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ESA seals

cotia mine

] d ’ Ini l l
The bodies of 11 men, killed March 11 in a second methane gas

cxplosion at Scotia Coal Company’s bottom mine, are being sealed

within the min the mouth of the dangerous 2-Southeast section

where they we nd
Kent Frizzell,

Undersecretary of the Interior, announced

Saturday that the “gassy” mine would be sealed for two or three

months, or until it is col

sidered safe. The announcement followed a

conference among officials of the coal company, the state Department
of Mines and Minerals, the federal Mining Enforcement and Salety
Administration (MESA) and a representative of the Scotia miners’

union.

The 11 dead were part of a crew that had been sent two-and-a-half
miles into the mine to start repairs on tunnel roofs damaged in a March
9 methane explosion that killed 15 miners in the 2-Southeast section.

The bodies of the 11 were
located March 12 by rescue teams,
but the risk to the rescuers of
removing the corpses was con-
sidered prohibitive. No one
wanted to try to second-guess the
mine that had exploded twice.

The sealing operation involves
closing off the mine's seven
portals and seven ‘‘bore hole™

Investigation
launched

The Mining Enforcement and
Safety Administration (MESA) is
conducting a formal investigation
into the Scotia mine disaster to see
whether criminal negligence is
involved.

Special investigators for MESA
are in Letcher County this week to
talk with persons who may have
knowledge of the mine and events

(Lontinued on Page 15)

Hearings
on blasts

Two federal government hear-
ings. one by the Senate and one by
the Interior Department, have

shafts drilled from the surface to
the underground tunnels. The
sealing will probably be completed
sometime this week end, accor-
ding to MESA officials.

The 14 mine openings will be
closed with airtight concrete walls.
This operation will extinguish any
fires within the mine by cutting off
oxygen, will allow methane to
accumulate to non-combustible le-
vels and will allow spark-releasing
batteries to run down. (Methane
concentrations above a 15 per cent
levelis no longer explosive, essen-
tially because there is no longer
enough oxygen in the atmos-
phere.)

Copper pipes will be run inside
the mine during the sealing pro-
cess to sample the air within,
MESA administrator Robert Bar-
rett said. The air will be tested for
carbon monoxide, methane and
oxygen to determine when the
mine can be reopened.

The Scotia company, a subsidi-
ary of the Blue Diamond Coal Co.
hcadquartered — in  Knoxville,
Tenn.. is planning to start produc-
tion again this week at its two
other mines in Black Mountain.
MESA officials, however, are ex-
peeted to conduct an unusually
comprehensive inspection of the
two mines that could delay produc-
tion operations

MESA officials have discounted
fears that crevices, formed in the
roof of the bottom mine during the
explosions, could lead from the
methane-filled bottom mine to the

(Continued on Page 5)

been scheduled to 2 the
circumstances  surrounding  the
two explosions that killed 26 men
at the Scotia mine in Oven Fork
last week. The Senate will hold
two days of hearings next week in
Washington, D.C.; the Interior
Department will hold its public
hearing April 4 and 5 in Whites-

chairman of the Senate Labor and
Public Works (‘ummlnnc said a
preliminary investigation ‘“‘reveals
the same pattern of noncompli-
y regulations™’ pre
(Continued on Page 24)

Here is a list of the 11 men killed |
in the Thursday explosion:

James 0. Williams, 23, Hindman
Don Creech, Sr., 30, Cumberland
1.B. Holbrook, 43, Millstone
John Hackworth, 29, Cumberland
Don Polly, 46, Mayking

Monroe Sturgill, 40, Whitesburg
James Sturgill, 48, Eolia

Glenn Barker, 29, Partridge

FEDERAL MINE INSPECTORS
Kenneth Kiser, Coeburn, Va.
Richard Sammons, Auxier, Ky.
(Grover Tussey, Allen, Ky.

THE SCOTIA BOTTOM MINE, where 11 bodies
still lie, will be selled imleﬂnllely That was the
by Kent
Frizzell, U.S. Undersecret.lry of the Interior at a
press conference at the Scotia mine. The

a of officials

Chronicle

We went to press last week reporting the worst
coal mine disaster in Letcher County history.
Fifteen miners were dead, victims of a violent
explosion that rocked Scotia Coal Company's
Imboden Seam Mine at Oven Fork on the morning
of March 9.

