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Workplace Safety: A Single 
Accident Alters Lives

In the days ahead, fami-
lies of the deceased miners 
employed by the Interna-
tional Coal Group in Sago, 
WV, will grapple for an-
swers that may never 
come. They’ll share one 
question, in particular, that 
will remain forever unan-
swered: Why?

I know, because I’ve been there.
It was 12:30 a.m., Aug. 20, 2002, when the 

phone rang. I sat straight up in bed; when the 
phone rings at that hour, it’s usually never 
good. It was my sister, Jenny, and she was 
hysterical—screaming and crying twisted to-
gether with a hint of a few shrill, unintelligible 
words. 

“Mickey’s been in an accident,” she fi nally 
managed to get out. Mickey’s been in an ac-
cident. Five words now burned into my 
memory.

“What kind of an accident?” I asked. “A car 
accident? What? What happened?” 

Now I had to struggle to compose myself.
She said she didn’t know, but she was on the 

way to the hospital in Madisonville, KY. I told 
her to take her cell phone and call me as soon 
as she got there. I tried to get back to sleep, but 
I knew this had to be something much worse 
than a fender bender. I got out of bed and 
searched the Internet for Madisonville hospi-
tals. I called the fi rst one that came up. 

“I’m not sure, 
but I think my 
brother may be 
there,” I said to the 
operator. She con-
fi rmed that he was 
and connected me 
to ICU, where a 

nurse said my parents were both there. “If they 
are both there,” I immediately thought to my-
self, “then he must be dead.” My parents 
hadn’t spoken since 1995. 

Sure enough, Mom was so shaken that all 
she could muster was a whimper. Dad took the 
phone and simply told me to get to the airport 
as soon as possible. 

“But he won’t be here when you get here,” 

he said. “It’s a matter of minutes before he’s 
gone.” I fell out of the chair into a fetal posi-
tion on the fl oor. I couldn’t breathe. It was too 
much to comprehend.

Before the day was over, I was staring 
down at my hometown from Flight 329 … 
numb and in a sleep-deprived daze. 

When I arrived at my mom’s house, I 

didn’t bother to say hello. Her eyes were all 
but swollen shut from the tears. She seemed 
much smaller than I remembered as I held 
her in my arms and rocked her frail body 
back and forth. 

A government report later recounted the de-
tails of that night. A “rib roll,” (essentially a 
roof collapse) occurred in the developing un-
derground belt slope of Warrior Coal LLC’s 
Cardinal mine. My brother, a 29-year-old sup-
ply man with approximately 2 months total 
mining experience, was gathering tools and 
placing them in the material-hoisting car when 
he was struck and killed by a boulder in the 
resulting rock slide.

As you can imagine, news of the mine ex-
plosion and subsequent collapse in West Vir-
ginia really hit home. My brother was stolen 
away from us that night, and it has changed 
who I am and signifi cantly impacted who I’ve 
become.  

The common denominator in both of these 
mine accidents is that the mining companies 
were cited for numerous safety violations. Yet 
another citation for a mine that continues to 
accumulate ultimately unaddressed violations 
is a meaningless shred of paper when tragedy 
occurs. 

Workplace safety—whether you’re in a lab, 
an offi ce or a coal mine—is a serious, poten-
tially life-altering matter. ■

Matthew T. Patton is editor of ADVANCE. 
He can be reached at mpatton@merion.com.
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