The Imperial Mine
Coal was the fuel that had stoked the Industrial Revolution. It cooked the food and warmed the
homes and powered the Titanic.

And Alberta had, and still has, lots of it. Our province hosts seventy percent of Canada’s coal reserves.
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In 1874 an Irish-American ex-sailor, ex-adventurer, ex-whiskey
trader named Nicholas Sheran hacked the first coal out of the
riverbank at Coalbanks – that’s Lethbridge these days, and hauled
coal to the local Northwest Mounted Police fort. They basically just
grubbed the coal that was in the seam running along the banks of
the Oldman River, or the Belly River as they called it in those days.

Nicholas and Awatoyakew also ran a ferry across
the Belly River, and one day a wealthy man named
Elliot T. Galt was a passenger on Sheran’s ferry. He
saw the coal just sitting along the riverbank and
saw the potential. He connected with other
wealthy investors, including W.H. Smith of the
bookstore fame, as well as with a guy named
William Lethbridge and the rest is history. The
Lethbridge area was built on coal.
It was coal that brought the population which would lead to the demand for a railroad and for
irrigation; leading to the establishment of the Lethbridge Northern Irrigation District. People
came from all over the world to work in the Lethbridge coal fields.
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During the eighty or so years that coal was mined in the Lethbridge field, 23.89 million tonnes
of coal was pulled out of the seam lying right under our feet. If all that coal could be piled on
top of the entire city of Lethbridge, it would be piled to the depth of a four-story building. And
in that big coal seam sitting underneath us there are 3, 218 km of tunnels. That’s enough tunnel
stretched out to get you all the way to Halifax. There are still there. The last big mine in this
area was in Shaughnessy and it closed down in 1964.
We owe a lot of our present prosperity to the coal industry and most of all to the men who
worked in the mines. One of the biggest producing mines in the Lethbridge Field was the
Imperial Mine in Coalhurst. About six miles west of the City of Lethbridge, the Canadian Coal
and Coke Company sank two shafts to a depth of six-hundred feet to reach a five-foot thick
seam of coal. And Coalhurst was born.
Lethbridge Daily Herald Reporter – March 28, 1911 – interviewing Mr. Charles Fergie, General
Manager of the Lethbridge Collieries – about two miles east of Kipp.
“ We confidently expect that we will be in running order and lifting coal by the first day
of August. Everything so far has gone without a hitch, which is unusual in mine
development. No incidents have occurred to date, and from now on, I don’t look for
any. Our spur track will be completed and in operation this week. Then we will
commence the work of installing large machinery. This mine will compare favourably
with any in the country. We are putting in the latest kind of electric appliances
throughout, both for lighting and hoisting. Our air-compressing plant is the very latest
pattern and every facility for rapid and economic operation that can be thought of will
be installed. When in working order and running to our full capacity we will employ
from 800 to 1,000 men and lift from 1500 to 2000 tons of coal per day. I am particularly
proud of our watering system out there. We get the water through an up-to-date
waterworks plant, over three miles in length. The water comes from above Lethbridge
and is not contaminated by the city’s sewage. I had a drink of water out there today,
and it was clear and pure, better than the city supply. “
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While working three shifts at its peak, the mine had
about six-hundred men on the payroll. It had its own
electrical supply generated in its own powerhouse. The
town was supplied with cheap electricity.
Approximately one-hundred company houses were
supplied water from taps located in the back lanes

