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T h a t m o r n i n g , T u g b a w o k e a t 4 t o c l e a n t h e t h r e e - r o o m s t o n e h o u s e , w h i c h

l e a n e d i n t o a h i l l f u l l o f a p p l e t r e e s . S h e a n d h e r h u s b a n d , A h m e t , g r e w u p h e r e i n

K a y r a k a l t i , a v i l l a g e i n t h e w e s t e r n A e g e a n r e g i o n o f T u r k e y , b e t w e e n

c o n s e r v a t i v e A n a t o l i a a n d t h e r a k i - a n d - c i g a r e t t e s c o a s t . A l r e a d y , a b u s t h a t w o u l d

p i c k u p A h m e t f o r w o r k w a s m a k i n g i t s w a y t h r o u g h t h e a r e a ’ s c y p r e s s t r e e s a n d

o l i v e f a r m s . T u g b a h a d g o n e t o t h e b e d r o o m t o n u r s e t h e i r d a u g h t e r , w h o w a s j u s t

t h r e e d a y s s h y o f h e r f i r s t b i r t h d a y , a n d t h e y h a d f a l l e n b a c k a s l e e p , s o A h m e t l e f t

w i t h o u t e a t i n g b r e a k f a s t . T u g b a w a s 1 8 a n d A h m e t 3 0 , a n d s o m e t i m e s t h e y s t i l l

b l u s h e d a r o u n d e a c h o t h e r ; t h e i r f a c e s s h o n e w i t h y o u t h , h e r s h e a r t - s h a p e d , h i s

a n g u l a r a n d f a i r . T h a t m o r n i n g , T u g b a , a s l e e p w i t h t h e b a b y w h o l o o k e d l i k e h e r ,

d i d n o t s a y g o o d b y e .

T h e b u s s t o p p e d a t t h e e n d o f t h e v i l l a g e r o a d , s o j u s t b e f o r e 5 , A h m e t l e f t h i s

h o m e a n d w a l k e d d o w n t h e d i r t p a t h o p p o s i t e h i s m o t h e r ’ s h o u s e ( w h o s e

o u t h o u s e t h e y s h a r e d ) , a r o u n d t h e o l d f a r m e q u i p m e n t a n d h i s u n f a i t h f u l c a r .

A h m e t h a d t r i e d f o r s o m e t i m e t o s e l l Ra m a d a n b r e a d f r o m t h e c a r b e f o r e i t b r o k e

d o w n ; h e a n d T u g b a w e r e M u s l i m s b u t r a r e l y h a d e n o u g h m o n e y f o r c e l e b r a t o r y

Ra m a d a n d i n n e r s t h e m s e l v e s . M a n y o f t h e 3 5 0 v i l l a g e r s i n K a y r a k a l t i u s e d t o

g r o w T u r k e y ’ s f a m o u s t o b a c c o a n d r a i s e s h e e p . B u t t h r e e d e c a d e s a g o , w h e n t h e

c o u n t r y o p e n e d u p t o t h e w o r l d , t h e g o v e r n m e n t s t a r t e d i m p o r t i n g M a r l b o r o s

a n d P a r l i a m e n t s a n d r a i s i n g t h e p r i c e o f a n i m a l f e e d , a n d s o o n n o o n e c o u l d

m a k e e n o u g h m o n e y f r o m f a r m i n g a n y m o r e . S o m e T u r k s m i g r a t e d f r o m t h e

c o u n t r y s i d e t o t h e c i t i e s s e e k i n g b e t t e r l i v e s , t h o u g h t h e y o f t e n e n d e d u p w o r s e .

O t h e r m e n , l i k e A h m e t , s t a y e d b e h i n d t o k e e p w o r k i n g t h e l a n d , n o t k n o w i n g t h a t

m o d e r n i z a t i o n w o u l d c a t c h u p t o t h e m t h e r e a n y w a y . T h e s e d a y s , A h m e t l e f t h i s

v i l l a g e e v e r y d a y t o g o t o w o r k a n h o u r a n d a h a l f a w a y a s a m a c h i n e o p e r a t o r i n a

c o a l m i n e .

T u r k e y , e v e n w h e r e p o o r , t e n d s t o b e w e l l m a i n t a i n e d a n d o r d e r l y , a n d t h e

m i n i n g t o w n o f S o m a i s n o e x c e p t i o n . In t h e e v e n i n g s , t h e m e n , a n d s o m e t i m e s



w o m e n , g a t h e r i n o n e p a r t o f a c e n t r a l t e a g a r d e n ; a n d t h e w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n ,

a n d s o m e t i m e s m e n , g a t h e r i n a n o t h e r s e c t i o n c a l l e d t h e f a m i l y s a l o n ; a n d

e v e r y o n e , e s p e c i a l l y i n s u m m e r , s i t s f o r h o u r s , s m o k i n g a n d g o s s i p i n g u n t i l

b e d t i m e . It ’ s n o t a w e l l - t o - d o t o w n , t h o u g h t h e r e i s a n i c e c o f f e e s h o p w i t h p l u s h

g r a y c h a i r s a n d a r e l a t i v e l y e x p e n s i v e c h a i n r e s t a u r a n t c a l l e d K o f t e c i Ra m i z . T h e

p l a c e ’ s w h o l e s o m e , u p r i g h t q u a l i t y d e r i v e s i n p a r t f r o m t h e b u i l d i n g s t h a t

d o m i n a t e t h e c e n t e r o f t o w n : t h e m o s q u e s , t h e m e n ’ s t e a h o u s e s , t h e m i n i n g -

c o m p a n y o f f i c e s , t h e P o l i c e D e p a r t m e n t , t h e l o c a l o f f i c e o f t h e c o u n t r y ’ s r u l i n g

Ju s t i c e a n d D e v e l o p m e n t P a r t y , t h e g o v e r n o r ’ s h a l l , t h e m i n e r s ’ u n i o n .

It w a s t o S o m a t h a t A h m e t h a d f l e d w i t h T u g b a f o u r y e a r s e a r l i e r — a l o v e r s ’

“ k i d n a p p i n g , ” i n t h e T u r k i s h v e r n a c u l a r , w h i c h , b e c a u s e s h e w a s 1 4 , l e d t o m a n y

w e e k s o f a r g u i n g w i t h h e r f a t h e r u n t i l h e l e t t h e m m a r r y . A t t h e t i m e , A h m e t

w o r k e d a t a m i n e r u n b y a n o t h e r l o c a l c o m p a n y , Im b a t . T h a t w a s t h e f o u r t h m i n e

h e h a d w o r k e d i n ; t h e f i r s t h a d b e e n d e c r e p i t , a n d w h e n i t c o l l a p s e d , t h e r e s c u e r s

h a d t o t a k e a m o t o r b i k e h e a d l a m p i n t o l o o k f o r m i n e r s . Im b a t ’ s w a s a l a r g e r

m i n e i n a r e g i o n k n o w n f o r i t s linyit , o r l i g n i t e , a s o f t c o a l b u r n e d i n t h e r m a l

p o w e r p l a n t s n e a r b y , l i k e t h e o n e t h a t s t o o d j u s t o u t s i d e S o m a . T h e a i r a l l a r o u n d

t o w n w a s f i l l e d w i t h t h e s m e l l o f b u r n i n g d u s t , a n d s o m e t i m e s , e s p e c i a l l y o n h o t

s u m m e r n i g h t s , y o u c o u l d f e e l i t t i n g l i n g o n y o u r s k i n . In t h e c e n t e r o f t o w n ,

a d j a c e n t t o t h e b u i l d i n g o f t h e T u r k - Is u n i o n , t o w h i c h m o s t o f t h e c o a l m i n e r s

b e l o n g e d , t h e r e w a s a L i n y i t O t e l ; e l s e w h e r e , t h e r e w a s a L i n y i t H i g h S c h o o l a n d a

L i n y i t P s y c h i a t r i c C e n t e r .

A f t e r w o r k i n g f o r a y e a r a t Im b a t , A h m e t w a s o w e d h i s f i r s t v a c a t i o n , a n d h e

u s e d i t t o r u n o f f w i t h T u g b a . H e s h a r e d h i s p l a n s w i t h h i s s u p e r i o r , w h o

u n d e r s t o o d t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f s u c h m a t t e r s a n d c o n s e n t e d t o h i s t a k i n g t i m e o f f .