At the time, it did not seem as though the news
a week later could be worse. There would be
private grief and public sorrow, funerals and
press conferences, investigations and explana-
tions, promises of aid and pledges that this must
never happen again.

But the news this week is worse. On the
evening of March 11, only 42 hours after rescue
crews had brought the bodies from the mine, a
second explosion erupted, trapping a 13-man
work crew nearly two and a half miles inside the
mine. Eleven—three federal mine inspectors and
eight Scotia employees—died instantly. Two
survived, stunned by the concussion of the
explosion but otherwise unhurt.

The shock waves of the second tragedy are still
spreading as we go to press. The mine is being
sealed, its latest victims still inside. Investiga-
tions are under way by state and federal mine
enforcement agencies, two Congressional com-
mittees, and the United Mine Workers,

The Interior Department, promising.*‘the most

from the federal Mining Enforcement and Safety
Administration [MESA], coal company officials,
state mining officials and a representative of the
Scotia miners’ union. Robert Barrett, MESA
administrator, is pictured to the right of Frizzell
and Dave McKnight, Scotia union president, to
the left.

of tragedy

thorough and comprehensive investigation in the
history of mine disasters,”” has scheduled a
hearing for April 5.6 in Whitesburg. The Scnate
Labor and Public Welfare Commitiee, deploring
“this tragic and intolerable carnage.” will hold
hearings of its own in Washington next week, and
the House Education and Labor Commitiee,
chaired by Rep. Carl D. Perkins of Kentucky, is
expected to follow suit.

A mine disaster leaves more than one kind of
wreckage in its wake. The mine itselfl is a
shambles, a black pit of de in total disarra;
atmosphere a ' lethal mixture of gases too
poisonous to breathe and all too ready to ignite
again. Outside, lives are disrupted and families
shattered. The reputations of veteran federal
mine enforcement officials are under a cloud of
suspicion that their rescue and recovery operation
was badly boiched. Facts are in fragmei hard
to come by and even harder to piece together.

In the time available, The Mountain Eagle has
interviewed more than a score of Scotia miners,
mine rescue team members, federal and state
enforcement officials and investigators, and
representatives of miners® unions.  (Company
officials refused to be interviewed.) From these
inte ws and from a review of the mine’s safety

(Continued on Page 2)
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More respect
for the living

We

ened to CBS news this morning and heard a voice from New

York telling us that Letcher County Judge Estill Blair has spent $800
to import into Letcher County a young daredevil who never has seen
the inside of a coal mine but who promises to recover the 11 bodies

entrapped at Scotia.

And so the tragedy which has struck Southeast Kentucky and
which will haunt many mountain families for decades is reduced to

grand farce, a kind of super circus.

Soon, we suppose, the ABC, CBS and NBC camera crews will be
boarding their private planes and heading back to Letcher County for
the greatest show since Evil Knievel sputtered and failed in his

attempt to jump Hell's Canyon,

The men of Scotia, both living and dead, and their families deserve
more than this. The decision made to close and seal the mine, leaving
entombed for a few months the 11 remaining bodies, could not have
been made lightly. Fact is, the decision to seal the mine represented
the considered judgement of state and federal mine safety officials as
well as the judgement of local miners who recognized the futility of
further recovery efforts at the present moment. It was a considered
verdict that 26 fatalities were enough, that it was time to calm down,
assess the'situation, and proceed at a deliberate pace with proper
regard to safety. Had a similar decision been made after the first
cxplosion, in fact, the second with its 11 fatalities might never have

occurred. We don't need a third,

Judge Blair, who grew up in a coal county and who is himself a coal
operator, should be ashamed. He must know that the scheme he

vances

as wild and crazy as anything that has come down the

path. Allit can do is to stir up headlines across the country and open
wider the wounds that tear at so many families. He should have more
respect for the living, if not for the dead.

A four-ring circus. Is that all the Scotia disaster means to our

county's chief executive?

