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tihe end ofthe tunnel,in a pool
oflow light,a creature lis. ItIs
clearly dead or asleep, a giant
crocodilian fossilsed in clay. So
thickis the encrustation that s
outline s smoothed into a warty outline of bumps.
and nodules, a if it has lain for halfa century on
the bed of asea.

We have been underground for more than an
hour before we reach i, Nearly 200 metres above
us is Cheshire. Unseen over our heads, grass
is passing through the rumens of a dairy herd;
London to Glasgow expresses arestreaking along
the main west-coast railway; carp, tench and pike
are cruising the River Weaver: crows are looking
down upon a landscape hiding is secrets

“Weird” doesn't cover it. No 5 Shaft. down
which | am lowered 180 metres into Winsford salt
mine standing on the rim of a skip, is an unlike
Iy simulacrum for the back of a wardrobe, but
you'd get o bigger shock if you stepped out into
Narnia. 1t islike a journey into the imagination, a
place of adventure where any Greek mythologist,
never mind a Bond scriptwriter, would reach for
his pen. You might find the Minotaur down here,
or Ernst Stavro Blofeld.

Itis o complex, and so huge, that above ground
it would be big. Down here it is immense, a il

WINSFORD WAS A SOFTER OPTION 'l

be called amiracle ofengineering. Itis amile long,
cight metres high and 20 metres wide — twice the
width of most road tunnels, Altogether, the mine's
underground boulevards run to more than 138
miles and increase by 80 metres every week. All
of them, like this one, run through solid geology.
‘There is rock salt above us, rock salt below, and
rock sl on either side. Plotted on a rigid geo-
‘metrical grid, they serve an underground area of
more than five square miles.

Buttheseare “roads” onlyby adoption, because
they are driven along and have traffic lights at
main junctions. Like all miners' wnnels, they are
the voids left behind by excavation — a neg:
image of the mines historical output, Unlike
‘most miners' tunmels, though, they have no struts
or pit-props (0 hold them up. Throughout the
five square miles, only 70% of the rock has been
taken away. The rest has been left in the form
of pillars, each 20 meres square, which ensure
that the Cheshire landscape stays up there where
it belongs. Men have been drilling, blasting and
crushing rock down here intermitiently since
1844, In the early years, when salting was essen-
tial for preserving food, the crushed rock was
dissolved into brine, which was then baled
leave the white crystalline deposit we know as
These days It s left in 1S raw, brown state

“salt

HA

THE FROZEN HELLS OF SIBERIA.
IN THOSE PLACES THE TALK WAS OF SURVIVAL

netherworld that could swallowa town.

“The skip down the production shaftis not the.
regularmode of entry (the access shaft,which the
‘men— and some women — normally use i closed

& for servicing), but it is a neat reminder of earlier

a2

days when the miners were raised and lowered
in buckets, lighting their way with tallow. Even
in those grimmer imes, Winsford was 4 softer
option than the frozen hells of Siberia, whe
being sent t0 a salt mine was a barely-disguised
entence of death. In those places the talk was of
survival or escape. Here the men at the pithead,
having diverse loyalties among the reds and blues
of Manchester and Liverpool, josh about footbal.
The chiefmining engincer,Steve Reece, whohas a
background in coal,cals it “gentlemens mining’

“This I stretching it a bit, but you catch his drift
The hardest it gets down here s merely tough.

At the bottom of the shaft we step out into &
cathedral-sized cavern floored with sand, s
that our pencil-beam torches ca
‘The rough-hewn surface of the rock shows that
no natural feature scoured by an ancient river:
this i the work of man. Around the comer we
climb into a roofless minibus that looks as if it
‘might have dragged itsef actoss the Sahara. With
Reece at the wheel, we swing out into the disap-
pointingly named A Tunnel. Anywhere else in the
world — through an alp, under a sea — this would

and keeps us alive in a diferent way, by stocking
the nationwide fleet of gritting lorries that keep
‘motorways and trunk roads ice-free in winter.

