Hope Never Dies
Galena’s Story, 2010

Galena has almost finished delivering her piece to camera when a man in the small group gathered around the film crew wrecks it by speaking aloud.  He’s obviously extremely upset and shouts, “You can’t do that! “  Galena can’t judge in the darkness of the mine whether he’s mad as in angry or just plain nuts.

Galena Malina, the celebrity archaeologist, has every right to be irritated by the interruption.  The sequence he has ruined involves demonstrating how Victorian miners would chisel out a deep hole in the mine wall, pack it with gunpowder and blast away the rock to expose new veins of lead ore.  But she just smiles patiently and resumes her position for the retake.  She is a genuinely nice woman, passionate about history, driven to share that passion with others and unspoilt by her fame.  Don’t get too attached to her though, because she is shortly going to die.

Ms. Malina has been invited to Killhope Lead Mining Museum as guest of honour to ceremonially trigger the first explosive blasting in the mine’s project to create a new, working stope or tunnel.  A rich vein of ore has been discovered; enough, the museum owners calculate, to break even on the costs of extraction, while giving visitors an even more memorable experience.  They can watch the ore being extracted by hand and even join in if they are inclined.  Galena has persuaded her production team to record the event for her documentary series History Detective.  She sees it as a three-way win: the Museum gets great publicity, History Detective gets an exclusive and she gets paid by both the production company and the Museum.

The director calls irritably for silence.  The lighting guy picks out Galena with a hand-held spot lamp, the sound recordist arranges her boom mike and the cameraman signals that the VT is running.  Galena holds up the metal rod called the pricker that the miners used to make a hole in the packed black powder for the fuse.  She opens her mouth to speak, but the man in the crowd interrupts again.

“Get out!  Get out now!” He screams at the top of his voice.

Outside in the open air, the production crew and the invited guests hanging around the entrance to the mine hear the man’s shout echoing through the tunnel.  They look at one another with curiosity and slight unease.

Channelled along the length of the tunnel like an invisible cannonball, the shockwave of the explosion bursts silently out of the entrance and hits the gathered crowd, flinging them through the air like skittles.  Milliseconds later, the roar of the blast echoes across the valley and dies away, leaving a terrible silence in its wake.

The uninjured stumble to their feet and looked around in dazed, mute confusion.  A few start to attend to those less fortunate.  A woman with blood streaming from a head wound calls frantically for her child, who is found and brought to her, shocked, bruised and bawling, but unhurt.  A teenaged girl screams.  All eyes follow her trembling finger to the run-off.  The water running out of the mine has turned scarlet with the blood of the people inside; the people who had been at the heart of the explosion - including the late Galena Malina.

The Graham Partnership’s Story, 1857
Ted winced in embarrassment at the reverberant sound of his father letting the world know that he was using the thunderbox.  Still, it could be worse: at least he was out of sight down one of the side tunnels or cross-cuts.

Ted filled his basket with the lead-rich veinstuff, carried it across to the cart and emptied it.  By the time he got back to the rock-face, his brother Joseph, the pickman, had already dug out another load.  It was soft going here, the rock around the vein fissured and loose, and Joseph was having an easy time of it.  Ted gathered up another basketful and trudged back to the truck.

Their father Jacob loomed out of the darkness, tying up his breeches.  Normally the light from the stub of candle fixed to his hat would have alerted them to his return from some distance, but it had gone out while he’d been at his business.  He took off his hat, broke off the stub, lit it in the flame of the single candle by which the two lads had been working, and glued it back in place with hot tallow.  The second candle seemed to light up the stope – their working area – more than twice as brightly as it had been with just the one.

“What have you been laiking at?”  He asked scornfully.  It was his joke: he asked the same question in the same incredulous voice every time he returned from leaving them alone.  Even so, the lads immediately redoubled their efforts.  Jacob joined Ted in shifting the ore, happy to leave the heavy work to his oldest son.  When the two of them had filled the wagon to overflowing, Jacob took off his hat, planted it on Ted’s head and put his shoulder behind the truck.  Father and sons knew that Ted, with his lame leg, hadn’t the strength to start the wagon moving at this end or to empty it at the other.

As soon as their father had disappeared out of sight, Joseph snatched the hat off Ted’s head and placed it on his own.  He regarded it as a badge of seniority and his by rights until their father returned.  Ted knew better than to try and take it back; all he would get would be a bruise on his arm or worse.  Anyway, what really mattered was that Jacob had chosen to place it on Ted’s head, not Joseph’s.  They both knew that.

