
INTRODUCTION

My name is Shaun Cornish. I worked at the Westray coal mine
from September 3rd, 1991, until the May 9th, 1992 explosion,
and I was a draegerman during the recovery operation.

I have been mining since 1980, when I started in the small
northern Ontario town of Manitouwadge. I spent six years there
sharpening my mining skills and knowledge. I attended a Modular
Training System in Manitouwadge and a few ground control seminars
at the Hailebury School of Mines in Sudbury, Ontario.

I have studied mine rescue for several years and was involved
in two mine rescue competitions in Nova Scotia. I started working
for Seabright Resources in 1986, where I wrote in-depth training
manuals for mining equipment and blasting procedures used in
its mines. I took a "Management and Loss Control" course and
was a spare supervisor for Seabright. I also worked at several
gold mines around Nova Scotia and was a supervisor at the Tangier
gold mine. I feel fully qualified to write about the way the Westray
mine was run.

The Westray mine and the Foord coal seam lie underground
like a large, black spider web. We miners were like insects caught
in the trap, occasionally escaping for four days, only to fly back
and get caught again. The spider sat and watched, waiting for the
right moment. When it finally struck, the wave of horror and
grief spread far beyond. This horrific spider now lies in wait
once again, ready to strike at those who dare to venture into its
black domain.

History has shown us that time does not alter the threat or
violence of this spider's attack. The following is a list of previous
accidents at the Foord coal seam and mines close by:
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1838: explosion, Storage Pit in the Foord Seam—two dead
1858: explosion, Cage Pit in the Foord Seam—two dead
1861: explosion, Bye Pit in the Foord Seam—three dead
1873: explosion, Drummond mine, Westville—sixty dead
1880: explosion, Foord Pit in the Foord Seam—forty-four dead
1885: explosion, Vale mine, Thorburn—thirteen dead
1914: explosion, Allan Shaft in the Foord Seam—two dead
1918: explosion, Allan Shaft—eighty-eight dead
1924: explosion, Allan Shaft—four dead
1935: explosion, Allan Shaft—seven dead
1952: explosion, MacGregor mine, Stellarton—nineteen dead.

The 244 men previously killed should have been reason enough
for the company to be extra cautious at Westray. But they were
not cautious in any respect as far as I can remember: not about
methane, coal dust or even the Coal Mines Regulation Act. As a
result, in 1992 the lives of twenty-six more miners were added to
the death toll.

As you read this book, it may seem like a tale of mining a
hundred years ago, but it is a modern story. This book was not
easy to write because it brought back a lot of bad feelings and
images I had worked hard to get rid of. However, it probably
was good therapy for me to get this off my chest. Many times it
looked to me as though there would never be a full inquiry or
any charges of consequence laid against the persons responsible
and that is what inspired me to write. Someone had to tell what
really happened.

My friend Len Bonner started mining in Manitouwadge about
the same time I did, and we have worked at four or five different
mines together over the years. Lenny is a very safety-conscious
worker who watches out not only for himself but everyone he
works with. He too is a draegerman who took the "Management
and Loss Control" course, took part in the mine rescue competition
in Cape Breton and worked at Westray. Len was on the health
and safety committee at the mine, so he knows exactly how poorly
the company responded to anything reported during safety tours.

There have been many different ideas expressed about what
caused the blast of May 9th. People who have never been at the
mine site have their versions of the blast and where it started. I,
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The author (left) with Lenny Bonner at the Westray mine site. The
rock dust to the left was brought in after the explosion.

like a lot of other guys who were in the mine after the explosion,
have a very good idea of what happened.

I thought it would be nice if the people who read this book
were able to know a bit about each miner who died. I wrote to a
member of each of the deceased miners' families, asking if they
would like to send a picture and a little something about their
loved one. I told them that if it was not what they wanted to do,
then I understood and would respect their privacy. I realized it
might be difficult for some to write about one so dear to them.
The photographs and remembrances that were sent to me are
found in the second part of this book, entitled "In Their Memory."

A glossary is provided at the back of the book to help those
unfamiliar with coal mining to understand some technical terms
I have used while telling this story. Words in the glossary are
introduced in italic type in my narrative.
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This is an account of what went on at the Westray mine as told by
the men who worked there with me and on the other shifts. I am not
a writer by any stretch of the imagination, but I feel the truth must
be told.

