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Skills in the labor part of mining were 
important enough, but more important was 
skill in loading and blasting.  I learned to cut 
fuse, and to crimp blasting caps over the cut fuse with a knife or point of a candle-holder without 
blowing my fingers off.  Sully taught me how to make primers of these and dynamite or black powder, 
and to get them tamped into a hole without blowing myself up.  No matter which it might be - 
dynamite or black powder - it was equally dangerous, and always called “powder.” Loading, tamping, 
and spitting was taught as an art. There was no “maybe” about it: a round must be loaded and fired 
right to get it to break the bottom of every hole and get a clean square face. Any mistake would mean 
an uneven, pocked, gun-holed face, and extra drilling to square it up again.... 
 
Sticks of powder were cut, several times, from end to end, then so tamped into a hole that the powder 
could be pressed against the sides of a drill hole.  The tighter and harder the better.  There was no 
danger in how hard the tamping was done before the primer was set.... 
  
After the powder was rammed home, primer was set, and tamped firmly and tight, with care.  Then 
more powder was rammed against the primer, and, on top of the last stick, mud.  With its blasting cap 
and fuse, the primer was sudden death if not treated with proper respect....Nothing was drilled into 
me so thoroughly as the necessity to use a wooden stick, never a cleaning spoon or other metal, for 
tamping.  If metal were used, it might throw a spark and fire the hole, and for the tamper, that was it!  
But I noticed the boys didn’t follow the advice of their own caution, for they often used a metal 
cleaning spoon for tamping.  Nor did the fear that the boys tried to drill into me take deep root. 
 

THE ART OF 
MINING:  
HOW TO 
PROPERLY 
“SPIT” A 
FUSE 



Almost as important as loading was 
the way a round should be spit, 
“light the fuse” in tenderfoot 
vernacular, and fired.  I quickly 
learned to cut the spitting end of a 
fuse wide, and deep, and to shake 
the fuse powder into the V of the 
cut.  The fuse spit faster when that 
was done right, because there was 
more powder to take fire, and it 
was seldom necessary to waste 
time making a new cut and try 
spitting again; one could get away 
sooner from a face that was ready 
to go. 
 
Spitting with candles was 
something.  The backfire of a spit 
fuse would blow out the candle, 
and it took time to light it again, all 
the while the other fuses that had 
been spit were still burning and getting nearer to letting all hell loose.  Even snuffs, those two-inch or 
less pieces of burned candles that were lighted and set close by, didn’t help much, for it took time to 

reach for one to go on spitting.  The danger of heart 
failure ended when I learned to make notches in a 
short fuse and when fire came from the notch, spit with 
it; it was fast and sure, and I could walk away from a 
spit round, not run. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Photo above shows a fuse hanging from a tamped round. The 
loop or “pigtail” was put there to make it easier to locate in the 
dim light when it came time to “spit” the fuse. 

Photo at left shows a 
miner’s candlestick with 
the pointed end driven 
into a timber. 