Ted filled both baskets and placed them beside the rails, then sat on an upturned bucket awaiting the return of the truck.  Behind him Joseph worked out his anger on the rock face, driving the head of his pick deep into the loose rock and ripping it out.

Suddenly, an earth-shattering crash made Ted spin around and look.  Joseph had abandoned his pick and was stumbling backwards to avoid the tons of rock that were tumbling all around him.  Plumes of choking grey dust filled the cave.  The candle on Joseph’s hat was snuffed out, leaving just the one in the tin sconce alight.

Silence fell.  The dust slowly settled.

As the air cleared, Ted gasped.  The entire wall at which Joseph had been working had collapsed to reveal a high-ceilinged, natural cave.  The walls and ceiling of the cavern were completely encrusted with giant cubic crystals that looked like fluorspar, but which glowed from within with a soft green light.  Mesmerised by the alien beauty of it, Ted stumbled over the rubble and into the cave.  Behind him, Joseph ordered him to come back.  Ted ignored him.

It was like walking into a giant spar box, the beautiful and eccentric cabinets that the miners made to display the minerals they had excavated in their digging.  Something brushed against his leg and he looked down.  It was a fern; or rather a plant that was simultaneously fern-like and unlike any fern he had ever seen.  Neither was it the only plant eking out an existence by the strange luminescence of the crystals: the whole of the cavern floor was bedded with unfamiliar pale, shrubby vegetation.

Seeing that Ted had not been eaten by monsters, Joseph warily followed him into the cave.  Something flickered through the air between them.  Ted reached out towards it and it settled on his outstretched finger.  He held out his hand to show it to his brother.  It was a moth: small, grey and undistinguished, but extraordinary for being the only living creature other than humans and horses that he had ever seen in twenty years down the mine.  The moth batted its wings, as if it was fanning itself.

Another moth flew out of the dark, then a third and a fourth, more and more of them appearing from nowhere; filling the air until the young men were standing in the centre of a snowstorm of thousands of the tiny creatures.

They seemed to be drawn to the lads, settling on their clothing and congregating on their hands, faces and any exposed skin.  Joseph grunted in disgust, brushing them off his arms and vigorously shaking his head, but it was pointless; as fast as he could sweep them off, more took their place.  Ted stood still, holding his arms out, turning his hands back and forth and gazing in wonder at his living gloves.  Joseph, like him, was now covered from head to toe in the insects, looking as if he had grown a pelt of silver fur.

Ted felt a slight prickling on the back of his hand.  Not painful, nowhere near to a sting or a bite, but distinct and a little uncomfortable.  It spread slowly across his body until every part on which the moths had landed was prickling too.  Joseph was obviously experiencing the same phenomenon and was shaking his arms and jumping up and down.

As quickly as it had arisen, the prickling died away again.  The lads looked at each other, their eyes the only parts of their faces visible through the mask of moths, wondering what to do.  A moth spiralled off Joseph and landed on the cave floor.  It flapped a few times and lay still.  Then they started to drop off both of the men in droves, fluttering helplessly to the ground.  In less than a minute, all the moths lay dead, like a bed of autumn leaves around them.  Simultaneously, as if to a shared signal, the plants, too, withered and shrivelled.  Perhaps something in the air or on the lads’ skin had killed the plants and insects, something with which they had had no contact for aeons.

Joseph had turned ashen.  His lip was trembling and he started to shake uncontrollably.  Ted called his name, but Joseph just stared blankly ahead.  He put his arm around his brother’s shoulder and tried to coax him into walking, but he didn’t move and Ted didn’t have the strength to manhandle him.  

“I’m going to get father!”  He said, “You’ll be safe here till we get back.”  He turned and set off as fast as he could down the cross cut, splashing through the water of the runoff.  Although he knew every inch of the tunnels well by candle light, in the pitch darkness he struck his head on the low ceiling and barked his knuckles on the cave wall.  Twice he tripped over stepping stones and fell headlong into the water.

Joining the main tunnel they called the horse level, he ran full tilt into the empty truck that his father was pushing back into the mine.  As the breath returned to him he tried to get his story out.  As soon as Jacob understood that his son was in distress he set off along the horse level at full tilt, with Ted following behind.

They had barely gone a hundred yards when the tunnel shook.  A deep rumbling crash reverberated in the air.  Father and son picked up their pace, but when they met the billowing cloud of dust rushing along the passage they both knew what had happened, even before they reached the cross cut that led to their stope.

