
A bazooka in the hand is worth coup in the Bush
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W ILL there be a military coup in the
US? The evidence is mounting that
George W. Bush, the man who

failed to capture the guy who tried to kill me
in New York City in September 2001, is not
planning to move out of the White House in
January to make way for John McCain when
he and the lovely, sylph-like Sarah Palin win
the November election.

Evidence that Bush is planning a coup
d’etat includes him seizing control of all
aspects of American economic life last week,
except for health care of course (the Yanks
know where to draw the line).

Bush plans to print more money to pay for
the $US700 billion bailout of Wall Street. The
Confederate States of America’s Jeff Davis
tried the same thing in the War of Northern
Aggression and it got him nowhere.

And not many people know this, but Bush’s
grandpappy actually plotted to overthrow
FDR and set up a dictatorship modelled

along the lines of Adolf Hitler’s Berlin regime.
In 1933, Marine Corps major-general

Smedley Butler was approached by a group of
industrialists and bankers, including Prescott
Bush, George W’s grandad, who asked him to
command a 500,000-strong ragtag army of
World War I veterans to topple Franklin
Delano Roosevelt.

Butler played along with the plotters, then
blew the whistle on them and was duly
ignored. He may have been mistaken; what
would Butler have known? He only won the
Congressional Medal of Honor twice.

The coup failed, probably from a lack of

funding. And these days, of course, it would
take at least $US700 billion to pull off a
military coup in the US, and where are the
forces of darkness going to come up with that
kind of dough? Wait a minute. Seven hundred
billion clamolas? That’s exactly what
Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson wants for
his no-questions-asked bailout from Congress.
And the Treasury Secretary handles the
security detail for the US President.

We’re through the looking glass here,
people. With no oversight, Hank could even
send a few billion to the Care and Betterment
of Jonathan Porter Fund, The Australian,
Sydney, NSW 2010, and there would be
nothing Congress could do about it.

How did Adolf gain power in Germany?
Well, first he manufactured a crisis (the
economy, as I recall, and to stop the pitched
battles fought in the streets caused by his own
party). Then he picked a scapegoat (I can’t
remember who) and got himself made

temporary chancellor for life, so it was all
legal-like. So we’ve already had all the early
warning signs. Let’s look at what the late
danger signals will be.

If the 25th Tropic Lightning and First
Armoured divisions are redeployed from Iraq
to Washington, start buying canned goods. If
Bush refuses to let go of the nuclear football
in January, pack the car with non-perishables
and a bazooka or two.

If there is any kind of law passed in
Congress extending his tenure, maybe after
the blokes in the white dresses clobber us
again, grab a breeding pair of females and
head for your secret compound.

Likewise if the Capitol mysteriously burns
down or the First Armoured invades a
helpless neighbour defended only by a squad
of near-sighted mounted lancers, like Canada.

Naomi Wolf, in her book The End of
America , cites 10 steps to fascism, which
include invoking external and internal threats

and establishing secret prisons. By the way,
did you see the Beauty Myth author recently
said she had tried on the Muslim veil and
relished the ‘‘freedom and serenity’’ it gave
her? It’s interesting to note that she only got
around to extolling the veil’s virtues after she
got old and ugly.

But back to the looming coup. The only
thing I can see potentially stopping Bush is
300 million Americans who are armed to the
teeth courtesy of the Second Amendment.
The founding fathers had this in mind when
they drafted the constitution.

Wait, I knew this tattoo would come in
handy. I’ll read it off my bicep: ‘‘A well
regulated militia being necessary to the
security of a free state, the right of the people
to keep and bear arms shall not be infringed.’’

Could be the old slave shagger Tom
Jefferson was thinking of people like Bush and
Paulson and the First Armoured when he
wrote that.

D.D.
McNICOLL

Hunter’s habit: Jann Wenner

Weekend at Borgy’s
FRACTIOUS relations between
Queensland Premier Anna Bligh and
Opposition Leader Lawrence Springborg
appear set to make politics in the Sunshine
State interesting. Last week, Bligh claimed
Springborg had breached the
parliamentary code of conduct with a flyer
that suggested she had racked up a
$65 million debt. The Borg was still mulling
over that on Friday when Bligh launched a
personal attack suggesting he didn’t have
the stamina to run the state. ‘‘Frankly, he
doesn’t even work on weekends,’’ Bligh
claimed. Yesterday the Borg broke cover
and called a press conference to prove he
did. ‘‘I’m always on the go, in actual fact . . .
I’m not home for another three weekends,
but that’s just simple reality,’’ he said
before claiming he didn’t ‘‘want to get into
argy-bargy about who actually works the
hardest in Queensland’’. Bligh, who was
working at the Gold Coast on Saturday,
had no media engagements yesterday.

