
Durham Mechanic Sent to Siberia

When Tony Wilson started
work for Joy Mining
Machinery as a service

engineer he was not interested in
travelling abroad. However, when he
was asked to go to the Siberian
mining town of Mezhdurechensk on
the Kuzbass coalfield he reluctantly
agreed, but with a degree of
trepidation. He recalled,

‘When I arrived in Siberia it was
summer and very hot — the
temperature could reach as high as 38
degrees centigrade. The countryside
looked a lot like Scotland with
rolling hills and pine forests.

‘The Russian men all wore grey suits
and they looked as if they were
having a hard time. They were all
very friendly but we only had
interaction with them at the pit. The
women took a great deal of care with

their appearance. They were all
smartly dressed and wore expensive
makeup. Even at work in the lamp
room they wore high heels and slinky
dresses.

 ‘The food was terrible and there was
only one European restaurant in the
town which was new and you could
get a plate of steak and chips there.
But the food served at the canteen
was very poor.’

Tony had been sent to the
Raspadskaya mine to assemble and
check the machinery for a new face.
He was asked to assemble all the face
equipment at bank and make sure
that it was all compatible. However,
one day he was called to deal with a
problem with the hydraulic chocks
on an underground face at one of the
upper levels only about 200 ft from
the surface. Because this face was so
close to the surface the company had
driven a new drift from the surface to
gain access to the coal seam which
was three metres high. Rather than

slinging the three meter high chocks
down the shaft they were taken along
the new drift.

Tony recalled the day he was called
to go underground.

‘We were taken into the forest to a
clearing where there was a shed with
steam coming out of the roof. In the
shed there was a hole in the ground
which opened out into a drift. We
dropped down into the drift and I
remember thinking I hope there are
no bears down here because they
could easily have come in the way
we did.

 ‘As we walked along the drift we
passed the entrances to a number of
roadways and finally ended up in the
goaf of the coal face. We had to walk
behind the chocks to the main gate.

‘I turned to our Russian guide and
said, “Don’t ever bring me this way
again. That roof could fall anytime.”

Tony spent the shift working on the
hydraulic chocks.

‘The shearer was equipped with a
methane detector and when the
concentration of methane reached
four per cent an alarm sounded.

‘This alarm would be going off all
the time and the shearer would stop
until the alarm stopped and then off
they would go again. Well, on one
occasion the picks were catching the
steel canopy and sparks were flying
off. I said to myself “I’m getting out
of here.”

Tony insisted again that he would not
travel through the goaf to return to

On the night of May 8 2010 the Raspadskaya Coal Mine in the town of
Mezhdurechensk, in the West of Siberia suffered two massive methane
explosions, killing 67 miners. Twelve years earlier in July 1998, an ex-
Eppleton electrician, Tony Wilson,was working for Joy Mining Machinery
and was sent to the same mine to install face equipment. In this article he
shares his experience of working in Russia and China and his fears for his
safety.

Tony Wilson

Joy Shearer with a two-meter ranging arm drum
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bank and was directed to the main-
gate belt which was a man rider.
Tony and his female interpreter —
the English teacher from the local
school — were directed onto the belt.
The guide went first in order to stop
the belt to allow the interpreter, who
was not used to pit work, to get off
before the transfer point.

‘Our cap lamps were only three-volt
bulbs and much dimmer than those
used in British mines so it was
difficult to see clearly.

‘I had just got on the belt
when I was bumped by an
object on my right so I
moved my position to the
left and was then bumped on
the shoulder by something
on the left. Then I realised
that in order to restrain the
belt in a central position
vertical rollers had been
fitted and it was these I had
collided with.’

Before Tony got to the end
of the gate the belt stopped
so he climbed off and started

to walk towards the transfer point.
After a while he saw what looked
like a pile of wood which he realised
was a makeshift alighting platform.
When he reached the transfer point
he discovered that there had been an
accident. The guide had not stopped
the belt in time and the interpreter
had gone through the safety gate. The
belt had stopped but it had not
stopped in time to prevent the
interpreter being thrown over the jib
end onto the next belt. She had to be
taken out-bye to the clinic.