Jacob continued to stumble blindly through the dust and debris, tripping over rubble and choking on the dust, until he reached the entrance to the cross cut – or at least, where the entrance had been.  Now, tons of rock spilled across the horse level, blocking it completely.  The wall collapse must have weakened the tunnel roof, causing the entire side tunnel to cave in.

When Ted eventually caught up with his father he found him frantically clawing through the rubble with bleeding fingers.  Ted laid a hand on his shoulder.  Jacob looked up at him, tears cutting courses through the dirt encrusting his cheeks.

They did not recover Joseph’s body.  The mine owner, Mister Armstrong, gave Jacob and Ted the choice of digging out the cross cut in their own time and at their own expense - and the other miners even offered a day’s help - but everybody knew that it would have taken weeks to reach Joseph’s body.

“Let him lie there,” said Jacob, not harsh, but fatalistic and beaten, “It’s as good a place as any.”

Ted’s Story, 1970
My name is Ted Graham and I am either 18 or 131 years old, depending on how you look at it.  I prefer 18.

After the mine collapse that buried my brother, father was never the same.  Nobody and nothing was ever the same.  He tried going back into the mine, but he couldn’t walk past the collapsed cross cut without breaking down in tears.  Mister Armstrong took pity on him and set him on overseeing the washing floor, the area where the lead ore is separated from the waste.  He was on weekly wages.  I joined the Graham partnership on a sixth share.  Between us we took home less than two thirds of what we had when the three of us were a partnership.  We would have fallen into destitution had not our cousin, James Peart, sent us enough for what was left of the family to join him in Canada.

In 1860 we took passage to Newfoundland and from there we travelled overland to Labrador, where cousin James mined iron ore.  He had struck lucky, staking claim to land that turned out to be rich in high-grade ore.  Working as trusted overseers, we were able to repay our debt to him within five years.

I married cousin Peart’s oldest daughter, Mary, who bore me a son in our first year of marriage.  As the years wore on, I grew used to being complimented on my youthful looks, flattery which my wife first welcomed but later came to resent as she aged in her appearance and I remained entirely unchanged.  But it took an act of fatal foolhardiness on my part to discover my true nature.

I was working on the open cast site to the north of Cousin James’ estate.  It was a cold, gusty winter’s day and I was not sorry to be standing in the deep black pit, sheltered from the icy winds that blew across the plain.  I was standing idly at the base of the ramp – if the truth be told, I was idle a lot of the time, for my cousin was an excellent site manager – watching a horse wearily hauling its truck heavily laden with ore up the ramped track to the surface, when the traces snapped and the truck started rolling back down the ramp.

Why, in that moment of folly, I thought I could stop the truck, heaven alone knows; even Atlas himself could not have done so.  Whatever my reasoning - or lack of it - I placed myself in front of the truck with my arms outstretched.  It caught me full-tilt and slammed into me the rocky side of the pit with such force that it shattered into unrecognisable fragments around me.  The pain was so agonising that I knew in that instant my injuries must be fatal.  Mercifully, I lost consciousness.

I woke up the following morning in my own home, with my mother sitting by my bedside and Mary fussing over me with cold compresses.  I was entirely unharmed, with not so much as a scratch to show for my misadventure.  By afternoon I was back down in the pit, staring in amazement at the site of the crash.  My body had hit the wall with such force that I could actually make out the vague outline of my hips and back, compressed into the rocky shale.  It was quite impossible that any human could have survived that accident.  I knew that, and the miners looking strangely, almost fearfully at me, knew it too.

Over the next few days I conducted a series of secret experiments that tested my courage to the utmost, culminating one dawn in a fatal leap from the edge of the open cast site into the deepest part of the pit.  As I stumbled, dazed and filthy, but uninjured to my feet I knew that I had confirmed my wild theory that nothing could kill me.  I was immortal.

Instinctively I knew that the cause of my immortality had been the moths in the spar-box cave; that the weird prickling sensation had been caused by the injection of some miraculous substance that had transformed me into something more than human; someone who would never suffer injury, never grow old, and never die.

And in that same moment I remembered that the moths had settled on my brother, too.

Joseph’s Story, 2006
It is a common delusion amongst madmen to believe that they are sane.  In that I am not a typical madman, for I know that I am insane and, furthermore, I relish it.

Looking back – at least, insofar as I am able to do so for my memory is hazy – I think I went mad in the first twenty-four hours of my burial.  I was not a strong-minded young man and my threshold for pain was not great.  Imagine, then, the mental consequences of being buried under a hundred tons of rock and earth – and not dying.