B u t w h e n A h m e t r e t u r n e d , h i s j o b w a s g o n e . “ Id o n ’ t r e m e m b e r y o u , ” t h e s u p e r i o r

s a i d . A h m e t w e n t t o w o r k i n t h e m i n e n e x t d o o r , c a l l e d E y n e z a n d o p e r a t e d b y

S o m a H o l d i n g .

W h e n h e g o t t o E y n e z t h a t d a y , A h m e t c h a n g e d a t h i s l o c k e r , w h e r e h e

s t o w e d h i s c l o t h e s a n d c e l l p h o n e a n d p u t o n h i s m i n e r ’ s c o a t , b o o t s a n d g l o v e s .

M i n e r s c o m p l a i n e d a b o u t t h e o u t f i t ’ s s h o d d y m a t e r i a l s ; t h e y o f t e n h a d t o p a y f o r

n e w g e a r f o r t h e m s e l v e s . T h e l o c k e r r o o m w a s s h a b b y a n d f u l l o f m i c e , b u t a t

l e a s t i t o f f e r e d c o v e r . A t S o m a H o l d i n g ’ s o t h e r m i n e s , l i k e Is i k l a r , t h e m e n

c h a n g e d o u t s i d e . A h m e t h a d b e e n a s k e d t o w o r k a t Is i k l a r t h e m o n t h b e f o r e , a n d

t h e c o n d i t i o n s a t t h e w a t e r l o g g e d m i n e w e r e a w f u l . E v e n t h e m a c h i n e s s a n k i n



t h e m u d . Ih a t e t h e m i n e s , h e s w o r e t o T u g b a a t h o m e . Ia m n o t e v e r g o i n g b a c k

t o t h e m ! Allah belasini versin! ( Go d d a m n t h e m ! )

H e e s p e c i a l l y h a t e d h i s s h i f t , t h e d a y s h i f t , b e c a u s e t h a t w a s w h e n t h e b o s s e s

c a m e ; t h e i r o r d e r s c o u l d c o n f l i c t w i t h t h o s e o f t h e taseron, o r s u b c o n t r a c t o r s . T h e

taseron w e r e t h e m e n w h o h i r e d t h e m i n e r s a n d r e c e i v e d c o m m i s s i o n s b a s e d o n

h o w m u c h c o a l w a s p r o d u c e d . A s s u b c o n t r a c t o r s , t h e y w e r e a c c o u n t a b l e t o n o

o n e , f r e e t o p u s h t h e m i n e r s a s h a r d a s t h e y w i s h e d . T h e taseron i n s u l t e d t h e m e n

i f t h e y w e r e s l o w , e v e n c u r s e d t h e i r m o t h e r s a n d s i s t e r s . A l l d a y l o n g , t h e s a m e :

hadi, hadi, hadi — c o m e o n , c o m e o n , c o m e o n . Ge t b a c k t o w o r k . If a m i n e r

r e s t e d , h e h e a r d a b o u t i t . If s o m e t h i n g w e n t w r o n g : hadi, hadi, hadi . T h e m i n e r s

h a d f e w r i g h t s . A c o m p l a i n t a b o u t c o n t r a d i c t o r y c o m m a n d s , o r b a d c o n d i t i o n s , o r

s a f e t y r i s k s — o r a n y t h i n g — m i g h t g e t y o u l a b e l e d a t r o u b l e m a k e r , a n d n o m a n i n

a c o u n t r y w i t h a l o n g h i s t o r y o f s u b v e r s i o n a n d p a r a n o i a w a n t e d t h a t .

A h m e t b o u g h t a b u n f r o m t h e c o m p a n y c a n t e e n b e f o r e h i s s h i f t a n d c h a t t e d

w i t h h i s f e l l o w m i n e r s . S o m e l i v e d i n S o m a , a n d s o m e i n n e a r b y v i l l a g e s . S o m e

w e r e y o u n g , a n d s o m e w e r e o l d . S o m e h a d c o m e f r o m c o a l m i n e s e l s e w h e r e —

Z o n g u l d a k , K u t a h y a — a n d s o m e h a d n e v e r w o r k e d o u t s i d e S o m a . S o m e h a d

c h i l d r e n , a n d s o m e w e r e a s y o u n g a s 1 8 . T h e r e w e r e a r o u n d 7 0 0 o f t h e m , a n d o n

t h a t d a y , M a y 1 3 , 2 0 1 4 , a l m o s t h a l f o f t h e m w o u l d d i e i n t h e w o r s t i n d u s t r i a l

d i s a s t e r i n T u r k e y ’ s 9 0 - y e a r h i s t o r y .

The Eynez mine w a s m o r e t h a n a s q u a r e m i l e i n e x t e n t a n d 1 , 3 0 0 f e e t

d e e p . Fa n s c o n s t a n t l y b l e w c l e a n a i r i n s i d e . It t o o k A h m e t a t l e a s t 3 0 m i n u t e s t o

w a l k t h e m i l e t o h i s j o b u n d e r g r o u n d . Hadi! Hadi! t h e s u p e r v i s o r s y e l l e d , t h e

c o n s t a n t c r y t o s p e e d u p , t o d o m o r e . A d e c a d e a g o , t h e m i n e w a s s t a t e - r u n a n d

p r o d u c e d 1 . 5 m i l l i o n t o n s o f c o a l a y e a r , w h i c h h a d b e e n d e e m e d i t s n a t u r a l

p r o d u c t i o n c a p a c i t y . B u t i n 2 0 0 5 , t h e m i n e w a s p r i v a t i z e d , a n d e v e n t u a l l y a n n u a l

p r o d u c t i o n r o s e t o m o r e t h a n 3 . 5 m i l l i o n t o n s , a l l o f w h i c h w a s b o u g h t b y t h e

g o v e r n m e n t . T h e s t a t e s t i l l o w n e d t h e m i n e , b u t t h r o u g h a s y s t e m c a l l e d

rodovans ( “ r o y a l t y , ” i n E n g l i s h ) , i t r e n t e d o u t t h e m i n e t o a p r i v a t e c o m p a n y ,

w h i c h i n t u r n s o l d b a c k t h e c o a l f o r a f i x e d p r i c e . In p r a c t i c e , t h e r e w a s l i t t l e

s e p a r a t i o n b e t w e e n c o m p a n y a n d s t a t e . W h e n g o v e r n m e n t i n s p e c t o r s v i s i t e d , t h e

m i n e r s s a i d , t h e r e w a s a s e n s e o f s h a r e d i n t e r e s t s ; t h e i n s p e c t o r s l o o k e d a t t h e

n i c e s t p a r t s a n d g a v e t h e m i n e a p a s s .

T h e Ju s t i c e a n d D e v e l o p m e n t P a r t y , o r t h e A . K . P . , w h i c h h a s b e e n i n p o w e r

f o r m o r e t h a n a d e c a d e n o w , n e e d e d t h e c o a l f o r e l e c t r i c i t y , f o r c o n s t r u c t i o n

p r o j e c t s a n d , a s t h e m i n e r s s a w , f o r g i f t s t o d o l e o u t a t e l e c t i o n t i m e . T h e



c o u n t r y ’ s p r i m e m i n i s t e r a n d n o w p r e s i d e n t , Re c e p T a y y i p E r d o g a n , h a d b a g s o f

c o a l d e l i v e r e d t o p o o r T u r k s d u r i n g h i s l a s t t h r e e c a m p a i g n s . M o s t m i n e r s

s u p p o r t e d t h e A . K . P . : If t h e p a r t y d i d n ’ t w i n , t h e i r b o s s e s t o l d t h e m , y o u w o n ’ t

h a v e j o b s . S o m e t i m e s , t h e m i n e r s s a i d , t h e y w e r e p a i d t h e i r d a i l y w a g e t o t a k e a

b u s t o t h e A . K . P . ' s f a m o u s , t e c h o - t h u m p i n g r a l l i e s , w h i c h o f t e n g a v e t h e

i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h e e n t i r e n a t i o n h a d g a t h e r e d i n i m p r o m p t u p a r t i e s o f c o l l e c t i v e

j o y . T h e m i n e r s , t o o , w a v e d t h e i r h a n d s i n t h e a i r a n d s c r e a m e d .

