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Ordeal in abandoned mine prompts warning
The U.S. Department of Labor’s

Mine Safety and Health Administra¬
tion (MSHA) is warning explorers
around the country of the deadly
hazards present in abandoned mines.
Three Kentucky men were recently
lost for 18 hours after entering an
abandoned underground coal mine.

"These men were very fortunate
because they were found alive,” said
J. Davitt McAteer. assistant secre¬
tary of labor for mine safety and
health.“Abandoned mines typically
have very little air to breathe, can
have an unsupported roof and no
ventilation to dilute the dangerous
gases. We warn people to never,ever
enter an abandoned mine.”

Typical dangers include slippery
slopes and icy waters al abandoned
quarries, oxygen-deficient air. ex¬
plosive gases and poor roof condi¬
tions in abandoned underground

mines.Like the men lost in the Ken¬
tucky mine, victims may also be¬
come disoriented in abandoned un¬
derground mines, which can spread
many miles beneath the earth's sur¬
face.

Each year explorers, hikers, ad¬
venturers, and other curiosity-seek¬
ers who wander into abandoned
mines, pits, and quarries arc seri¬
ously injured or killed. The three
Kentucky men — Greg Howell. 35.
Gratho Lane, 47. and Lenard Pin¬
ion. 19. all of Upper Johns Creek,
are the latest yet lucky, victims of
lite hazards abandoned mines can
pose.

The three men entered die aban¬
doned D&E Coal Co. #1 Mine about
1:30 a.m. on Sunday, Nov. 27. al¬
legedly after drinking undetermined
amounts of alcohol. Soon after en¬
tering the mine, die men became

disoriented and could not find their
way out.The battery-powered flash¬
light they were using failed. Over¬
come by complete darkness over
300 feel into the underground mine
at night, the men tried to bum their
shirts lo provide light and warmth.

“Look at the hazards these men
faced al ter entering this abandoned
mine.” said McAteer. “Once they
were inside, setting the fire could
have ignited accumulated explosive
methane gas that could have killed
them all instantly.The mine fan was
not operating to provide the venti¬
lation needed lo dilute dangerous
gases and it's possible that there
wouldn't be sufficient oxygen for
the men lo breathe.

“An abandoned mine is not like
a naturally formed cave. Many
people think they arc the same but
they aren't. A cave generally has

enoughair flowing through ittosus¬
tain life. In many cases, abandoned
mines not only have pockets of ex¬
plosive methane gas, but sometimes
have no breathable air at all,” he
added.

That afternoon, the brother of one
of the lost men called the local
MSHA office in Pikeville to alert
agency officials that the men had
entered the mine early that morning
and had not been heard from.

MSHA officials quickly re¬
sponded as four inspectors arrived
al the mine site about 5:30 Sunday
afternoon to coordinate the rescue
effort. MSHA inspector Mike Keene
coordinated communications on the
surface as inspectors Ron Hughes,
Danny Harmon and Jerry Abshirc
immediately made a partial explo¬
ration inside the mine using gas de¬
tection instruments to test the air

quality. The missing men were not
found but instrument readings indi¬
cated the air quality was satisfactory.

The MSHA inspectors then re¬
lumed lo the surface of the mine to
join arriving state inspectors and
develop a plan to systematically
search the entire mine. Federal and
state personnel formed five two-man
teams and reentered the mine about
7:45 p.m. The three missing men
were found about 8 p.m. Sunday
evening 800 feel deep into the un¬
derground coal mine.

“Shortly before they were res¬
cued, the men saw the cap lamps of
the rescue teams in the distance,"
said Inspector Keene. “But they
didn’t have the strength to yell loud
enough toalert the teams. They were
weak, hungry, and rather cold hav¬
ing earlier used their shirts for the
fire. Bui they were quite happy to

see us."
McAteer commended the rescue

team members, inspectors from both
MSHA and the state of Kentucky,
whocameout on the weekend to risk
their own lives and rescue the men.

Every year MSHA warns resi¬
dents of mining communities of the
dangers posed by abandoned mines.
In recent years, three Colorado teen¬
agers exploring an abandoned coal
mine were overcome by poisonous
gas and died in the mine. A Con¬
necticut boy died of massive inju¬
ries after falling into a rock quarry.
A Missouri boy broke his back af¬
ter falling into an abandoned sand
mine.

MSHA continues to work closely
with mine operators to have aban¬
doned mine openings sealed and
fenced off from the public as re¬
quired by law.
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