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Rough Draft — Pioneer Tunnel Coal Mine

By Alan M. Murray

Pioneer Tunnel Coal Mine became a
tourist attraction In the early 1960s
when an ex-miner and a lawyer were
looking for ways to make money for
their struggling town. They took a
useless, shutdown mine and opened it
for tours.

“Most everybody told them that they
were crazy and that it wasn’'t gonna
work,” said Smith. “But they went
ahead and did it anyway.”

Now each year over 40,000 people
from around the world take the 35-
minute tour that begins by boarding
coal cars pulled by a battery-powered
mine motor. The cars slowly enter the
dark tunnel and then pick up speed as
children scream.

Christy Curtis, who grew up in nearby
Pottsville, brought her husband and
two children to see the mine.

“It reminded me of an amusement park
ride, but the stuff was real and you
could learn so much from the tour,” she
said.

Even the wheels and axles on the cars
are

authentic, the same that were used by
miners back when Pioneer Tunnel was
called the Bancroft Mine and the cars
pulled by mules carried cargo and an
occasional miner taking a nap.

According to Smith, mules were
treated like kings. As company
property, they were the mine’s most
valuable resource. There were even
veterinary stations scattered
throughout the mine to make sure
these animals, known for their strength
and endurance, were in top shape.

“If someone was caught hurting a
mule,” said Smith as he pointed to a
large wooden cutout of a mule, “he
was promptly fired.”

Walking past an emergency phone
nearly 100 years old, prompting Smith
to share about the dangerous gases
that sometimes fill mine shafts and
how miners knew when it was time to
head to the surface.

“If you see the rats leavin’ the mine,”
Smith say as he points at a large
plastic replica of a rodent, “it would be
a good idea to leave yourself,” he said.

Aside from warning miners of

impending danger by their mass flight
upwards, Smith says it was common
for rats to walk up to a miner at lunch
hour hoping to be fed.

Looking eastward across the valley sits
the nearby borough of Centralia where
an enormous underground mine fire
has been burning beneath the town
since 1962. This unstoppable
subterranean fire, with some residents
refusing to vacate their homes, has
even inspired a television show.

As the tour exits the mine, Howard
Smith remembers where he came from
and is grateful for a way to pass on his
life experience to the next

generation.

“So we’re just fortunate enough to
have

this old abandoned mine where we can
take people in and educate them on it
and show them all about it,” he said.
“We have somethin really nobody else
had, you know.”