Bryce feels the heat
QUENTIN Bryce abandoned the luxury of
Yarralumla and Admiralty House
yesterday for the 30C heat and gusty nor’
nor’-west winds of Bourke in far western
NSW, but she couldn’t escape criticism of
her first official road trip. Independent
senator Nick Xenophon attacked the
Governor-General’s decision to omit
South Australia’s Riverland from the
itinerary of her tour of the Murray-Darling
Basin. He says the Riverland, near the
Victorian border, should be included
because it is doing it tough because of the
over-allocation of scarce water resources
upstream. He says a number of the
irrigators he has spoken to say they don’t
understand why their region hasn’t been
included. Says Xenophon: ‘‘I can
understand the people I’ve spoken to feel
very disappointed that she’s not there. My
appeal to the Governor-General is to
please reconsider, and visit the Riverland.’’

Anyone for Tanners?
FINANCE Minister Lindsay Tanner was
in Sydney on Friday for various meetings
and to speak at an ALP forum about the
Council of Australian Governments’
regulatory reform agenda, but he also
managed to find time to meet another
Lindsay Tanner. His namesake, a
businessman and the father of six children
who lives near Salt Lake City in the US,
happened to be visiting Sydney for work.
He got in touch with our Tanner a few
years ago when, courtesy of a Google
search, he realised he shared the same
name as an Australian politician.
Surprisingly, the two men were born only
two months apart. During their meeting,
they decided to do a Facebook search to
see if there were any others. It revealed no
less than 25 Lindsay Tanners.

A man of substances
ROLLING Stone co-founder and publisher
Jann Wenner reckons his best-known
writer, Hunter S. Thompson, the serious
drug user and inventor of Gonzo
journalism who died in February 2005, was
not fussy about his choice of substance.
‘‘He was a major drug abuser, and he
would experiment with anything that came

in,’’ Wenner says in an interview with
Andrew Denton on ABC TV’s Enough
Rope tonight. ‘‘We’d get letters at the
office all the time addressed to him, people
sending all manner of stuff and, you know,
I mean . . . today you wouldn’t do it — but
then he just opened the letter up: ‘Dear Dr
Thompson, I’m (a) big fan. Here’s some,
you know, X drug.’ And he’d just take it.’’

Obama’s Funnye link
FOLLOWING the revelations last week by
Opposition Leader Malcolm Turnbull that
he may have Jewish ancestry, The New
York Times reveals that presidential
hopeful Barack Obama, still thought by
some Americans to be a Muslim because he
went to school in Indonesia and because of
his name, has been keeping a family secret
from voters. A member of his clan is a
Jewish rabbi. Capers C. Funnye Jr, who
heads a predominantly black congregation
in Chicago, is a cousin of Michelle Obama,
the presidential candidate’s wife. Funnye is
the son of Verdelle Robinson Funnye, the
sister of Michelle’s grandfather Frasier
Robinson Jr. The NYT says the
relationship was first reported by The Wall
Street Journal without mentioning rabbi
Funnye by name.

Barack and the bookies
AUSSIE punters are continuing to back
Barack Obama as the odds firm on him
becoming the next president of the US.
With opinion polls giving him a healthy
lead over John McCain, another local has
bet $50,000 on Obama at $1.36 to take up
residency in the White House. It is the
second $50,000 bet on Obama taken by
Sportingbet Australia in the past week. The
money has seen Obama’s odds shorten to
$1.30, while McCain has drifted out to
$3.35. Sportingbet’s Michael Sullivan says
traditionally when financial times are
tough voters often opt for a change in
government, and he believes that’s what
punters are betting on.
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Depths of uncertainty
Company safety

standards are a central
concern of the inquest

into the death of
Larry Knight in the
2006 Beaconsfield

mine disaster, writes
Matthew Denholm

Died in the collapse: Larry Knight

Dramatic rescue: Todd Russell, front, and Brant Webb see daylight on May 9, 2006, after two weeks trapped underground Picture: AFP

Questions: Mine manager Matthew Gill

‘We were always threatened with ‘‘one more month of us
making no money and Macquarie Bank will close us up’’ ’
Brant Webb

F
OR two weeks in April and May
2006, the world’s attention was
focused on the quiet Tasmanian
town of Beaconsfield. Beacy, as it is
known locally, was beamed into

lounge rooms across the globe as rescue teams
battled 24 hours a day for 14 days to release
two miners trapped almost 1km underground.

When Todd Russell and Brant Webb
emerged from the depths, defiantly thumping
the chilly morning air of May 9, 2006, it was
hailed as a miracle. Those who led the rescue,
including mine manager Matthew Gill, were
hailed as heroes.