This, his first encounter with the
safety culture in Russian mines, had
not filled Tony with confidence. He
was particularly amazed that he had
not seen any stone-dust barriers or
water curtains and that the dust on
the roadways was pure coal dust. It
was obvious that the roadways had
never been stone dusted. The failure
to take these basic precautions which
had been legally required in British
miners for over 60 years had shocked
Tony. What was to follow destroyed
any confidence which remained.

A few days later when working at the
surface Tony recalled,

‘Suddenly a buzzer started blowing
and I asked the interpreter what it
was for. She said she didn’t know but
she would find out. When she
returned she said that there had been
a methane explosion down the mine
“but it is alright”, she said “No one
has been killed.”

‘The next day they asked me to go
down the mine to look at the chock
computer but I said no “I am not
going down the mine today.”

‘I was due to go home the next day.’

Although Russian coal mines have a
very poor safety record it is China
which tops the deaths league. Recent
efforts to reduce the number of
deaths in Chinese mines has reduced
the annual death toll from 7,200 in
2003 to 2,631 in 2009. These are the
official figures but commentators
suspect that the real death toll is
much higher. China was to be Tony’s
next overseas destination.

In October 1999 Tony was sent to a
coal mine in the Gobi Desert in
north-west China. This was an
anthracite mine and although free of
gas dust was a real hazard.

‘I was there during the winter and the
temperature could get down to -27
degrees centigrade. Although it was
in the Gobi desert the valley where
the mine was situated looked quite
fertile.

‘The coal seams were three meters
high and the dust was terrible. But
when I asked for a dust mask the
management said they would not
supply me with one. However, on the
next shift the shearer operator
beckoned me and took a dust mask
from under his overall and gave it to
me.

Tony, centre, in the Gobi Desert

Three-metre-high chocks
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‘Once the shearer started up and was
moving, the water was turned off. I
think this was because the coal was
sent straight to the power station
from the mine and was not to be
degraded in any way. I once threw an
orange peel onto the face chains and
a miner grabbed it and threw it back
at me. It must affect their money if
the coal is contaminated.

‘These miners regarded themselves
as well off compared with other
people. They seemed happy. They
were very keen on modern
technology and bought all the latest
gadgets for their homes. For them
work was just a means to an end.
They appeared to have a better
lifestyle than the Russian miners.
They ate out a lot in restaurants and
the food was much better compared
with Russia.

‘Not far from the mine there were
places where individuals had blasted
tunnels into the seams to take out
‘roundies’ which they put on a cart
and delivered round the houses.

‘To heat their homes, anthracite was
burned in little steel bowls which
were fitted with a fan. They would
light them up until they glowed red
and place them in the centre of the
room with a tube to take the fumes
out through a hole in the window.
Everywhere you went you could see
these glowing in shops.’

Selling roundies door to door

In 2001 Tony had been working at
Kellingley colliery in Yorkshire as a
Joy service engineer. Wearying of
travelling the world and still
apprehensive about the safety
standards he was encountering he
asked for a permanent job at the
colliery. He is now working as an
acting shift charge engineer.

Russian Miners and Their Unions
In the aftermath of  the explosions at
the Raspadskaya mine a wave of
unrest swept through the Kuzbass
coalfield.

When protesters blocked a local
railway line they were attacked by
the riot police and 28 miners were
arrested and charged with criminal
offences.

At a series of spontaneous mass
meetings the mine owners were
denounced for their part in the
explosion. One miner was reported as
saying that the directors of the mine
had not even apologised.

Miners blamed the wages system for
the disregard for safety in the mines.
As much as 70% of a miners take-
home pay is dependent on production
bonuses which miners claim forces
them to choose between safety and
feeding their families.

In 2007 two explosions at the
Ulyanovskaya and Yubileinaya in the
same region killed 110 and 39 miners
respectively and it was subsequently
reported that the methane gauges had
been tampered with.

