining hit home 
once again. 

between the two b1o;r.s. people nere 
know that in a place where few have 
life insurance. pensions o r  nest eggs, 
where new mines rarely open and ex- 
isting ones a r e  turning increasingly ro 
mechanization and where unemploy 
ment is already in the double digits, the 
loss of 38 jobs is devastating, too. 

While rescue workers. government 
investigators and officials from the 
South Mountain Coal Com?any. which 
Owns the  mine. have determined 
Ihe cause all 
say that high levels of naturally occur- 
Ing methane gas usually cause such 
disasters. 

Norma a Sturgill 

felt lucky 10 be earning $14 an hour 
doing Lhe backbreaking job. 

Between them. Claude Slurgill. 49. 
and his brother Palmer. 44, had eight 
ch~ldren. In the cold, snowy days  since 
the explosicm on Monday morning. 
Claude's youngest son. 13-yearold Lee. 
camped with the rest or his family i n  a 
tent a t  *e base of me hillside 

"Dad liked the money bur he d ldn+ t  
feel safe  in the mine and he wanted to 
find something else;' the boy said ear.  
lier today. "But he couldn't. J U ~ C  a h u i  

and in  her rives saddens. and angers,  nearly ev- 
vigil. but never held out much hope. in  small m i n i n g  communirlcs 

"This is Part of  the work. the hazard 
of [he job." she  said e ~ r l i e r  today. 
"Those boys all knew the risk. But they 
didn't have'any choice." 

Pulling Together 
Noflon and m e  surrounding towns 

a r e  the Sorts of places where people 
rally to help one another fasrer than 
any Government agency Can react. AS 
Soon aS word of the exploSl0n spread, 

I ~ o w ~ s F ~ P ~ ~  rushed to the trapped 

like ~ ~ f i ~ ~ ,  "America wants a cheap 
p r d u c l ,  but !hey don8r  reallze [his kind 
of cosl goes inlo it,.. ,he R ~ ~ .  
Wayne Harrison, pastor of the First 
Baptist Church. "But the people in rhe 
coal fields are very aware Of wh'pt goes 
In to  

Even a s  he  waited this afternoon !or 
word of  his fa ther  and uncle. Lee Stur- 
gill and his older brother C h r ~ s  Wth 
said they would still welcome work rn a 
mine. 

"l'd sure  think a b u t  11 11 they of- 
fered me a good job." s a ~ d  25-ycar-ald 
Chris Sturg~l l ,  who now works f o r  a 
hcavy.machinc company here. 

Lee said: ..My Dad doesn'r want m e  
to work in the n l n e s  tie s3ys coal is 
Rolng to run oulJn l h ~ s  arc3 prctrv 
soon. B U I  what 1s there?" 

everybody in my family works In the 'men's rel3Ilvcs with blankets. clothcs, 
coal mtnes." 

Losses of Two Kinds 
And noweeight of the 3b emp!oyr-es of 

the KO. 3 mine a r e  dead. The other 
workers, home at the time of the b!ast, 
a r e  Out a Job. perhaps permanCn\ly 

f w d  and s p ~ r ~ t u a l  support 
" T h ~ s  is small area." Mrs. Bowman 

s31d  "Everybody is k ~ n  to everybody 
else, and everyone pulls together. 

Ours~dc  rhc Sturprll clan's teni. vol- 
c n t w r s  offered plzza and frrpd ch~cken 
to rescue workers and rclatlves. Others 

And while there is liltlc comparlssn  passed oul s tuck~ng  caps  and m~t:ens. 