Almost 21/2 years later, Beaconsfield is
destined to make headlines again. This
time the focus will be on the man who didn’t
make it.

Larry Knight was killed by the same
rockfalls that entombed Russell and Webb
during the night shift on Anzac Day 2006.
The rockfalls in the mine’s 925m and 915m
levels, named for their depth, were caused by
a mining-induced seismic event of mag-
nitude 2.3.

During the past few months, the inquest
into Knight’s death has been examining the
circumstances leading up to the tragedy. The
unpalatable question coroner Rod Chandler
must answer is: Were some of the heroes of
the ‘‘great escape’’ to blame for the fatal
rockfall in the first place?

The 1130 documents in evidence include 11
reports by six expert consultants. They were
called in by the mine’s management after an
earlier rockfall affected the same two mining
levels on October 26, 2005. A central question
is whether management did all it reasonably
could to make the mine safe following that
rockfall, which was caused by a seismic event
measured at a magnitude of 2.1.

The Anzac Day rockfall that killed Knight
occurred only metres from the earlier col-
lapse. Miners described the 915m and 925m
levels as ‘‘bad ground’’, notorious for mining-
induced seismicity and eerie noises.

These levels were closed to mining for four
months after the October 2005 rockfall while
management commissioned expert advice.
Mine geologist Adrian Penney told the
inquest he had canvassed abandoning these
areas. However, after mining methods and
ground support had been redesigned, mining
resumed on February 10.

Many miners believe management should
have walked away from these gold-rich
but seismically vulnerable levels after the
October event.

Their views were reflected in the last
question Richard Carleton asked Gill shortly
before the veteran reporter died of a heart
attack while covering the rescue: ‘‘Is it
(because of) the wealth of the seam that you
continue to send men to work in such a
dangerous environment?’’

In an exclusive interview with The Week-
end Australian last year, Webb said ‘‘greed
for gold’’ was the ‘‘only reason’’ miners were
back working in 925m level six months after
the first rockfall.

‘‘All they kept saying at every meeting was,
‘We owe Macquarie Bank this much money
and this is our budget and if we mine this
we’ve got a chance of staying here and if we
don’t do this or that we haven’t got any
chance,’ ’’ Webb said.

‘‘We were always threatened with, ‘Mac-
quarie Bank will close us up: one more month
of us making no money and Macquarie Bank
closes us up.’ They used Macquarie Bank as
this pawn all the time.’’

Webb has not changed his view, giving
similar evidence to the inquest, as did other
miners. Chandler must decide whether safety
took a back seat to financial considerations.

Macquarie had a hold on profits from the
mine as the main creditor of Allstate
Explorations, the then majority joint venture
company that owned the mine. The bank was
in this position following a contentious 2002
deal in which it purchased $77 million in
Allstate intercompany debt for only $300,000.

In a submission to counsel assisting the
inquest, Allstate shareholder Will Matthews
claims the financial pressure was heightened
because the mine had to sell all its gold to
Macquarie via hedge contracts at prices well
below spot prices. ‘‘For example, for the six

months to the end of March 2006 — just
before the disaster — Allstate would have
received $3.4 million more in gold sales if
it had sold its gold into the spot market
rather than to Macquarie,’’ Matthews’s sub-
mission says.

Macquarie insists it had no role in the day-
to-day management of the mine and refuses
to discuss evidence and submissions.

While Macquarie had regular input into the
joint venture committee that ran the mine,
Allstate’s then administrator, Michael Ryan,
said he could not recall the bank seeking to
influence production decisions.

Pat Ball, the underground mine manager at
the time of the accident, said Webb and other
miners misinterpreted his comments about a

bank guarantee set up to allow the mine to
make a loss for short periods.

‘‘I said if we have two bad months . . . (that
will) eat into the buffer,’’ he said. ‘‘Certain
sections of the workforce took that to mean
that if we had two bad months, we’d
shut down.’’

Gill painted his warning to miners that two
months of significant losses would plunge the
mine into a danger zone in a similar light.

‘‘The intent was that if we had two poor
months in a row, I needed to be able to explain
to the joint venture committee why that was
so and what our plans were to remedy the

situation,’’ Gill said. ‘‘It wasn’t ‘two (bad)
months and we close down’.’’

Gill and other managers insist they believed
the ground support and other measures in
place by Anzac Day were sufficient to deal
with the known, likely risks posed by the
mine’s seismicity. Safety, Gill says, was
paramount. However, Gill was unable to recall
exactly what he meant when he wrote in an
email weeks before the tragedy that he feared
things might go ‘‘pear-shaped’’ and ruin
his reputation.

And miners backed Webb’s claims that the
mine’s financial predicament was used to spur
production. Miner Phil Malkin told the court
he was under pressure to break a rule banning
re-entry to tunnels for 12 hours after blasting

because management wanted to make up a
3000-tonne shortfall in a production target
for April 2006.