A h m e t l i k e d t h e A . K . P . b e c a u s e i t b u i l t g o o d h o s p i t a l s , m a d e h e a l t h

i n s u r a n c e c h e a p e r a n d h e l p e d f a r m e r s ’ c o o p e r a t i v e s w i t h t h e i r d e b t s . T h a t w a s n ’ t

e n o u g h , t h o u g h . In t h e m i n e s , w o r k i n g 3 0 d a y s a m o n t h , A h m e t c o u l d m a k e

1 , 8 0 0 l i r a , o r a r o u n d $ 9 0 0 , l e s s t h a n $ 1 1 , 0 0 0 a y e a r . ( O t h e r s ’ s a l a r i e s c o u l d b e a s

l o w a s $ 6 0 0 a m o n t h . ) W o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s v a r i e d , d e p e n d i n g o n t h e l o c a t i o n

w i t h i n i n t h e m i n e . In t h e w e e k s b e f o r e t h e d i s a s t e r , s o m e m i n e r s c o m p l a i n e d

t h a t c e r t a i n a r e a s w e r e h o t t e r t h a n u s u a l ; t h e y f o u n d t h e m s e l v e s d r i n k i n g m o r e

w a t e r a n d s w e a t i n g p r o f u s e l y , t h e i r s k i n g r o w i n g i r r i t a t e d a n d s u f f e r i n g f r o m

r a s h e s . T h e y t o l d t h e i r w i v e s : It ’ s a s i f w e ’ r e b u r n i n g . M a n y w e n t t o t h e h o s p i t a l

f o r c r e a m s . T h e y w o r r i e d a b o u t t h e r i s i n g h e a t , a b o u t t h e s m a l l f i r e s t h a t b r o k e

o u t , a b o u t t h e m e t h a n e a n d c a r b o n m o n o x i d e .

T o A h m e t , t h e h e a t f e l t n o r m a l , b u t n o t t h e h o u r s . In t h e p r e v i o u s m o n t h , h e

h a d w o r k e d m u c h l o n g e r t h a n u s u a l , s h i f t s o f 1 0 h o u r s r a t h e r t h a n e i g h t . T o t h e

m i n e r s , t h e r e s e e m e d t o b e a s t r a n g e u r g e n c y i n t h e m i n e . S o m e n e w a n x i e t y

s e e m e d t o b e a r d o w n o n t h e m f r o m a b o v e . B u t o v e r p r o d u c t i o n w a s t h e s u l t a n

t h a t h a d a l w a y s r u l e d t h e i r d a y s . T h e s h i f t a f t e r A h m e t ’ s , w h i c h s t a r t e d a t 4 i n t h e

a f t e r n o o n a n d e n d e d a t m i d n i g h t , h a d b e t t e r h o u r s f o r a n o r m a l l i f e , o r m o r e t i m e

i n t h e d a y l i g h t a t l e a s t . T h e m e n n i c k n a m e d t h e l a t e r s h i f t pasha , a t i t l e o f h i g h

r a n k a m o n g O t t o m a n o f f i c e r s .

T h e o l d e r m i n e r s h a z e d t h e n e w e r o n e s , s p r i n k l i n g b i t s o f e a r t h o v e r t h e i r

h e a d s i n t h e d a r k t o m a k e t h e m t h i n k t h e m i n e w a s c a v i n g i n . T h i s w a s n o t a n i d l e

c o n c e r n ; A h m e t h a d a l r e a d y b e e n i n t w o a c c i d e n t s t h a t i n v o l v e d f a l l i n g m a t e r i a l s .

O n c e , a l a r g e s t o n e l a n d e d o n h i s b a c k . A n o t h e r t i m e , a r o c k c r u s h e d h i s f i n g e r ,

a n d h e h a d t o h a v e a m e t a l p l a t e p u t i n i t . A w e e k b e f o r e t h e d i s a s t e r , h e

m e n t i o n e d t o h i s w i f e t h a t i f h e w a s e v e r b u r n e d i n t h e m i n e , t h e y c o u l d i d e n t i f y

h i s b o d y b y t h e m e t a l i n h i s f i n g e r .

A h m e t a r r i v e d a t h i s t u n n e l , i n a s e c t i o n c a l l e d A P a n e l , o n e o f t h e d e e p e s t

p a r t s o f t h e m i n e , a n d r e l i e v e d t h e w o r k e r a t h i s s t a t i o n . ( C h a n g i n g s h i f t s

u n d e r g r o u n d i n c r e a s e s t h e r i s k o f m o r e c a s u a l t i e s i n t h e e v e n t o f a n a c c i d e n t . )



H i s w o r k a r e a , a r o u n d 8 0 y a r d s l o n g , w a s w h e r e a s h e a r e r m a c h i n e , a g i a n t

p i n w h e e l - l i k e c u t t e r , b r o k e a p a r t t h e e a r t h e n w a l l s s o t h e c o a l c o u l d b e e x t r a c t e d

f r o m t h e r o c k . O t h e r m a c h i n e s , o n e o f w h i c h A h m e t o p e r a t e d , p r o v i d e d s u p p o r t

o v e r h e a d t o k e e p t h e c e i l i n g f r o m c o l l a p s i n g . E y n e z i s n o t a s m e c h a n i z e d a s m o s t

m o d e r n m i n e s . S t i l l , c o a l e x t r a c t i o n i s n o l o n g e r j u s t t h e b a c k b r e a k i n g w o r k

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h m i n e s i n B r i t a i n i n t h e 1 9 3 0 s : m e n o n t h e i r k n e e s i n l o w s p a c e s ,

s h o v e l i n g o u t c o a l . M a n y S o m a m i n e r s c l e a n , d o e l e c t r i c a l o r s e c u r i t y w o r k , p u m p

w a t e r o u t o f t h e m i n e o r , a s i n A h m e t ’ s c a s e , p u s h b u t t o n s o n e a r t h - m o v i n g

e q u i p m e n t . T h e m a c h i n e s a r e m o d e r n , b u t t h e w o r k a n d s a f e t y c o n d i t i o n s a r e

a n c i e n t .

T h e m e n i n A h m e t ’ s t u n n e l , w h o n u m b e r e d a r o u n d 4 0 , t y p i c a l l y g o t a h a l f -

h o u r t o e a t l u n c h , b u t t h e y t o o k t u r n s e a t i n g a l o n e w h i l e t h e i r f e l l o w m i n e r s

s t a y e d o n t h e j o b . T h e r e w a s n o d e s i g n a t e d r o o m ( o r t i m e ) f o r m e a l s , n o r e v e n a

p l a c e s e t a s i d e f o r t h e m t o r e l i e v e t h e m s e l v e s . T h e y a t e a n d d i d t h e i r b u s i n e s s

w h e r e v e r t h e y w o r k e d . A h m e t r e c a l l e d h o w m o s t n e w m i n e r s w e n t t h r o u g h o n e

a d a p t a t i o n a t l u n c h t i m e . O n t h e i r f i r s t d a y , t h e y o p e n e d a p l a s t i c c o n t a i n e r f u l l o f

y o g u r t o n l y t o f i n d b l a c k d u s t o n i t s e c o n d s l a t e r , a n d t h e n t h e y t h r e w i t o u t . T h e

s a m e t h i n g h a p p e n e d o n t h e s e c o n d d a y t o o , a n d m a y b e t h e t h i r d . B y t h e f o u r t h

d a y , t h e y j u s t s c o o p e d o u t t h e b i t s o f c o a l a n d a t e t h e i r y o g u r t . W h e n i n s p e c t o r s

s h o w e d u p , t h e m a n a g e r s h u n g l i g h t s a n d a s h e e t t o c r e a t e a p r o t e c t e d e a t i n g

a r e a ; o t h e r w i s e t h e m e n j u s t a t e i n t h e d a r k a n d i n t h e o p e n . Ra t s o f t e n s t o l e t h e i r

l u n c h e s , t h o u g h s o m e m i n e r s b e f r i e n d e d t h e c u l p r i t s , k n o w i n g t h a t t h e y w e r e a

g o o d w a y t o d e t e c t w h e t h e r p o i s o n o u s g a s h a d f i l l e d t h e m i n e ; m a n y o f t h e S o m a

m i n e r s d i d n o t t r u s t t h e g a s s e n s o r s . In a n y c a s e , s m a l l f i r e s w e r e s o c o m m o n t h a t

t h e s u p e r i o r s o f t e n i g n o r e d t h e a l a r m s .