fewed from the air his part of Cheshire
wears the familiar livery of rural
ngland — a paletie of greens trimmed
with hedgerows and veined with roads and iv-
ers. At ground level you find an unspectacular
but wholly pleasant agricultural landscape of the
Kind that estate agents describe as “unspoilt”. It
wasn't always like this. Not so long ago, as holes
in the ground opened and belched ke fuma-
roles, preachers used it 0 lustrate visions of hell
Evidence from pottery suggests that Cheshire
has been producing salt since at least 600BC, so
the industry was already old before the Romans
arrived to modernise t they evaporated brine in
carthenware pots rather than pouring t straight
onto hot charcoal s the Celtic tribes had done).
“The early industry was based not on rock salt
but on natural brine springs. Out of these, free as
air,came saturated solutions that could be boiled
down to make white salt. All you needed was a
hole in the ground, some buckets, a boiling pan
and a supply of charcoal. Small wonder that the
landscape erupted with chancers who blackened
the air with smoke. By the middie of the 17th
century they had incinerated most of Cheshire's
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Aview ofthe mine
atWinsford, into
which our writer
was lowered via
Nos Shat. Since
1844, rock salt has

been extracted
here using the
‘room and pillar"
method of mining,
whereby pillars of
rook saltare left
‘behind as roof
supports. We are
unable to deplct
the location of the
documents and
toxic-waste stores.
s this information
Is top-secret

trees and were struggling 10 compete with other
salt-producing arcas that enjoyed the benefit of
locally mined coal. Envious of their rivals' good
fortune, and fealous of their compeitive edge.
they began digging for coal themselves.

‘They found none, but discovered something
seinstead. Avein of solid rocksalt. The first mine
was opened in the 1690s.The bald landscape was
first scabbed with spoil and then sank into ltself
like an exhausted carthorse. Holes opened up
where fresh water, lowing in 10 replace the brine,
had sucked more salt from the rock and cut away
the ground. The effect in towns like Northwich
was selsmic. Houses staggered and folded into
the street, and the brine-boilers slipped like fallen
angels into thelr self-made infernos.

1l that survives now is Winsford, the last
all mine on the Bridsh mainland, its
old-fashioned winding-towers already
looking like the museum pieces they one day
must become. Like a tiny frontier town, the cluster
of pithead buildings belies the enormity of what
lies beyond. There are other parallels, (00, in the
doggedness of the colonists’ advance, and in the
scale of what they have opened up. The route we
are travelling — A Tunnel — dates from the 1960s.
Itis as tangible as anything could be, and yet the
word “surreal”is impossible to resist.

Previous pages: rural
Cheshire (top) tells Little
about what lies beneath

Below: two huge diggers;
once assembled, they
will never leave thy

We pass subterranean office blocks, rest rooms,
rre couagey canteen painted white and red
le Chef, and, as Reece puts t,“the world's
underground toilet block”. Groups of
men work in ares of light like stage sets, their
effect so weird and, ves, surreal, they could have
been artdirected. Everything is monochromatic,
the colour of dust, ke the afiermath of a desert
storm. Which, in a way, I actually Is, though the
storm was 220m years ago, I the Trassic period
when the world belonged to repriles. Britain then
was stil joined 1 the European continent and
this part of England lay beneath a tropical sca.
Over millions of years, the evaporation of this sca
laid down the salt bed, and sand blown in from
astern deserts coloured it brown. This is what
now grits my skin, coats the seats in the minibus
‘and will prevent your car from skidding in winter.

Two hundred and twenty million years ago
it might have dusted the hide of a rhynchosaur
(@ blunt-headed reptile a bit like a naked tor
tolse). There are no fossils at Winsford, though.
‘The ancient sea was 100 saly for anything to live
in. The layer it left, and through which we now
drive, is 25 metres thick. Reece calculates that,
though they are mining only the bottom
ine metres of the seam, 50m tornes have been
taken out i the past half-century:

The monstrous encrusted reptilian at the end
of the tunnel disappoints only in that it i silent
and cold, We have picked a bad moment. It just
died on us;" says its minder laconically. In the
circumstances the name of the American-made
machine — the Joy Continuous Miner — s doubly
ironic. There's not much oy, and no continuity. It
tums out o have been a victim ofits own sophis-
tication. Like a model aircraf, the world’s big
underground mining machine, all 130 tonnes
OF i, is steered by a man with a remote-control
handset. It is his that has lost contact with the
machine, which now awats the arrival of an clec-
trician who wil jerk it out ofts coma.