ABOUT 100 UMWA MINERS from the U.S. Steel
mine at Lynch, Local No. 7425, honored the Scotia

disaster victims by attending

a memorial service

held Monday at the First Baptist Church at
Cumberland. The local ceased work for 24 hours
in tribute to the 26 victims, an honor usually
reserved for UMWA dead. [Photo by P.N. Pride]

‘Iknew the motor... was in pitiful shape’

(Continued from Page 1)

record, a chronicle of tragedy
emerges. It is incomplete at this
point; a thousand questions re-
main unanswered. Some may be

cleared up by the continuing
investigations.  Other questions
mav never be answered, because
the men who knew the answers are

ad
Four Scotia miners who worked
the second shift—2 to 10 p.m.—
talked with us at length after
asking that their names not be
used. They were getting ready to
20 to work when the mine explod-
ed; it was on their shift that a
federal inspector visited the mine
the day before. They worked in
the vicinity of the fatal explosions
and may have known conditions
there as well as anyone now alive.
Some of their comments appear
below in bold face type.

Monday

“I'll be damned, we got an
inspector coming,” the section
foreman shouted. *'Get to rock-
dusting and hanging curtains!"*
That's the way one of the miners
sit; the foreman is dead
now. hey followed instructions.
spreading rockdust to suppress
coal dust on the mine roof, ribs,
and floor, and hanging brattices—
curtains—to direct the flow of air
so that it could meet federal
ventilation standards.

The company always knew when
the inspectors were coming: that
may or may not be true, but Scotia
miners believe it and claim that
they were warned by their fore-
men too often for coincidence.

Federal inspector Cecil Davis
made his way to the 2 Left section
of 2 Southeast Mains, nearly four
miles in from the mine mouth (see
mine map, pages 12-13) during the
fternoon shift on March 8. By the
ime he got there, the crew had
ockdusted, hung curtains, and
upported the roof with additional
solts

According to the federal Mining

ntorcement and Safety Admin-

tration (MESA), Davis was at
on a spot health inspection,
rimarily concerned with control
f respirable dust. At approxi-
5:30 he measured the
of the air at the face,

where federal regulations require

that the minimum quantity of air

must be 9,000 cubic feet a minute. -
Davis calculated that the quantity

of air was 8.092 cubic feet a

minute and wrote a violation

notice ordering Scotia to meet the

federal standard within 30 min-

utes.

“*When an inspector was above
You, you didn’t have no air. When
you had good air, you knew he was
on your section. The air is divided
up evenly until an inspector
comes. The mine is goofed up so
bad, they can't ventilate."

At 6:00 p.m. Davis found 10,472
cubic feet a minute at the face and
wrote a notice that the previous
condition had been totally abated.

More than one Scotia miner
remembers the facts differently
from the written violation notice
filed by Da: **His air reading

was 6,000 cubic feet,” one said,
and others agreed. They said cur-
tains were hung across the inby
entries to 2 Southeast Main, rob-
bing air from that section for 2
Left.  (In mining terminology,

inby” 2 point means toward the
"outby” means toward the
mine mouth.)

They thought Davis must know
they were robbing air from another
section. "l figured Davis would
shut us down,” one said, "but he
didn’t.”

At 7:00 p.m., Davis wrote a
second violation notice. Checking
the continuous miner in the sec-
tion, he found that 11 of its 36
water sprays were inoperative.
The sprays pour a fine mist over
the coal as it is being cut by the
machine, partially holding down
the enormous quanti of dust
generated by the whirling bits of
the miner. In all mines, water
sprays must be attended carefully
or they clog up. Davis ordered the
condition corrected by 4:00 p.m.
the next day—March 9.

At 8:20, Davis wrote a third vio-
lation notice. This time, he found
insufficient air at the entry where
the continuous miner was operat-
ing, and ordered the line brattice
{curtain) controlling the air to be
moved closer to the face, in ac-
cordance with regulations. His

records indicate that this condition
was corrected within 10 minutes.

The notices that Davis wrote on
March 8 brought to six the total
of ventilation violation notices
served on the Scotia mine in 1976.
In 1975 the mine had been cited 15
times for insufficient ventilation
and on four occasions inspectors
had closed séctions and ordered
men withdrawn.  During 1974
there were 25 notices. including
three withdrawal orders; in 1973,
there were 15 notices. including
one withdrawal order.

Is that a pattern?

The answer varies depending on
who you ask. After the first
disaster, Herschel Potter, chief of
MESA's Safety Divison, told re-
porters that ‘‘the company stands
tall in the industry.” An opposite
view is held by a federal inspector
familiar with the mine over its
14-year life. *'The expansion of
the mine outdistanced the ability
of the single-fan system to pull
enough air through, 1 believe,” he
said.  “Expertly handled, the
ventilation system would have
been adequate. 1 can’t honestly
tell you that the company always
had experts handling the air,
however."