Just after 3 o’clock, t h e s h e a r e r m a c h i n e s t o p p e d w o r k i n g . T h e c o n v e y o r

b e l t s t h a t c a r r i e d t h e c o a l s t o p p e d w o r k i n g . T h e l i g h t s s t o p p e d w o r k i n g . T h e

p o w e r h a d g o n e o u t . O n l y t h e l a m p s o n t h e m i n e r s ’ h e l m e t s s h o n e i n t h e d a r k .

Ib r a h i m , a n e n g i n e e r i n A h m e t ’ s t u n n e l , t r i e d c a l l i n g t h e s u r f a c e w i t h o n e o f

t h e m i n e p h o n e s , b u t t h e y d i d n ’ t w o r k , e i t h e r . S o Ib r a h i m a n d V e d a t , t h e t u n n e l

s u p e r v i s o r , s a i d , W h a t t h e h e l l , w e m i g h t a s w e l l l e a v e . T h e y t o l d A h m e t h e w a s i n

c h a r g e a n d b e g a n t h e h a l f - h o u r a s c e n t t o t h e e x i t . W h e n t h e y h a d g o n e , o t h e r

m e n s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e w h o l e g r o u p s h o u l d l e a v e — c l e a r l y s o m e t h i n g w a s w r o n g ,

a n d t h e s h i f t w a s a l m o s t o v e r a n y w a y . B u t o r d i n a r y m i n e r s r a r e l y l e f t a s h i f t

e a r l y ; t h a t c o u l d r e s u l t i n t h e l o s s o f a n e n t i r e d a y ’ s p a y . S o t h e m e n i n A P a n e l

w a i t e d , c h a t t i n g . S o m e m i n u t e s l a t e r , Ib r a h i m a n d V e d a t r e t u r n e d . T h e y h a d r u n



i n t o s o m e e l e c t r i c i a n s w e a r i n g g a s m a s k s , w h o s a i d a c a b l e h a d e x p l o d e d a n d a

f i r e w a s d i s c h a r g i n g b l a c k s m o k e .

It w a s a m i n e , a n d t h e r e w e r e f i r e s i n m i n e s . L i g n i t e , p r o n e t o s p o n t a n e o u s

c o m b u s t i o n , o f t e n b u r n e d o n i t s o w n . A n d t h e e l e c t r i c a l c a b l e s w e r e o l d a n d

f l a m m a b l e a n d h u n g h a p h a z a r d l y . S o t h e m e n d i d n ’ t p a n i c a n d s t a y e d i n p l a c e .

U n l i k e Ge r m a n o r A m e r i c a n m i n e s — o r t h e C h i l e a n m i n e w h e r e , i n 2 0 1 0 , 3 3

m i n e r s s u r v i v e d f o r 6 9 d a y s u n d e r g r o u n d a f t e r a c a v e - i n — t h e E y n e z m i n e h a d

n o s a f e r o o m s , w h i c h w e r e e x p e n s i v e t o c r e a t e a n d m a i n t a i n . T h e t u n n e l w h e r e

A h m e t w o r k e d w a s c o n n e c t e d t o a v e n t i l a t i o n t u n n e l a t o n e e n d a n d a n e x i t

t u n n e l a t t h e o t h e r . T h e c i r c u l a t i n g a i r w a s c o n t r o l l e d b y a s e r i e s o f w o o d d o o r s

t h r o u g h o u t t h e s e t u n n e l s . Ib r a h i m a n d V e d a t t o l d t h e m i n e r s t h a t t h e y c o u l d

l e a v e , b u t n o t t h r o u g h t h e n o r m a l e x i t t u n n e l , w h i c h t h e y t h e m s e l v e s h a d t r i e d t o

u s e e a r l i e r . A r o u n d t h e c o r n e r , p e r h a p s 2 0 0 y a r d s d o w n t h e v e n t i l a t i o n t u n n e l ,

h o w e v e r , t h e r e w a s a p a s s a g e t h a t p r o v i d e d a c c e s s t o a h i g h e r l e v e l i n t h e m i n e .

T h e m e n w e r e t o l d t h e y c o u l d t r y t h a t r o u t e o u t . B u t t h e s m o k e w a s p u s h i n g

i n f r o m t h e f a r e n d o f t h e v e n t i l a t i o n t u n n e l , f i g h t i n g t h e c i r c u l a t i n g a i r f r o m t h e

o t h e r d i r e c t i o n . S m o k e w a s t h e n b e i n g s u c k e d o u t t h r o u g h t h e p a s s a g e w a y u p .

T h e y w e r e s t u c k .

C a r b o n m o n o x i d e c a n k i l l a m i n e r i n m i n u t e s , i f n o t s e c o n d s , d e p e n d i n g o n

h o w m u c h o x y g e n i s i n t h e a r e a . If t h e c a r b o n m o n o x i d e i s c o n c e n t r a t e d e n o u g h ,

a m a n c a n b e g i n t o d i e a f t e r t h r e e t o f i v e b r e a t h s o f i t . B u t t h e s e 4 0 m i n e r s w e r e

l u c k y . T h e i r a r e a w a s t h e s i t e o f t h e s h e a r e r m a c h i n e , w h i c h c u t i n t o t h e e a r t h ’ s

w a l l , a n d s u p p o r t i n g m a c h i n e r y t h a t c r e a t e d a h i g h e r c e i l i n g , w h e r e s o m e o f t h e

c a r b o n m o n o x i d e c o u l d c o l l e c t . O t h e r m e n f r o m e l s e w h e r e i n t h e m i n e h a d f l e d

t h e s m o k e a n d m o v e d t o A h m e t ’ s s e c t i o n , t i l l a b o u t 1 4 0 o f t h e m w e r e g a t h e r e d

t h e r e .

T h e y f i g u r e d t h e y w o u l d g e t o u t s h o r t l y , m a y b e i n a h a l f - h o u r . A f t e r a n h o u r ,

t h e y b e g a n t o w o r r y . W h a t w a s t a k i n g s o l o n g ? W h y h a d n ’ t a n y o n e c o m e t o t a l k t o

t h e m ? S o m e o f t h e m e n w o r k e d a s s e c u r i t y e x p e r t s , a n d t h e y h a d g o n e t o

i n v e s t i g a t e w h a t w a s h a p p e n i n g — c l e a r l y t h i s h a d b e e n g o i n g o n f o r t o o l o n g n o w

— b u t t h e y n e v e r c a m e b a c k .

E v e r y m i n u t e b r o u g h t m o r e w o r r y . T h e m e n c o n s i d e r e d t r y i n g t o l e a v e , b u t

t h e a i r w a s f r e s h t h e r e , a n d t h e y a s s u m e d i t w a s b e t t e r t o w a i t . W h e n t h e s m o k e

s e e m e d t o i n c r e a s e , Ib r a h i m s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e y u s e a d o o r t o b l o c k t h e i r s e c t i o n .

T h e m e n p a c e d b e h i n d t h e i r b a r r i c a d e a n d p r a y e d .



Tevrat could hear a l l t h e a m b u l a n c e s , s i r e n s r u s h i n g t o a n d f r o . It w a s

m i d a f t e r n o o n o n M a y 1 3 , a n d h i s w i f e h a d j u s t r u s t l e d h i m a w a k e . H e h a d g o t t e n

b a c k t o h i s a p a r t m e n t i n S o m a a f t e r h i s n i g h t s h i f t a t A t a b a c a s i , a n o t h e r S o m a

H o l d i n g m i n e , a r o u n d 9 o ’ c l o c k a n d g o n e s t r a i g h t t o s l e e p w i t h o u t b r e a k f a s t . T h e

g a s e s f r o m t h e m i n e m a d e h i m s o s l e e p y , h e s o m e t i m e s s l e p t f o r m o r e t h a n 1 0

h o u r s a t a t i m e .

S o m e t h i n g m u s t h a v e h a p p e n e d a t t h e m i n e s , h i s w i f e s a i d . T h e r e a r e s o

m a n y a m b u l a n c e s .