With each lunge, the machine chops a path
four metres wide and 4.5 metres deep, throw-
ing out the chewed rock onto a conveyor.

In a single, 24/7 working week it drives for-
ward 80 metres and leaves 20,000 tonnes
of pulverised rock behind it — enough 1o fill
2,000 gritters. Afier each Kiometre it goes
back and cuts another 4.5 metres under the first,
leaving a finished hall 9 metres high. At ground
level It would be called a shopping mall. A puz-
2l though: the roadways may be high and wide,
but they do not connect with the outside world.
How does st like ths get down here? The - 43
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Right: one of Deepstore's
vaults at the mine, housing
millions of private papers

answeris the same way 1 did: down a mine shaft.
But shafts by comparison with the vastness
of the mine are just narrow chimneys, breathing
tubes (0 the outside world. You could no more
et a front-end loader or a Joy Continuous Miner
down one of these than the mine manager could
swallow an Aberdeen Angus — though of course
he could, provided he ook his time and it was
cut up into small enough pieces. So it s with the
‘machines. Having been shipped from Pitisburgh,
Pennsylvania, the Joy had 10 be dismantled and
brought down No 4 Shaft piece by piece. It took
six weeks (0 put It back together again. Before
Tong, they'll have 10 do it all over again. The
machine is In its seventh year of heroic labour
and starting to feel ts age. “With a it of love and
attention,” says Steve Recce, “we might get 10
years out of it but that's pushing it The price of
itsreplacementwill be in the region of £2m.

en, machines and fresh a are not the
m iy ings ot come down e shfs
We live on an overcrowded island
where space is money, and Winsford has space
like the desert has sand. We are, 00, toxic soci-
ety that pollutes everything it touches — i, soil,
water and the living tssues of everything that
lives in them. Much of what we chuck away Is
“disposed of", Dante styl, in huge municipal
incinerators. But the problem i that burnt mate-
al does no simply dematerialise. It s 10 ash,
“This is no big problem if what you're burning
s coal or wood, but household waste is different.
s spiked with horrors — insecticides, pesticides,
cleaning fluids, bleach, dyestuffs, batteries, light
tubes, computer screens, PVC... When stuff like
this burns, 1t liberates heavy metals and toxic
chemicals that become concentrated in the ash.
‘With landil ites a shrinking asset, disposing
of the ash is at best problematical and at worst
scandalous. Between 1993 and 1996, more than
2,000 tonnes of poisonous ash from Newcastle's
infamous Byker incinerator were.spread on the
city’s footpaths, parks and allotments, where it
raised the dioxin levels (0 2,000 times the rec-
‘ommended maximum, Eggs from allotment hens
were 5o contaminated that anyone regularly eat-
ing them would have doubled their cancerisk.
To clean up is act, the waste industry needed
a dry, geologically stable, inexhaustible under-
ground bunker into which the nastes could be
sealed. Somewhere, in fact, just ike the worked-
outsections ofasalt mine. In 1999, after two years
of planning. a company called Minosus applied
for consent 10 store dry toxic waste at Winsford.
It riggered al the usual “toxic time bomb” head-
lines that follow any proposal (o ship in toxic
muck. Two thousand lettrs of objection were sent
o0 the public inquiry, but the logic of the scheme

was impossible 1o gainsay and the verdict went to
Minosus. As this was back in the days when John
Prescott’s gift to mirth and chaos, the Office of
the Deputy Prime Minister, was responsible for
planning, there was a procedural cock-up (a mis:
take in the wording of the planning consen) that
effectively stopped the clock for 12 months. But
finally, in 2005, the waste started rolling in and
the nation’s allotments became a liule safer.
Again the word “surreal” leaps out. As you
cruise the thoroughfares, you notice that some of
the turnings are screened by heavy white drapes,
and that in Bond-movie moments every so ofien
‘you must pass beneath gigantic siding doors that
tise automatically then shut behind you. I¢s all to
o with the channelling ofai from the ventilation
shaft.Steve Reece’sair-quality metertells him that