One memory that has remained imprinted on my mind is of waking in an agony that no living person can imagine, and realising that I could not move so much as a muscle – no, I tell a lie, for I was able to open my mouth to scream; but instantly my mouth and throat filled with gravel.  And still I did not die.

I could not understand why I did not die.  Indeed, I wondered many times whether I was dead and had been consigned to eternal damnation for my sins; though I could not understand what mortal sin I had committed that deserved this universe of pain.  The one certainty I retained in those first days was that my father and Ted would rescue me, no matter how long it took them.

For weeks, probably months, I passed in and out of delirium.  Despair too, as I came slowly to realise that no rescue party was on its way and that no help would ever come.

Eventually, something happened to my nervous system.  Nothing physical - for my body is unchanging and unchangeable - but a progressive dulling of my nerves, until finally I was able to observe the constant pain as if it were at second hand, happening to somebody else rather than to me.  I had undergone another transformation, too.  My faith in my family had been proven unfounded and I came to despise and then hate them and all humanity; everybody who was living out their lives up there, under the sun, walking daily upon my grave.

I resolved to dig my way out.  The task was impossible of course; but then, so is immortality.  I have no real measure of how long it took me to work my hands and arms to a position above my head and to worm my body the first fragment of an inch that confirmed to me that I might actually be able do it.  It must have been measured in months rather than days

I finally broke through to the surface on the twelfth of June, 1959.  If anybody had been walking in the woods on that summer morning, my fingertips would have looked like little pink seedlings reaching for the dawn sunlight.  Two hours later I was lying on the forest floor, pine needles pricking my back, my nostrils assailed with a thousand extraordinary scents, feeling the first sunlight on my face in over a century.  I was blind, and remained so for the rest of the day until my eyes grew re-accustomed to the light.

I won’t bore you with my adventures over the next fifty years.  An immortal madman can do pretty much anything he wants and I certainly took full advantage of the opportunities presented to me.  Had you looked behind the headlines of many of the most spectacular crimes and calamities of those years, you might have found my hand at work; but I took extraordinary pains to avoid being caught and punished for my misdeeds.  I had served a hundred years in solitary confinement and was in no hurry to repeat the experience.

There was one impediment to my happiness; my brother.  I was certain that that my terrible gift had been bestowed upon me by the moths in the cave, and I was equally sure that he had been similarly cursed with immortality.  He had all of eternity to dig me out of that hell-hole and yet he had failed to do so.  Regrettably I could not kill him as he so richly deserved, but he had to be punished nonetheless, and punished fittingly.  Also, I had ambitions for my place in this world of unlimited opportunity and pathetic, frail mortal ants like you.  Having another god in the frame rather spoiled the picture.

Letter taped to the underside of the thunderbox lid, Killhope Lead Mining Museum, 2010
Dear Ted

I will not waste time on enquiring after your well-being; you so obviously have had no interest in mine.

You claimed in our telephone conversation that you came looking for me as soon as you realised my fate, that you organised digging parties to look for me over the years but failed.  Maybe that’s true; maybe you missed me.  I doubt it.  Let’s be honest; you never liked me, and I certainly wasted no love on you.

It took me four long years to find you.  I had thought it would have been easier, that a god would leave heavier footprints; but you had taken great care not to reveal yourself, not to scare the ants scurrying around you.  Eventually, though, I turned you up; the turning point was a short paragraph in a tabloid newspaper about a mysterious angel of mercy working alone in Somalia, miraculously dodging bullets to save civilian lives.

I despise you for it, you know.  I’m sure you feel endlessly smug about your good works in the war zones and the festering beds of epidemic diseases, extending the lives of the ants by a few pathetic seconds.  But why on earth waste your time on such trivialities?  They’ll die anyway, rotting away to feed the earth so that more ants can grow in their place.

So why, you may be wondering, have I led you on this treasure hunt, this global goose-chase of phone calls, letters and emails; a trail of clues that ends here, in the depths of the same mine where you abandoned me a hundred and fifty years ago?  Well, brother dear, I’ve arranged a special event in your honour. 

Any second now, an ant going by the absurd name of Galina Malina is going to unwittingly set off enough high explosive to bury herself and the other ants around her under thousands of tons of rock - along with you too.  Have fun trying to dig yourself out and believe me, I’ll be waiting for you when – if – you make it.  Who knows what fun I will have had with the ants you care about so much by then?

With sincerest good wishes,

Your brother Joseph