T h e a r e a w a s h o m e t o f i v e d i f f e r e n t m i n e s , e a c h o f w h i c h e m p l o y e d

t h o u s a n d s . E v e r y o n e k n e w t h a t a m b u l a n c e s m e a n t s o m e t h i n g b a d a t t h e m i n e s .

E v e n s o , t h i s w a s a l o t o f s i r e n s . T e v r a t c a l l e d a f r i e n d w h o w o r k e d a t S o m a

H o l d i n g .

T h e r e i s a f i r e i n E y n e z , t h e f r i e n d t o l d h i m , b u t t h e p h o n e s a r e j a m m e d f r o m

a l l t h e p h o n e c a l l s . Id o n ’ t k n o w w h a t i t i s . T h e y m i g h t n e e d r e s c u e . Y o u s h o u l d

g o .

T e v r a t w a s 2 8 , s l i g h t a n d w i r y , w i t h s h o r t b r o w n h a i r , t h i c k - l a s h e d e y e s a n d

a f a i r f a c e t h a t w a s a l l c h e e k b o n e s a n d j a w . H e h a d m o v e d h i s w i f e a n d s o n t o

S o m a f r o m a c i t y c a l l e d O r d u , o n t h e B l a c k S e a . H e s t a r t e d w o r k i n g i n

c o n s t r u c t i o n a t 1 6 . It p a i d w e l l , b u t t r a v e l i n g t o j o b s k e p t h i m f r o m h i s f a m i l y f o r

m o n t h s a t a t i m e . H i s u n c l e l i v e d i n S o m a a n d w o r k e d a s o n e o f t h e

s u b c o n t r a c t o r s w h o s e j o b w a s t o r o u n d u p a n d r e c r u i t m e n t o w o r k i n t h e m i n e s .

A s a n i n c e n t i v e , s o m e r e c r u i t e r s l u r e d t h e m e n w i t h p r o m i s e s t h a t t h e i r s a l a r i e s

w o u l d q u a l i f y t h e m f o r c r e d i t c a r d s , w h i c h w e r e n e w a n d a l l u r i n g t o m a n y T u r k s .

L u x u r y g o o d s w e r e f l o o d i n g t h e c o u n t r y , a n d t h e p e o p l e o f S o m a w a n t e d n i c e

t e l e v i s i o n s , t o o . B u t m a n y m i n e r s n e v e r s e e m e d t o b e a b l e t o g e t a h e a d o f t h e

i n t e r e s t c h a r g e s , a n d s o o n t h e y f o u n d t h e m s e l v e s n e e d i n g t o m a k e t h e k i n d o f

m o n e y i t w a s h a r d f o r t h e m t o m a k e o u t s i d e t h e m i n e s .

T e v r a t ’ s u n c l e h a d p e r s u a d e d h i m t o c o m e t o S o m a . T e v r a t h a t e d t h e

c l a u s t r o p h o b i a , t h e l a c k o f f r e e d o m i n s i d e a n d o u t s i d e t h e m i n e . A f u l l w o r k d a y ,

d o o r t o d o o r , l a s t e d a l m o s t 1 2 h o u r s . T h a t m e a n t t w o h o u r s a d a y a t m o s t w i t h h i s

f a m i l y . H i s o n e d a y o f f e v e r y m o n t h c o n s i s t e d o f c l e a n i n g h i s h o m e a n d g o i n g t o

t h e b a z a a r — i f y o u c o u l d c a l l t h e o n e i n S o m a a b a z a a r , h e s a i d . M a y b e o n c e a

y e a r y o u c o u l d h a v e a p i c n i c . H e h a d n o s o c i a l l i f e , n o l i f e a t a l l . B u t , h e s a i d , t h i s

i s m y p e r s o n a l i t y ; Id o n ’ t l e a v e t h i n g s Is t a r t e d . T e v r a t ’ s j o b w a s t o o p e r a t e t h e

c o a l c o n v e y o r b e l t . H e o n c e w a r n e d h i s s u p e r i o r s t h a t t h e r e w e r e d a n g e r s i n t h e

m i n e s , b u t t h e y y e l l e d a t h i m , t o l d h i m h e w a s h a r d h e a d e d .



H e w e n t f i r s t t o t h e S o m a s t a t e h o s p i t a l ; i t w a s s w a r m i n g w i t h m i n e r s ’

r e l a t i v e s . O n e m a n w a i l e d : M y b r o t h e r w a s t h e r e — w h e r e i s m y b r o t h e r ? T h e r e

w e r e s o m a n y p e o p l e , b u t n o m i n e r s f r o m E y n e z . T e v r a t c a u g h t a r i d e t o t h e

m i n e .

T h e n e x t s h i f t o f m i n e r s h a d a l r e a d y a r r i v e d a t E y n e z a n d b e g u n t o c h a n g e ,

s o h u n d r e d s o f m e n m i l l e d a r o u n d t h e e n t r a n c e , t r y i n g t o g e t i n t o h e l p . T h e y

k n e w o n l y t h a t m o r e t h a n 7 0 0 m e n w e r e t r a p p e d u n d e r g r o u n d b y a f i r e , a n d t h a t

c a r b o n m o n o x i d e k i l l e d f a s t . O n e r e s c u e t e a m , f r o m t h e n e a r b y Im b a t m i n e , h a d

a l r e a d y g o n e i n , a n d a n o t h e r t e a m o f s e v e n w a s d r e s s i n g . T e v r a t j o i n e d t h e m .

M a n y o f t h e r e s c u e r s t h a t d a y w e r e o r d i n a r y m i n e r s , m e n w h o r a n d o w n

t h r o u g h t h e o n e e n t r a n c e t h a t w a s c l e a r o f s m o k e . T h e Im b a t c r e w , e q u i p p e d w i t h

o x y g e n t a n k s , w e n t i n a n o t h e r e n t r a n c e a n d w a s a b l e t o s a v e f i v e m e n , b u t t h e

s m o k e w a s t o o t h i c k , a n d t h e c a r b o n - m o n o x i d e c o n c e n t r a t i o n s t o o h i g h , f o r t h e m

t o g o d e e p e r i n t o t h e m i n e . T h e t u n n e l n e e d e d t o b e c l e a r e d . A f e w h o u r s a f t e r t h e

f i r e s t a r t e d , t h o s e l e a d i n g t h e r e s c u e o p e r a t i o n r e v e r s e d t h e a i r f l o w o f t h e f a n s ,

a n d T e v r a t p r e p a r e d t o d e s c e n d .

Ahmet and the other m i n e r s n o t i c e d s o m e t h i n g s t r a n g e : t h e s m o k e w a s

c o m i n g d o w n f r o m t h e p a s s a g e t h a t l e d u p w a r d . S h o u t s f r o m t h e o t h e r e n d o f t h e

m i n i n g t u n n e l i n d i c a t e d t h a t s m o k e w a s c r e e p i n g i n f r o m b o t h e n d s . H o w c o u l d

t h i s b e ?

T h e m e n b e g a n t o p a n i c , r u n n i n g b a c k a n d f o r t h . T h e y w e r e t r a p p e d . T h e y

d i d n ’ t k n o w w h e n i t w o u l d h i t t h e m , t h e c a r b o n m o n o x i d e t h e y c o u l d n ’ t s e e . T h e y

c r o w d e d t o g e t h e r i n t h e t u n n e l a w a y f r o m t h e s m o k e . T h e y a l l h a d g a s m a s k s o n

t h e i r b e l t s , b u t f e w t r u s t e d t h e m : T h e y w e r e o l d , t h e i r e x p i r a t i o n d a t e s r a r e l y

c h e c k e d . S o m e m i n e r s p u t t h e m o n a n d b r e a t h e d i n c o a l d u s t t h a t h a d c o l l e c t e d

i n s i d e ; o t h e r m a s k s d i d n o t w o r k a t a l l . A h m e t k n e w h i s w a s o n l y f o u r y e a r s o l d ,

b u t h e a l s o k n e w i t w o u l d l a s t f o r o n l y 4 5 m i n u t e s .