I started working at Westray on September 3rd, 1991, along
with my friends Lenny, Wyman, Stewart, Steve and Rob. When we
went in to sign our employment papers, we were told how good the
place was and how it had all the most modern equipment to work
with. Later we discovered this was true of a lot of the gear but not
all. We also found out that all this wonderful equipment doesn't
mean much if a mine isn't designed for it.

I am writing this to let you know what it was like working in this
hellhole so you can understand the disregard for health and safety
that occurred at Westray. This book should also give you insight
into what caused the explosion that killed twenty-six of my friends
and colleagues. I write this with them always on my mind. Some I
knew very well, others not as well, but they were all good men who
were stolen from us before their time. I dedicate this work to their
memory. I will not forget you, my brothers.

A few years ago, my friend Stewart and I drove up to what is
now known as the Westray mine to apply for work with the contractor
developing the mine. After we had filled out all the papers, we went
upstairs to talk to a guy we had worked for at the Coxheath gold
mine. As I was looking out the window at the spot where the portal
is today, I thought it would be good to get a job there so I wouldn't
have to travel across Canada working at all sorts of mines. When
you work for a contractor, this is what usually happens.

Well, we never did get a job with that contractor, so a few years
went by before I returned to Pictou County to look for a job. In the
meantime, I found work at a mine in Gays River, Nova Scotia, with



The Westray coal mine at Plymouth, Nova Scotia, with New Glasgow and Trenton in the
background. The Westray mine was to supply the Nova Scotia Power plant in the distance.
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a company now known as Westminer. This was a real pleasant place
to work, with a management anybody could get along with. But
every good thing eventually comes to an end, and this place was no
exception. In May 1991 we got word that the mine was closing
down. I sent out my resume to as many places as I could think of but
received no reply from any of them.

At the end of August my friend Lenny Bonner called me and
asked if I would give him a ride to New Glasgow because he had an
interview at Westray. As we drove up, I decided to fill out an
application too and, to my surprise, I was hired on the spot. Lenny
and I were given an aptitude test we got a good laugh out of, because
it was so foolish and simple that if you failed it you probably
wouldn't have been able to find your way to the mine site in the first
place. I then had to go in and talk with Roger Parry, a man with a
strong English accent, while Len talked with the industrial relations
man, then vice versa. After we were told when to report for work,
we hopped in the car and headed home.

I asked Len if he had understood Roger, because of the way he
talked, and Len looked at me and said laughingly, "Not a word he
said." On the way home we talked about how nice it was to be
getting back to work and how nice this mine sounded. It was a good
feeling to think you would be working at the same place for the next
fifteen years with no worry of a layoff. Two other guys we had
worked with at Westminer had also been hired on and were starting
the day we were, so we all would be able to travel together for a
while at least. Our prospects of staying in Nova Scotia to work were
beginning to look bright.

I had been mining for eleven years, and five of these years in
Nova Scotia. Every mine I had worked at in this province had not
stayed open long for one reason or another, so I had learned to stay
based in one place. Len was a bit more unfortunate than me, because
he picked up his belongings and moved to New Glasgow, full of
great expectations for a long stay at Westray. I figured I would stay
at a rooming house or get an apartment with a couple of other guys
from the mine. Travel would then be once every four days, driving
eighty miles to get to work. When I had been contracting, I had been
away for six weeks at a time, working in a place that you usually had
to fly into. The outlook at Westray was pretty good by comparison.

My first day at the mine started at 5:30 am, dragging myself out
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of bed, then driving all the way to work and back home at night. It
was no problem because there were four of us going there from the
Dartmouth area, so we were company for each other. That is what
we did for the first two weeks.

When we arrived at the mine site on the first day, we were shown
where our lockers and hangers were and told to report at deployment
after we had changed. Out in deployment we were introduced to
Arnie, our fire boss, or supervisor, and then were told that we would
be working with John Bates. We went down the main deep, or tunnel,
about 500 feet, where we were to put up arches to support the roof.
There was a diesel-powered loader called a scooptram there to lift
the arches, but so many men were working together at this job that
we could lift the arches by hand. I couldn't believe that some of the
guys would stand between the wall and the "scoop." When a scoop
turns, it articulates in the middle, and the front or back will quite
often hit the wall. If you were standing there you could be crushed
and the operator of the scoop might not even see you.