In a big mine, a single inspector
can’t readily catch men robbing air
from one section to another unless
he actually observes curtains be-
ing hung or air regulators being
opened or closed. If an inspector
suspects that the practice is being
used by the company, the only
sure way to nail it down is to hit
the mine unexpectedly with e-
nough inspectors to check each
section simultaneously.  Sha:
drops in the air in one place at the
same time that the air is being
increased elsewhere are all the
evidence the inspectors need.

Such an inspection is called a
**blitz”'—and some federal inspec-
tors believe it should be the
principal weapon in the govern-
ment's mine safety effort. A
review of records available in the
Whitesburg MESA office indicates
that the Scotia mine had never
been blitzed during the three-plus
years that the mine has been
under Whitesburg's jurisdiction.

*‘Every man in there knew what
was going on. It's common know-
ledge with men who had been in

there any length of time. I don’t
know why they never sent in four
or five inspectors at once.”

Tuesday

The Tuesday day shift entered
the mine at approximately 6:00
a.m. and proceeded to their work
places. In the 2 Left section of 2
Southeast Mains, a foreman and
face crew began cutting the coal
with a continuous miner, convey-
ing coal from the miner to the
mine conveyor belt with two
shuttle cars and following the
continuous miner with a roof
bolting machine.

The mine's records are unclear,
but MESA investigators are in
general agreement that around
11:00 or 11:15, the section fore-
man called the mine office from
the telephone on the section and
asked for more air on 2 Left.
Nobody knows exactly what had
happened to prompt the call; the
foreman is dead along with his
crew.,

Inby the intersection of 2 Left
and 2 Southeast Mains two men
had proceeded on a. battery-
powered locomotive, apparently at
around 11:00, traveling in the
track entry of 2 South Mains

2 Left. In order to bring air from
the main entries on 2 Southeast
Mains into 2, Left, the aircourse
had to be diverted. This could be
accomplished by hanging curtains
across the main entries. It's
possible that there were curtains
in place from the night before. It's
possible that the motor crew with
their load of rails either knocked
out or otherwise removed a curtain
across the track entry, and that
intake air followed them into the
inby section of 2 Southeast Mains,
resulting in a sharp drop in the air
in 2 Left. There won't ge definite
answers until the mine is unsealed
and explored — if then.

It's equally possible that the
explosions will have destroyed any
evidence.

*‘I know the motor that was up
there that day. They had it setting
outside the mine when [ first went
to work there. It was in pitiful
& %

In the intersection of 2 Left and
2 Southeast Mains, two miners
were constructing two overcasts—
which are, in effect, air ducts
installed in recesses blasted out of
the mine roof. When installed and

toward the face (see map). They
had with them a load of track, to
extend the track line closer to the
face.

Scotia officials aren't talking,
but Scotia miners say that the
section had been idle about a
month. Earlier, as the section was
developed, the coal seam had
increased in height, and the
continuous miner then in use could
not mine the full height of the
seam. Miners say that it was
withdrawn, to develop 2 Left, and
the inby section of 2 Southeast
Mains was idled until the company
received delivery of a new con-
tinuous miner capable of mining
the 10-foot-high seam (normal
seam height range around 6 feet).

At the time of the explosion, the
miner had not been received, but
it would be necessary to lay track
as close to the face as possible to
move the massive miner by rail
from the mouth of the mine to the
work place.

There are various theories about
the ventilation system in use that
morning on 2 Southeast Mains and

the carry air at
right angles over an existing air
course to supply adjacent sections.
When completed, they would di-
vert air to 2 . They were
uncompleted at the time of the
explosion.

Company mine maps show that
in the entry adjacent to the
overcasts, a stopping—a perma-
nent cinder-block wall between
two blocks of coal, through which
air cannot pass—had been re-
moved, possibly to facilitate
moving materials to 2 Left on the
track which supplied the section.
To keep air moving into 2 South-
east Mains inby the intersection,
some sort of movable curtain
should have been hung across the
2 Left track entry to replace the
permanent stopping.

No such curtain is indicated on
any company maps, according to
MESA inspectors.  Without it,
air—following the path of least
resistance—would ~ be  short-
circuited from the long trip up to
the face of 2 Southeast Mains and
back, and would instead travel the
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