Kuzbass miners claimed that, despite
assurances given in 2007 that safety
measures would be improved, the
practice of interfering with the
methane probes continued with the
full knowledge and collaboration of
the management.

One of the problems Russian
coalminers face is the absence of an
effective trade union. The old Soviet
trade unions, which were no more
than an extension of management,
regrouped after the fall of the Soviet
Union into an organisation they
called the Federation of Independent
Trades Unions. Although nominally

‘independent’ the leaders are often
members of the ruling United Russia
Party led by the Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin and have proved to be
sympathetic to the new capitalist
owners. The smaller independent
trade unions are in the main
marginalised by the powerful
interests of the oligarchs. Any leader
who fights for the rights of workers
faces tough opposition and is often
subject to a series of dirty tricks.

One such leader is Valentin Urusov:
a Russian miner framed and
imprisoned after recruiting
workmates to a union.

Urusov, an employee of Alrosa, the
diamond mining company, is serving
six years’ hard labour for an
obviously fabricated offence
(possession of drugs).

Urusov was singled out for attention
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by the authorities after an industrial
dispute in July last year at Alrosa’s
mine in Udachny, in Yakutiya,
eastern Siberia, where he works.

After prolonged protests over
working conditions, a new union
organisation was formed and a

protest hunger strike staged. In
response, the management agreed to
set up a bipartisan negotiating
committee.

On 3 September 2008, two days
before the committee was due to
report, Urusov, who had been acting
as the miners’ spokesman, was
arrested. He was illegally detained at
home, and forcibly taken 60
kilometres away, and threatened with
a firearm.

Officers searched his home when he
was in detention and ‘found’ drugs
there. He was convicted and
sentenced on 26 December 2008 by
the Mirinsky district court in
Yakutiya.

Protests were sent to Yakutiya by
trade unionists from all over the
world. On 12 May 2009, the Russian
Supreme Court overturned the
conviction on procedural grounds

Valentin Urusov

and released Urusov on bail —a rare
victory.

The illegal and flawed nature of the
prosecution case was widely
publicised, and criminal proceedings
begun against the officer who headed
the investigation.

Despite all this, on 26 June 2009,
when the case returned to the
Mirinsky court, it confirmed the
original conviction and six-year
sentence. Urusov’s lawyers say the
court has been influenced by the
management of Alrosa. The
company’s main owner is the
Yakutiya regional administration.

An international campaign has
been launched for the release of
Valentin Urusov which is
supported by the NUM National
Executive and the North East Area
NUM

Peter Heathfield who died on
May 6 2010  at the age of 81
succeeded Lawrence Daly as

the secretary of the NUM just five
days before the start of the 1984/85
strike.
Peter was born in Somercotes,
Derbyshire the son of a railway
worker and worked underground at
Williamthorpe colliery, Chesterfield.
He was soon recognised by his
fellow miners as a man of high
intelligence with leadership qualities
and in 1966 at the relative young age
of 37 was elected a full time official
of the Derbyshire NUM. By 1970 he
was the Area Vice President and in
1973 he became the Area General
Secretary.

In 1963 he met and married Betty
Vardy, a member of the Communist
Party, who later chaired the Women
Against Pit Closures Campaign
during the 1984 /85 strike.

Peter Heathfield
1929-2010

Peter was a firm supporter of the
strike of which he was a passionate
advocate.

In 1990 a campaign led by the Daily
Mirror, supported by Neil Kinnock,
Kim Howells and other erstwhile
friends sought to smear Heathfield
and Scargill with allegations of
financial impropriety. Both were
cleared by a subsequent Lightman
Enquiry but the allegations deeply
wounded Peter.

Although Roy Greenslade, the editor
of the Daily Mirror at the time, later
apologised to both men Peter never
fully recovered from the stress of
those years. His health started to fail
and in 1992 he retired.

Peter was a warm friendly man, a
passionate left wing Socialist and his
death is a great loss to the Labour
and Trades Union Movement.
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