– two per block. The taps were built in a five by six
foot box filled with manure and straw to keep the
pipes from freezing. Those who weren’t near the
taps had their water
delivered and stored in underground barrels.
Farmers from near and far could bring their wagons to buy and haul their
own coal. The majority of the coal was shipped to Montana. A coal chute
was built on the north end of the mine. The box cars were loaded from
this chute. The mine had its own locomotive and seven miles of track to
get the loaded box cars to the CPR main line. Another chute was used to
dump the waste coal, rock, and slack. It was hauled up a trestle and
dumped in a big pile. Farmers and towns people could go to this pile and
pick free usable bits of coal for home use. Many kids growing up in
Coalhurst remember going to that “dump” to pick coal for their parents.
They had to be careful to avoid the burning bits. In fact, that pile burned
over the years until it was a pile of red shale.
The company built a large wash house for the miners where they could shower and get out of
their pit clothes before going home. In addition there was a fully modern blacksmith shop, a
locomotive shop, a timekeeper’s office, and air shaft, large warehouses, a hoisting house to pull
cars up the dump, and a large water tank and a large barn, and of course the power house.
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They used horses to haul the coal down in the mine. About twenty or thirty horses would be down in the
mine. They had their own stables underground and would only come up into the sun in the summer
months when the mine was slow. Miners loved those horses. They got the best food and the best care
and every one of them had a name.

The underground tunnels extended more than a mile in any direction. Above ground there was a
thriving town. The company had a hospital built and employed good doctors. Mining was dangerous
work. There were many injuries, lots of them serious. And even deaths. Up until 1935 five men died
from accidents in the Coalhurst mine and it had a better record than most. The hospital served the town
too. Teeth were pulled, babies were delivered, and tonsils were removed. The town even had firefighting equipment – two-wheeled carts with hoses and reels. Three blasts on the mine whistle and
everyone ran to volunteer.
About two-thousand people lived here in the 1920’s. Down mainstreet there
was Saboro’s Grocery Store. They got their meat from Tedesco’s
slaughterhouse south of town. There was a shoe store and a clothing store
and an IOOF Hall. Dances were held there. There was a bank – the building is
still standing. There was Aunt Dotty’s candy store, too. There was the

post office, the pool hall, and Willis’ Confectionery. A Miners’
Community Hall welcomed Santa Claus every year, invited by the
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miners’ union. All the kids would get a bag of goodies. There
was a blacksmith shop , a garage with hand pumps and a
mechanic and a shoe repair store. The Coalhurst Hotel, a
laundry, a barber shop, and a Chinese restaurant served the
people of the town. Pavan’s General Store would deliver your
groceries right to your door if you wanted. There was also the
Red and White Store, a big boarding house, an RCMP Office
with cells and living quarters, a flour mill and three grain
elevators.
At any given time there were two schools in
town. One of the first was really close to the
dump, and on windy days the coal dust and
smoke would get so bad that they’d have to shut
the school down. The kids would have to make
up the time on Saturdays.

There were three churches in town. The Catholic church
is still standing, but it is now a private residence.
The train station was moved from Kipp in 1927. Before
that , people in Coalhurst had to walk two miles to catch
a train.
Lots of farmers brought their produce in to sell to the
townspeople.
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Irrigation came in 1919. During the Depression, irrigation, and
somewhat better rainfall than the rest of the Prairies, meant
that things were not quite so tough here.
During the 1920’s the demand for coal declined. There were a
lot of coal producers vying for the market. Miners began to be
laid off and had to move away. Some had managed to buy
small farms and could grow their own food. During the
depression most miners were getting work for two or three
days a week , and then only in the winter. Times were tough
but so were the people. People helped one another through
the tough times. A whole block burned down on December
19, 1934. It started in McDermott’s Hardware Store and
ended up taking the pool hall, a confectionary store, the
community club, and, just before Christmas, the Post Office.
People’s Christmas parcels and letters were lost.