IN PLACE OF MERE TIDIN
NEUROTIC SENSE OF PRECISION

the area set aside for waste is huge — 2m cubic
metres of space, equivalent 10 60 football pitches
stacked 10 @ height of seven metres. In context i
s tiny,only 10% of the available space,so that the
41,000 tonnes of bagged ash already down here
are like a peanut in the maw of Leviathan. The
terms of s licence allow it 10 receive a total of
100,000 tonnes annually for 20 years, at a ate of
25 lorryloads a day—yet even this, all 2m tonnes
of it, would be hard to find without a street map.
And it doesnt prepare you for Avenue One.

Here is another street along which the side
stubs have been converted nto rooms. But there
is a difference — in place of mere tidiness is an
almost neurotic sense of precision. What's stored
here s lteally beyond price, I s knowledge.

You smel it as soon as the door opens,the dry,
Kitcheny scent of paper, like a library. The firs
room we enter contains 50,000 cardboard boy
the next has 120,000, Altogether, Avenue One
holds over 2m of them, each identified by a bar
code; You don't have to hunt for anything here.
Guided by computer,you fust go and fetch i,

It explains why there was a policeman wa-
ing 0 descend with the miners at the pithead. f
you've got a police record. the chances are that
s kept at Winsford, along with the evidence that
secured your conviction. Your hospital records
maybe down here to0, with yourxrays. “Ifyou've
everowned a house, sold a house, had a carloan,
been in hospital”says Steve Holmes, “somewhere
there'll be a record of it, and it may well be In
here.” Holmes is managing director of Deepstore
which does exactly what it says on his business
card: stores stufl deep underground.

A big manche of the National Archives has
been moved here from Kew. Here, for example,

ESS IS AN ALMOST

WHAT’S STORED HERE IS BEYOND PRICE

what's reaching our nostrils down here is exactly
the same uncontaminated rural fresh air that we
were breathing on the surface. The atmosphere
is dry and the temperature a constant 14C. The
miners like ths, and so does the toxic waste.
“Thisis ot ike any dump I've everscen or could
imagine. Parttions close off some of the side
streets into “rooms”, Inside, sealed white poly-
propylene bags.cach containing between 1.2 and
15 tonnes of oxic incinerator ash, are stacked as
tightlyas bricks ina wall, The atmosphere is more
cinical than industrial, the sense of order more
complete than in any warehouse sforing food
Here Indeed Is waste disposal for the 215t cen-
tury. . and the 22nd, the 251d, the 4991h and the
500th. To earn ts Environment Agency permit,
the mine had to pass a 50,000-year environmen-
tal assessment that calculated the risk of every
possible eventuality short of Armageddon, includ-
ing earthquakes and glaciation.In absolute terms.

are all the shipping lines’ outward passenger lists
for 1890-1960, and the convict transport registers
for 17871870, Other materialis more up to date.
Local authorities store their records here: so do
‘banks, buildings societies, universities, law firms,
building  contractors, architects, accountants,
charitable foundations, private individuals — any-
one at all whose paper records have outgrown
theirin-house storage space. But it's not all paper,
There are some paintings down here, too (Holmes
won't say what they are, but his reluctance to call
them “works of art” suggests moderniry):; some
film, and architects’ models, Including apparently
Norman Foster's model for the Berlin Reichstag.
Itall adds up to a kind of national filing system, or
backed-up memory,is capacity as close 10 infi-
nite as anything this side of the Milky Way. “We'll
never fill it,” says Holmes

Cheshire salt once preserved meat and fish;
now it preserves us I