T h e s m o k e b e g a n t o b u r n t h e i r f a c e s a n d t h e i r m o u t h s . A h m e t s t a r t e d t o f e e l

l i g h t h e a d e d . H e k n e w w h a t w a s h a p p e n i n g : E v e n w i t h t h e s p a c e a b o v e t h e

s h e a r e r m a c h i n e , t h e r e w a s t o o m u c h s m o k e . S o m e m e n k n e l t t o t h e g r o u n d a n d

s t u c k t h e i r f a c e s i n t h e m u d , r u b b i n g i t o v e r t h e i r s k i n , f i l l i n g t h e i r m o u t h s w i t h

i t , e v e n b r e a t h i n g i t , a n y t h i n g t o a v o i d t h e p o i s o n o u s s m o k e .

A h m e t s a w 2 0 o r s o s t a n d i n g i n t h e v e n t i l a t i o n t u n n e l , i n t h e s m o k e . T h e y

w e r e p a n i c k i n g . H e p u t o n h i s m a s k , a n d w i t h t h e h e l p o f a f r i e n d p u l l e d o n e

s t r u g g l i n g m i n e r b a c k t o w h a t h a d b e e n f r e s h e r a i r , b u t t h e e n t i r e a r e a w a s f i l l i n g

u p w i t h s m o k e . T h e m i n e r s w e r e s t a g g e r i n g , l o o k e d i l l . A h m e t f o u n d Ib r a h i m , t h e



e n g i n e e r , s i t t i n g o n t h e g r o u n d , h i s g a s m a s k s l u n g a r o u n d h i s n e c k . H e w a s

b r e a t h i n g , b u t b l o o d w a s c o m i n g o u t o f h i s n o s e . H e t u r n e d a n d s a w a f r i e n d

n a m e d A l i s i t t i n g u n d e r a n o l d , u n u s e d c o n v e y o r b e l t . H e w e n t t o h e l p h i m . H i s

b o d y w a s c o l d . A h m e t r e a l i z e d t h e m i n e r s w e r e d y i n g .

H e w a s g r o w i n g w e a k , t o o . H e l o o k e d a t Ib r a h i m a g a i n , w a n t i n g t o h e l p , b u t

A h m e t w e i g h e d o n l y 1 3 5 p o u n d s , a n d Ib r a h i m w a s t w i c e h i s s i z e . T h e r e w a s

n o t h i n g h e c o u l d d o . A s A h m e t m o v e d t o w a r d t h e p a s s a g e t o t h e n e x t l e v e l u p , h e

h a d t o s t e p a r o u n d t h e m e n s p r a w l e d a c r o s s t h e g r o u n d . S o m e o f t h e m t u r n e d

a n d s t r e t c h e d o u t t h e i r a r m s t o w a r d h i m , a s i f r e a c h i n g f o r h i s h a n d .

V e d a t , A h m e t ’ s s u p e r i o r , h a d g l a s s y e y e s , b u t h e w a s a l i v e . T h e y c o u l d n ’ t

s p e a k t o e a c h o t h e r t h r o u g h t h e i r m a s k s , s o A h m e t s i g n a l e d : L e t ’ s g o . U p . T h e y

c l i m b e d t o t h e l e v e l a b o v e a n d i n t o m o r e s m o k e .

T h e r e , A h m e t a n d V e d a t r e a c h e d a c o n v e y o r b e l t , w h i c h c o u l d b e u s e d f o r

c o a l o r m i n e r s , b u t a l m o s t a l w a y s f o r c o a l . T h e c o a l c a n t a k e t h e b e l t , t h e

s u p e r i o r s w o u l d s a y , y o u c a n w a l k . A h m e t s a w m e n l a i d o u t o n i t , a s i f i n t h e i r

d e s p e r a t i o n t h e y h o p e d t h e c o n v e y o r b e l t w o u l d c a r r y t h e m o u t . O t h e r m e n w e r e

o n t h e g r o u n d . N e a r t h e m , a l s o o n t h e d i r t f l o o r , A h m e t s a w h u n d r e d s o f l i f e l e s s

r a t s . H e k n e w t h e y w e r e d e a d b e c a u s e t h e i r f a n g s w e r e s h o w i n g , t h e i r j a w s o p e n

a n d s t i f f . H e r e w e a r e , A h m e t t h o u g h t , t h e b r o t h e r h o o d o f r a t s a n d m e n .

A b o v e g r o u n d , t h o u s a n d s o f f a m i l y m e m b e r s , g e n d a r m e r i e , s t a t e r e s c u e

w o r k e r s , p o l i c e o f f i c e r s a n d E . M . T . s t h r o n g e d a r o u n d t h e m i n e e n t r a n c e s . P e o p l e

s c r e a m e d , p u s h e d , c r i e d , d e m a n d e d a n s w e r s : W h o w a s i n t h e m i n e ? W h e r e w a s

t h e d a y ’ s r e g i s t e r ? N o o n e s e e m e d t o k n o w . E v e r y t i m e a m a n e m e r g e d a l i v e ,

c o u g h i n g a n d b l a c k - f a c e d , t h e c r o w d a p p l a u d e d . E v e r y t i m e a b o d y w a s c l u m s i l y

b r o u g h t o u t o n a s t r e t c h e r , t h e c r o w d l u r c h e d f o r w a r d , t r y i n g t o g e t a g l i m p s e o f

t h e f a c e t o s e e i f a n y f e a t u r e c o u l d b e r e c o g n i z e d : t h e c u t o f t h e h a i r , t h e c u r v e o f

a n e y e b r o w , t h e b e n d o f a n o s e .

T u g b a w a s h o m e t h a t a f t e r n o o n w h e n s o m e m e n s t o p p e d i n t h e v i l l a g e t o t e l l

p e o p l e a b o u t t h e f i r e a t E y n e z . S h e t r i e d t o c a l l A h m e t o n h i s p h o n e , t h i n k i n g h i s

s h i f t w a s o v e r a n d h e m i g h t h a v e l e f t t h e m i n e , b u t t h e p h o n e s s t i l l w e r e n ’ t

w o r k i n g . S h e s e n t a b o y t o f i n d A h m e t ’ s m o t h e r i n t h e f i e l d s .

A c a r c o n v o y q u i c k l y a s s e m b l e d t o h e a d t o t h e m i n e s , b u t t h e v i l l a g e r s d i d n ’ t

w a n t t o t a k e T u g b a w i t h t h e m — s h e w a s d i s t r a u g h t , a n d s h e h a d a b a b y t o t a k e

c a r e o f . A f t e r t h e y l e f t , a m a n o n a m o p e d s t o p p e d o u t s i d e h e r h o m e . “ T h e y a r e a l l

d e a d , ” h e s a i d .



Coal-mining disasters o f t e n e x p o s e a n e c o n o m i c s y s t e m ’ s i n j u s t i c e s , a n d

f o r T u r k s , u s e d t o h e a r i n g t h e i r g r o w i n g e c o n o m y r e f e r r e d t o a s a m i r a c l e , t h e

S o m a d i s a s t e r h a s b e e n a r e c k o n i n g . It i s o n e t h i n g f o r w o r k e r s t o h a v e f e w r i g h t s ;

i t i s a n o t h e r f o r a d e m o c r a t i c c o u n t r y t o h a v e e v o l v e d i n s u c h a w a y t h a t i t s

c i t i z e n s h a v e l i t t l e p r o t e c t i o n f r o m t h e i r e m p l o y e r s . A s A y h a n Y u k s e l , t h e d i r e c t o r

o f t h e m i n i n g e n g i n e e r s s e c t i o n o f t h e U n i o n o f C h a m b e r s o f T u r k i s h E n g i n e e r s

a n d A r c h i t e c t s , p u t i t t o m e , r e f e r r i n g t o t h e d e a t h t o l l a t S o m a : 3 0 1 p e o p l e d o n ’ t

d i e b e c a u s e o f a t e c h n i c a l m a l f u n c t i o n ; 3 0 1 p e o p l e d i e b e c a u s e o f l a r g e r s y s t e m i c

f o r c e s .