Shift boss Gavan Cheesman said mining
was ‘‘flat out’’ in the seismically vulnerable
western areas in April because the ore there
yielded a ‘‘filthy’’ 1200g of gold per tonne.

Minutes of a shift bosses meeting held on
April 13 and attended by Gill nominated the
two priority production areas, or stopes, as the
western zones of levels 915m and 925m.
Another shift bosses meeting on April 20
noted the 3000-tonne shortfall ‘‘presents a
wonderful opportunity to make heroes of
ourselves in the next week’’.

Four days later, those present would be
called on to make heroes of themselves in a
very different manner: by saving Webb
and Russell.

Gill conceded production was accelerated
in the days before the rockfall and that the
mine was ‘‘catching up’’ on a target shortfall.

However, his counsel, David Neal SC,
argued there was strong evidence that the
mine was willing to forgo profits in the
interests of providing a safe workplace. After
all, the mine had shut down for four months
after the October 2005 rockfall. It also had
gone to great expense to import from Canada
a new form of ground supporting bolt
recommended by a consultant, even paying
for the manufacturer to send someone to
Beaconsfield to instruct in its use.

‘‘This was not mining on the cheap,’’ Neal
insisted. Besides, he argued, the special
investigation into the rockfall headed by
lawyer Greg Melick SC found ‘‘no evidence of
inappropriate financial pressures upon the-
management’’.
While Melick inquiry expert investigator

Scott Marisett identified deficiencies in the
chosen mining methods, Neal said there was
‘‘no evidence linking this choice to the
financial precariousness of the mine’’.

Marisett told Chandler he failed to under-
stand why the mine continued to use
2.4m-long bolts as ground support, rather
than longer bolts, even after a large number of
failures of ground exceeding 2m.

Managers argued their decision to restrict
the use of longer cable bolts to areas of tunnel
wider than 6m was within the consultants’
recommendations. ‘‘Whatever the rights and
wrongs of that decision are, it was not a
decision that was motivated by money,’’
Neal said. Managers admitted ignoring a

consultants’ recommendation not to simulta-
neously mine areas of 915m and 925m in the
lead-up to Anzac Day. Geotechnical consul-
tant Frans Basson had warned mining at the
same time on both levels would increase the
risk of seismic activity.

Managers argued the breach of this recom-
mendation involved a low amount of blasting
that would not have caused any huge
redistribution of stress in the rocks.

However, counsel for the Knight family,
Kamal Farouque, questioned why the mine
did not change mining methods or ground
support after observing a cluster of hundreds
of seismic events in the days leading up to
Anzac Day.

Melick concluded that had the mine
conducted a formal risk assessment, it may
have identified seismicity in the geological
structure known as the C-shear, now linked to
the Anzac Day seismic event.

However, this finding was rejected by Neal,
who argued the C-shear was only identified as
the location of the seismic event after months
of post-accident investigation.

Mine managers are not the only ones under
scrutiny. The Melick report concluded one
factor in the accident was under-resourcing of
Tasmania’s mine safety watchdog, the Office
of the Inspector of Mines.

The number of mine safety inspectors in
Tasmania fell from 10 in 1994 to just two in
March 2006. One of those was a chief
inspector who also had management respon-
sibilities and was busy assisting investigations
into an earlier mining disaster. The other was
senior safety inspector Mark Smith, who told
the inquest he was chained to his desk and
unable to inspect mines.

The situation became so desperate by
March 28, 2006, that Smith wrote a memo to
his boss warning the inspectorate was failing
to fulfil its obligations.

‘‘With the number of close-call events that
are occurring and no follow up to ensure that
proactive measures are implemented, then it
is only a matter of time before another
catastrophic event will occur,’’ Smith wrote in
a chillingly accurate prediction.

Chandler has also taken a keen interest in
calls by managers and miners alike for a more
prescriptive approach to regulation of safety
in the mining industry.

Knight’s widow, Jacquie, certainly hopes
the inquest will bring improvement to an
industry that claims the lives of an average 14
miners each year. ‘‘Losing Larry has been a
terribly difficult time,’’ she says. ‘‘It upsets me
greatly to know that my sons, Addison and
Thomas, will be brought up without Larry.

‘‘Larry was an easygoing and private man.
He came to work at Beaconsfield Mine
because it meant that he could live in
Launceston, the town where he was born and
bred. I know that this inquest will not bring
Larry back but for me it is important. I simply
don’t want any other mining family to
experience the pain that we have.’’

The inquest will hear closing submissions
on November 10.
Matthew Denholm is The Australian ’s
Tasmania correspondent.
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