There was every nationality you could think of here, but they all had something in common.
They were all here because of the mine. But it all ended in 1935 on the ninth of December.
There had been a snowfall that day. People were getting ready for Christmas. The mine was
running a skeleton crew. Far less than the usual number of men were working. Two weeks
earlier, there would have been two-hundred men underground. Instead there were sixteen.
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The day shift were just leaving the mine. The night shift was entering. They passed one another
and exchanged greetings. Andrew Kocjek was leaving the mine. He said later in his broken
English:
“We had just passed other men going into mine. We were coming out. As we passed pipe
man by name of Gresl, he said, You go home? I answered yes. We went about fifty feet.
We saw sparks and fire. Then fire came like mighty wind. There was terrific explosion.
Knocked me down. Threw me on rails. Cut knee to bone. I thought air pipe had broken,
but that wasn’t it. After the explosion we threw away dinner pails and crawled on hands
and knees for twenty minutes to reach the shaft. The smell of gas was terrible. I choked.
Couldn’t breathe for some minutes. Fire, rocks, and dust all over, big noise, couldn’t see.
Covered face with hand and crawled. Not a chance in the world those men going in can
get out.”
It was 4:30 p.m.
John Ramage and his partner were working near
the main driveway on the six-hundred foot level
when a terrific blast hit them both. Ramage was
flung to the ground and wedged between a
wooden support and a side wall. His face and hair
were singed and his body bruised. Helping his
partner, he made his way to the shaft and
reported by telephone to the mine’s office.
Deadly methane gas – the greatest danger to men working underground had somehow seeped
into the southeast section of the mine – the only section working at the time. When methane
gas explodes, it causes the dust in the mine to suspend in the air. Spontaneous combustion
occurs and the results are catastrophic.
Doctors and rescue teams were rushed to the scene. Some men arrived early and entered the
mine without safety equipment to search for their comrades. Such is the code of men who
work in the mine. One of these men, an older miner
named Andy Barrie, took in a canary to warn of
dangerous concentrations of gas. They reached the
southeast corner through perilous conditions.
They found the first five bodies. A member of that
first rescue crew, John Conners, told what he
encountered upon entering the number four butt.
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“The cave was full of gas, dust, and smoke. First we saw two bodies smashed by the
explosion beyond recognition. Three others close by had met the same fate. Two horses
lay dead.”
Also present with the first team was Charlie Gresl, whose three brothers were among those
trapped. He found the body of his brother Anthony. Nearby he found a glove and a wrench
belonging to his two other brothers. He came out, throwing down his helmet, swearing never
again to enter a mine.
The rescue crews, composed of highly trained and courageous miners, arrived and began what
was to be an all-night ordeal. All was in readiness at the Coalhurst Hospital – gallons of boiling
water, dozens of bandages, and extra supplies.

Awaiting word of their entombed companions, the excited voices of miner patients who had
managed to crawl to safety sounded in the hospital. There was also the cry of a new-born baby
that night. Nick Rahovie had exchanged his shift with someone else that day in order to be with
his wife at the birth of their daughter. The little girl, Helen, became known as the miracle child.
She had unknowingly saved her father’s life.
As wives, children, friends, and neighbours watched, the arduous task of bringing the bodies to
the surface commenced. The task of identifying the remains was difficult. Terrible burns and
bruises had been inflicted, so each man was identified by the brass lamp tag which each carried
in his pocket. Death had been mercifully instantaneous – concussion, caused by the
tremendous force of the blast. Enough could not be said in praise of the coolness, courage and
professionalism displayed by the rescue workers who had toiled throughout the night to bring
their fallen friends up from the darkness of the pit.
Grief-stricken families, co-workers, and neighbours slowly left the pithead, going back to their
homes to begin the process of dealing with this unspeakable tragedy which had struck their
community.
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And preparations began for what would become, to this day, the largest funeral ever held in the
City of Lethbridge. The dead were:
John Cook, Harry Dugan, Angelo Ermacora, Leo Gossul, Anthony Gresl, Fritz Gresl, Louis Gresl,
Mike Kadilak, Bill Lukacs, Andrew Prokop, Evaristo Rota, John Sarog, Albino Simeoni, Eben
Williams, James Workman, Kyfa Zmurchyk.

The injured were:
Andrew Kucej, Mike Matlock, Frank Prusik, John Ramage, John Sicardo
Those who reached the shaft uninjured and were hoisted to safety were:
Frank Bruzik, L. Formos, J. Jouryluk, John Oilechow, Julius Popp,
William Ramage, Mathew Raskevich, C. Stine, J. Uveges
Upwards of five-thousand mourners attended the funeral. Mayor Dave Elton of Lethbridge
arranged for a special train and cars to bring Coalhurst residents into the city. All businesses in
Lethbridge closed for the day. Three church services were held for the miners of those faiths:
Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox. Representatives from miners’ unions from all across
Western Canada attended. And, of course, there were the families of the victims: mothers and
fathers, sisters and brothers, friends and neighbours, and the eleven widows and forty-two
children.