O v e r t h e l a s t f e w d e c a d e s , a s i t s s t a t e - r u n e c o n o m y s t r u g g l e d , T u r k e y o p e n e d

u p i t s m a r k e t s . In t h e e a r l y 2 0 0 0 s , t o h e l p r e p a y a $ 1 6 b i l l i o n l o a n f r o m t h e

In t e r n a t i o n a l M o n e t a r y Fu n d , t h e n e w l y e l e c t e d Ju s t i c e a n d D e v e l o p m e n t P a r t y

b e g a n t o s e l l o f f s i g n i f i c a n t s t a t e c o m p a n i e s . O n e w a s T e k e l , w h i c h c o n t r o l l e d

t o b a c c o p r o d u c t i o n ; i t s r e m o v a l o f p r i c e s u p p o r t s a n d e v e n t u a l p r i v a t i z a t i o n l e d

t o t h e l o s s o f j o b s f o r h u n d r e d s o f t h o u s a n d s o f s m a l l t o b a c c o f a r m e r s , l i k e t h o s e

a r o u n d S o m a . S o m e c o a l m i n e s w e r e p r i v a t i z e d , t o o , b u t E y n e z ’ s r o d o v a n s

a r r a n g e m e n t k e p t i t e f f e c t i v e l y u n d e r s t a t e c o n t r o l . In t h i s w a y , t h e g o v e r n m e n t

w a s n o t s i m p l y l o o k i n g t h e o t h e r w a y w h i l e b i g b u s i n e s s d i d a s i t p l e a s e d — a t

E y n e z , t h e g o v e r n m e n t w a s e n a b l i n g a n d p r o f i t i n g f r o m b a r e l y r e s t r a i n e d b i g

b u s i n e s s .

A s p r i v a t i z a t i o n t o o k h o l d , T u r k e y ’ s u n i o n s l a n g u i s h e d . In t h e 1 9 6 0 s , t h e l e f t

c o a l e s c e d p r i m a r i l y a r o u n d t w o u n i o n s : D IS K a n d T u r k - Is ( “ Is ” m e a n s w o r k i n

T u r k i s h ) . T u r k - Is w a s c l o s e t o t h e s t a t e ; D IS K w a s m o r e r a d i c a l . W h e n m i l i t a r y

g e n e r a l s t o o k o v e r t h e c o u n t r y d u r i n g t h e 1 9 8 0 c o u p a n d d i s s o l v e d t h e

g o v e r n m e n t , t h e y a l s o b r o k e u p D IS K a n d p a s s e d l a w s r e s t r i c t i n g u n i o n a c t i v i t i e s .

W h i l e t h e S o m a m i n e r s h a v e b l a m e d b o t h t h e c o m p a n y a n d t h e g o v e r n m e n t f o r

t h e d i s a s t e r , m a n y o f t h e m r e s e r v e a s p e c i a l a n g e r f o r T u r k - Is . In t h e w e e k s a f t e r

t h e f i r e , t h e u n i o n ’ s l o c a l a d m i n i s t r a t o r s a c q u i e s c e d t o m i n e r s ’ d e m a n d s t h a t t h e y

s t e p d o w n b e c a u s e o f t h e i r f a i l u r e t o p u s h f o r b e t t e r w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s , o r b e t t e r

p a y , o r p a i d s i c k d a y s , o r r e d u c e d h o u r s . U n i o n l e a d e r s h a d l e d t h e m i n e r s , t h e y

s a i d , t o t h i n k t h e y w o u l d b e f i r e d i f t h e y d i d n o t c o m p l y w i t h t h e u n i o n ’ s

d i r e c t i v e s .

A f o u n d i n g m e m b e r o f t h e m i n e r s ’ u n i o n i n S o m a t o l d m e t h a t t h e u n i o n w a s

u n f a i r l y c r i t i c i z e d a f t e r t h e d i s a s t e r . “ E v e n t h e g o v e r n m e n t t o s o m e e x t e n t

s c a p e g o a t e d t h e u n i o n , ” h e s a i d . L i k e m a n y m i n e r s , h e d i d n o t w a n t h i s n a m e t o

b e p u b l i s h e d . A h m e t , w h o m If i r s t m e t a t t h e u n i o n ’ s o f f i c e i n Ju n e , a l s o f e l t t h a t



the union was a victim of the relationship between the mining company and the

government. “I can’t really blame the union, because they are forced to be under

the control of the company,” he told me. “Normally, the mine should be subject to

the union, not the union subject to the mine.”

The A.K.P., perhaps the best-run political party the country has known,

dominates life in Turkey: It has a majority in Parliament and support among half

the population, including many miners in Soma. Over the last decade, miners

pointed out, Soma has slowly come under the control of the A.K.P. The

unemployment office is the A.K.P. office. If you want to open a store, you have to

vote A.K.P. If you want to do construction work on your house, they joked, you

have to be an A.K.P. supporter. And if you want a job in the coal mine, you need

to back the A.K.P. The general manager of the Soma mine, Ramazan Dogru, was

married to Melike Dogru, an A.K.P. representative on the City Council. They had

been nobodies, the miners said, and suddenly there they were, running the mine,

sitting in the front row at the Somaspor soccer games. The police, the hospitals,

the local businesspeople — the A.K.P.'s role in Turkish life makes it seem like

more than a political party. The miners called the thing that controlled their lives

“the octopus.”

The images from outside the mine were broadcast every night on TV and

were some of the most painful many Turks had seen in some time: dead bodies,

women screaming, old men collapsing in tears. But after the disaster, which many

miners call a “massacre,” one day passed before Prime Minister Erdogan visited

Soma. Even that delay was a surprise: Wasn’t the prime minister a man of the

people? Erdogan is an authoritarian but often brilliant politician; the tragedy

called for him to deliver an emotional speech, even shed a tear, as he was known

to do (though usually on state visits to foreign countries). It was natural to expect

that Erdogan would use the tragedy to pull on the heartstrings of a nation and

win a few more votes when he ran for president later in the summer.

Instead, Erdogan proclaimed that he should not be criticized for Soma.

Turkey, just as England had in the 19th century, was going through its industrial

revolution and would suffer some of the same consequences every developing

nation experiences. He said: “I went back in British history. Some 204 people

died there after a mine collapsed in 1862. In 1866, 361 miners died in Britain. In

an explosion in 1894, 290 people died there. Take America, with all of its

technology and everything. In 1907, 361. These are usual things.”



In 2010, Erdogan referred to a mining tragedy that killed 30 men as the

profession’s “destiny.” Erdogan is a religious man, so some Turks, especially

those secularists who associate religion with backwardness, have been inclined to

interpret these types of comments as ignorance. Many have seen them as pure

callousness. In another way, though, Erdogan seems to be expressing something

else: his belief in the divine power of the capitalistic system whose rise he

presided over.

Tevrat could breathe without his oxygen tank, but he kept it on his back

as he walked more than half a mile into the mine. It took him almost 30 minutes

to get to the spot where the first five men had been rescued. And as he advanced

farther, he saw bodies under and on top of the conveyor belt. Were they miners?

Were they part of the rescue teams? He began to worry for his own life.

Deeper in the mine, he found supervisors gathered together. They gave

orders to Tevrat and the others: Go about 150 yards down this main road, and

you will see the entrance for S Panel. They expected that many miners had taken

shelter there. Tevrat, now wearing his mask, dipped under a conveyor belt,

turned into S Panel and stopped.

Unlike the rest of the mine, it wasn’t dark. Dozens of lights played upon the

ceiling; the room was illuminated from below. It had the strange light of hell,

Tevrat thought. The beams of light were coming from the helmets of miners who

had collapsed on the ground.

There were so many bodies, maybe a hundred. It was as if someone had just

thrown them, one by one, into a heap. The space was not big: The miners had

fainted, fallen, collapsed on top of one another. Some were stiff, their arms up in

the air. Some were in the position of prayer, both hands turned upward. They

were so tangled up together that you would have to lift a leg to see the face below.

A couple of miners from the rescue team couldn’t handle the scene and left the

room. If you vomited in your oxygen mask, you could join the dead yourself.

Tevrat was nervous. The gas must have been everywhere. The rescuers saw a

headlamp move and ran to feel the man’s skin. He was warm. They dragged the

survivor away from the room, back up the 150 yards or so to where the air was

better and more rescue teams were waiting. Then Tevrat went back in.

The rescuers threw themselves at the pile of legs and arms, touching them,

feeling for warmth. Trying to discern which arm belonged to which body. None of

the bodies were warm, except one. They wrested him from the pile and carried

him out too.



Tevrat ran down another ramp into another tunnel. There were more bodies,

bodies everywhere on the belts and on the floor. Someone said, “No one is alive

here.” If there were this many, there could be so many more.