About noon we stopped for some lunch, and Bates came over
and sat with us. The first time I had a conversation with John, I got
the feeling he knew how things should be done here, but it was as

Steel arches in a typical coal mine.
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A bolter used at Westray.

though he had his hands tied or was told to do things a certain way
and never mind about what he thought. John was a lot smarter than
he was given credit for. In fact, I think he would have run the mine
better and safer. He could get grouchy, but his bark was always
worse than his bite. I liked John and will miss the stories he used to
tell us at breaktime.

At any rate, on this first day, it seemed everyone wanted to
make a good impression because every time anyone in charge asked
for something, five guys would run for it. This made for a long day,
with too many hands for too few jobs. On the way home we talked
about how the main decline was kind of rough, but we figured it was
just a temporary thing.

The next day was pretty much the same as the first. About the
third day, we were sent down with the mining crews, and we were
quite happy about that. Len and I were sent to work on the bolter
with Roy and Grant. A bolter is a machine used to install roof
supports—rockbolts, screening, or other types of reinforcing. It is
an electric-hydraulic, two-boom drilling vehicle that moves on tracks
like a bulldozer.

The first incident I experienced at Westray occurred about three
days after I began work. Lenny and I were helping on the bolter for
the first time, with Roy and Grant. The two of us were on our way
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back down to the bolter with a couple of screens, used to support the
roof, when the two guys on the bolter suddenly disappeared in a
cloud of dust. The next thing we could see was a couple of lights
shaking at us to stay away. After the dust had cleared, we could see
what had happened. The roof had caved in so much that the bolter
had to be backed out and the miner brought in to clean up the several
tons of rock that had fallen. Lenny and I looked at each other and
said, "What have we got ourselves into?"

We had worked together for about eleven years, but this place
would prove to be the worst we were ever in. This little display of
ground conditions should have told me to leave, but I didn't quit,
although I should have. I decided to continue, against my better
judgement, and stayed for what would be the worst experience of
my life. Days passed and cave-ins became part of everyday life.
Sometimes we could work our full four days and not see a single
cave-in, but that would only be the rare occasion.

During our first few months, Lenny and I worked on the bolters
and saw our share of close calls. Every once in a while a large chunk
of roof would come down and destroy something and bring you
back to the reality of just how uncertain your life was.

One morning I was told to take a scoop, get some gear and then
bring it in closer to where we were working. I was loading the gear
into the bucket when I noticed a light at the rear of the scoop, so I
went back to see what it was. The mechanic was there fuelling the
scoop and I asked him if he wanted me to shut the engine off. He
said no, it wasn't necessary, we always leave it running when we
work on them. If we shut it off and it doesn't start right away it
could be difficult to get compressed air because the pipeline was so
far back. I told him it was very dangerous to fuel an engine while it
was running and that the fuel was spilling on the ground. I asked
where the gear was to clean up the spill, and he just laughed. I
figured out then that a lot of fuel was probably mixed with the coal
dust throughout the mine.

At every other mine I had worked, the diesel equipment had
been fuelled and greased in a designated area and all spills were
cleaned up right away. A fire underground is not like a fire on the
surface, so you take extra caution to prevent it. The mechanic told
me to get used to it because there wasn't any time for anything
considered unnecessary. From that point on, I started to see that
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what he had said was true. Along the sides of the drift, or tunnel, I
could see half-buried bundles of rockbolts, full cases of grease
cartridges, old rags and all sorts of things laying here and there.

One thing I never could get used to was not stopping for lunch at
a determined time. Most days on the bolter, the only time you could
eat in peace was if one guy left the machine while the other two kept
working. Sometimes you had to eat your lunch while working,
which meant eating food covered with coal dust. A couple of times
we did stop to eat, but as soon as the fire boss or Roger came along,
the guys would jump up, close their lunch cans and start working. It
didn't matter if we had just stopped for lunch, they jumped up and
scurried off anyway. The fact that you worked twelve-hour shifts
didn't seem important to management; lunch breaks were frowned
on. I guess I must have been considered a rebel, because I told my
fire boss that if I didn't eat, I didn't work.

I was starting to get the feeling that this place was quite different
from what they had told us at our first interview. Mining has come
a long way over the years, but this place was like stepping back in
time. The "my way or the highway" attitude was alive and well at
Westray.

My first experience on the shuttle car was a real "nutbuster." A
shuttle car is a thirty-five-foot-long vehicle mounted on rubber tires

Shuttle cars used at Westray, showing (left to right) the front end, the
back end with tailgate, and the back end without tailgate.
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