10

A provincial inquiry into the causes of the disaster was held in Lethbridge and was led by Chief
Justice Lunney. The results were inconclusive and no one was held to blame. The immediate
cause seemed to be a spark caused by a broken headlamp, but the origin of the accumulated
gas was the major concern. In comparison to other mines, Coalhurst had a good safety record,
and the Lethbridge Field was not deemed to be prone to dangerous gases. Numerous safety
violations were noted however, apparently the result of workers being forced to rush in order
to bring up as much coal as possible quickly. These infractions had affected the ventilation in
the tunnels. Coal prices were low and the company had intended to close the mine; it had
therefore been pulling large quantities of coal while retreating – caving in sections of the mine,
and without proper ventilation, gas would not be kept at bay. It was also discovered, thanks to
a pharmacist in Lethbridge whose hobby was recording changes in barometric pressure, that
the Chinook wind that had blown in that day had brought a dramatic drop in air pressure, which
caused the deadly methane gas to escape from the caved workings. Ultimately, the cause of the
explosion could be blamed on everything from the economic hardships of the Great Depression
to the weather of Southwestern Alberta.
In 1936, much as expected, the Imperial Mine shut down. In April of 1936, the last load of coal
was brought to the surface. Some miners were able to get hired on by other area mines,
including the new Galt No. 8 in Lethbridge. Others left the area completely, and a few remained
and took up farming. For the remainder of that year, forty houses a month were moved out of
the town to whoever would buy them. Property was worthless and the town council went
bankrupt. The number of people requiring relief had gone from eleven in December to twohundred by May.
In 1998 Arlene Purcell wrote a threeact stage play called Firedamp. It told
the story of the mining town of
Coalhurst at the time of the disaster.
With the help of many people, she
directed and produced the play which
played to eight sold-out audiences in
Coalhurst and Lethbridge. Research
into the history of the play began with
reading sources such as the local
history book Coalhurst: Our Treasured
Heritage. From there Arlene went to the Galt Museum’s archives and to the Lethbridge Public
Library, to the federal archives from Ottawa and the provincial archives in Edmonton. She read
books and articles on coal mining history, engineering, chemistry, history, physics, popular
culture, music, art, politics, economics, and on and on. With this, after much trial and error, she
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was able to construct a scenario with characters that would represent the people who lived and
worked in Coalhurst at the time. They are not meant to be actual individuals, but rather
composites of real people who lived in the community. The first act attempts to depict
Coalhurst prior to the disaster, a multi-ethnic one-industry town struggling in the midst of the
Great Depression. We see the daily routines, concerns, and play of the people. Act II deals with
the disaster and the funeral, and ACT III with its aftermath.
Firedamp: The Story of the Coalhurst Mine Disaster, is being re-staged in 2013 in conjunction
with the Coalhurst Centennial. Directed by Diane Pommen and Arlene Purcell, and with the
selfless contributions of over a hundred people and organizations, the play is supported by the
Nord-Bridge Seniors’ Association, the Town of Coalhurst, and by Coalhurst High School. With a
cast and crew of over thirty students and teachers from Coalhurst and Lethbridge, the play runs
from May 25 through to June 1, at the Sterndale Bennett Theatre in Lethbridge. Tickets are
available through the Enmax and Yates ticket offices.
For further information, pictures, and links, visit our website. Many of the original documents
including transcripts, letters, pictures and newspaper articles related to the disaster have been
scanned and uploaded and can be viewed at this address.
www.firedamp.org
You can also visit us on Facebook at Firedamp 2013.
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Resources:
Coalhurst: Our Treasured Heritage
Lethbridge: It’s Coal Industry
The Lethbridge Herald Archives
The Lunney Inquiry
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