There were some miracles that day. A hundred or so men near the shearer

machine where Ahmet worked were discovered alive, for example. But when

Tevrat got there, he also found about 20 bodies, on the ground and under the

conveyor belt, including that of Ibrahim, with his gas mask around his neck. They

had died while trying to escape through the ventilation tunnel. It was the same

route Ahmet had taken.

At one point when Tevrat was near the mine entrance, he went to operate the

conveyor belt, which was bringing out bodies — he was a coal-conveyor-belt

operator, after all. The belt was moving faster than people could take bodies off it

and get them into ambulances. At the end, the bodies were piling up on top of one

another. Some had blood on their faces because their lungs had exploded. Others

were burned, on their hands, on their boots, their skin like leather. Tevrat and

others placed blankets over the dead and oxygen masks on their faces so the

hysterical crowd would think they might still be alive and refrain from rushing

the rescuers in their grief. In the days after the catastrophe, many Turks accused

state rescue teams of putting oxygen masks on the dead to cover up, for insurance

purposes, how many miners actually died inside the mine. But according to

Tevrat, it was because too many bodies were coming out on that conveyor belt,

too many for the operators like Tevrat to handle.

That night, the fire in the mine still burned. The rescue teams stayed

overnight and slept under the dead’s blankets.

When Erdogan finally arrived in Soma, protesters confronted him. The

prime minister sought shelter from them in a grocery store in the Linyit hotel. At

one point, a young man booed him. According to reports in the Turkish press,

Erdogan said, “You boo this prime minister, and you get a slap!” (An adviser to

Erdogan denied that he said this.) Later, one of the prime minister’s aides was

photographed with his leg caught in midkick over a protester curled up in a ball

on the ground. Police battalions dispatched by Erdogan had attacked and shot

tear gas into crowds many times before, but it was a shock to see government

officials themselves kicking people, to hear accounts of Erdogan insulting and

threatening ordinary people in person, on the street, in front of cameras, in the

very town where people were mourning their dead.



For a moment, it felt as if the government might fall. Surely this was the sort

of industrial calamity that would spark outrage in everyone. But three months

later, Erdogan, who had already been prime minister for a dozen years, was

elected president of the republic for four more. This outcome was not

unexpected; he is a popular leader, partly because of Turkey’s growth under his

leadership, partly because he has undermined any opposition to his rule. A

country like Turkey might be in some sort of industrial childhood, like Britain in

the 19th century, and Erdogan might be right that you can’t go through an

industrial revolution without tribulations. But Britain and the United States in

the 19th and early 20th centuries probably had more effective influences

supporting reform — unions, a free press, stronger opposition parties, the fear of

Communism — than 21st-century Turkey, where globalization and capitalism

have been overwhelming forces. Ordinary people felt as if they were shouting into

a void.

Much of the attention paid to Soma has faded in light of Turkey’s larger

geopolitical issues, namely new tensions with the country’s Kurdish population

and allegations that the government has allowed thousands of members of the

Islamic State militant group to pass through Turkey to the Syrian border. But the

legal cases against Soma Holding continue. This month, Turkish prosecutors

asked for eight company executives to be imprisoned; 29 other employees,

including mine managers, engineers and security supervisors, have been charged

with involuntary manslaughter. The September report from the Soma public

prosecutor found 20 counts of gross negligence at the Eynez mine: inadequate

ventilation, flammable equipment, inadequate education for miners, lack of gas

sensors, poor telephone systems inside the mine, defective gas masks, an

incomplete fire-escape plan. It’s still not known what caused the fire: whether

methane gas, which often causes an explosion, or the oxidation of coal, which

emits carbon monoxide. Ayhan Yuksel, the coal-mining engineer, said Eynez

might not have monitored its coal-oxidation levels carefully. “And because of

overproduction, there were more workers than should have been in the mine,” he

said.

This month, a parliamentary investigation undertaken by representatives

from all political parties concurred with many of the report’s findings, including

the claim that the pressure to produce so much coal caused mine managers to

overlook safety concerns. But Ozgur Ozel, an opposition member of Parliament

who has been warning about the conditions in Soma mines for years, criticized



the A.K.P.-led commission for declining to explore the larger systemic issues that

might have created the poor mine conditions in the first place: the relationships

between the companies and the government, the lack of transparency in licensing

the mines, the way the government uses coal as a form of patronage to the poor.

“When you want to talk about these reasons,” Ozel told me, “they prevent

it.” (Erdogan’s office denied these claims.)

A “Soma bill” recently passed the Parliament, too. It met some of the miners’

demands: six-hour shifts, a lowering of the retirement age, the erasure of debts

for victims’ families, paid vacations. Ozel believes that Turkey’s mines are still

unsafe, however. “Most of the promises were kept to the families of the dead,” he

said. “They were given houses and money. There has been a little improvement in

terms of the miners’ basic rights. But with respect to the security of the mines,

none of the promises have been kept.” Critics also contend that a system in which

the state subcontracts out coal production to a private company, which in turn

subcontracts some of its labor to unaccountable middlemen, will always be an

irresponsible and destructive one.

Since the Soma disaster, Ozel says, some 30 additional miners have died in

Turkey; in late October, 18 miners drowned in a flooded mine in Ermenek, a town

in central Anatolia. In response, the government has pledged to issue a reform

bill for work safety, while opposition members of Parliament have demanded the

resignation of Taner Yildiz, the energy minister. Also, protests returned to Soma

this month because a construction company illegally ripped up 6,000 olive trees

belonging to small farmers in order to build a new coal-burning thermal power

plant. When farmers occupied the land, the company’s security team beat them

up. The construction firm, Kolin Group, is part of a consortium of companies

recently chosen to build a controversial third airport in Istanbul, which the A.K.P.

promises will be the largest in the world.

The miners of Soma remain traumatized. They say they feel as if their lives

have no value. When Tevrat was finally ready to go home after days at Eynez, he

began to walk the 17 miles back to Soma. A passing car gave him a ride until they

reached a checkpoint. The A.K.P., fearing insurrection, had dispatched the police

to prevent people from entering Soma. Tevrat approached a policeman. His

appearance made it obvious that he was a miner.

“Can a car take me home, or just open the road?” Tevrat asked.

“No, we cannot open the road.”

“I have been at the mine for five days. I want to go home.”



“I cannot open it.”

Tevrat didn’t understand.

Another policeman approached. “What is going on here?”

The first policeman flicked his head at Tevrat and said, “This wants to pass.”

“This!” Tevrat yelled. “Who are you calling this?”

Ahmet nearly collapsed in his last minutes in the mine. He and Vedat

both had masks on and could not communicate, and several times one or the

other tried to stop and let himself die. But they pushed each other forward. They

stopped every 10 yards, then walked again. The only thing Ahmet could think of

was all that he had in the world: Tugba and Duygu, the baby whose first birthday

was only three days away. He promised Allah that if he were saved, if he could see

his family, he would never return to the mines again.

Just as four rescuers happened upon them, Ahmet and Vedat saw smoke

coming through a collapsed part of a wall. Ahmet thought this might have been a

source of the smoke that flooded his work area. He felt a strange burst of energy,

and he and Vedat and the rescuers picked up an old wooden door lying nearby

and laid it across the collapsed area. Ahmet took off his shirt and stuffed it into

one of the holes. Then he and Vedat continued the long walk forward, into the

bright, shining lights.

It was late at night when Tugba screamed. Her husband’s face was on the

television screen, and he was alive. Ahmet had emerged into the grieving crowds

and cameras with only shorts on; during his trek, he felt so tired, he had stripped

off all his clothing, even his boots. But he held onto one thing the entire five hours

he was trapped in the mine. Some months earlier, he had found a white helmet

that belonged to a superior in the locker room. Ordinary miners wore cheap

yellow helmets that broke easily, but superiors wore sturdy ones that Ahmet

believed were made in Germany. That day, Ahmet took the white helmet and had

worn it up to and on the day of the fire. When Ahmet walked out of the mine,

even at the moments he felt himself dying, he held onto his white helmet — he

wasn’t about to let it go.

And as of this month, Ahmet has kept his promise to Allah.

Suzy Hansen is a contributing writer for the magazine. She lives in Istanbul.
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