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August Groh, Pawnee, Illinois, November 27, 1985.

Kevin Corley, Interviewer.
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Mr. Groh, would you please state your full name for me?
August E. Groh.

What does the E stand for?

Earl.

Farl? When were you born?

August 26, 1898,

That would be 18987

Yes, 1898.

All right. And where were you born?

I was only about five years old when my folks left Europe. I was

rn in Europe.

Where in Europe were you born?
Austria, Hungary.
Okay.

That's two states, Austria Hungary was one providence at one time

until World War I and they made two states out of it, Hungary and Austria.

e e o

I see.

But when I was born, they called it Austria Hungary.
Right, okay. Where you born in the country?

No, at a small village.

Okay. What was the village's name, do you remember?
It sounds French--Rashichia.
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Raghichia?

R-A-S-H-I-C-H-I-A I think it is.

It's just a foreign name.

Q

A

Q: Okay, all right.
A

Q: All right, I see. You lived there until you were five years old you
s

Five years old, yes.

A

Q

A: My dad worked in Lincoln at that time., He came to this country a
year before we did. After he was here a year he sent for us and we came

Q: Okay.

A: . . . on a ship named Hamburg.

Q: The Hamburg.

%: Hambur% We departed from Hamburg, Germany, and we landed at Ellis
sland, Of course we talked German, see, and at that time, the porters

all knew German. Mother had tied on Lincoln, Illinois. I had a sister
older than I. The three of us, these porters took care of us and showed
us where to go. We couldn't talk English any and they routed us to
Chicago. Then from there on to Lincoln where we stayed about six months.
My dad worked in a mine there at Lincoln and he heard that Peabody was
going to start a mine here at Pawnee, Illinois. So he decided to come
down here and try to get work down here. He was lucky enough, he got a
job, and that's when we came here, somewhere in late 1904.

Q: 1 see.

A: We bought a little house out here and my dad kept working in the
mines, We moved over to this place in about 1905. I was sixteen years
old then and my dad thought maybe he'd try to get me to working.

Q: So you started working in the mine when you were sixteen.
A: Yes. You want to know what I was doing?
Q: Yes, what were you doing in the mine?

A: At that time I was what was called a trapper. A trapper takes care
of the main haulage lines where they pour the coal. I opened the door
for them to got through, and after they were through, make sure the door
was closed due to the fact that a door is there to circulate the air., If
I left that door open, then the men inside would be deprived of that much
air. So I had to keep the doors, when they weren't going through it, I
had to keep the door shut.
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Q: 1 see.

A: I did that for I'd say a year or so, and I got big after that so that
I could load coal. So my dad got a room, that's a term for the working
place for the miner, the room.

Q: The room?

A: Yes. So I stayed there, worked for my dad I would say four or five
years, loading coal, hand loading. We loaded two ton cars, the cars
would hold two tons of coal.

Q: I see.
A: At that time the wages was $1.08 a ton.
Q: That's what you got paid when you first started, a $1.08 a ton?

A: A $1.08 a ton, but the cars would hold two tons, I think. That would
throw you over two dollars, each car you loaded.

Q: 1 see.

A: I did that for, like I said, two or three years. Then I wanted to
get out by myself, so I got a job at the same mine driving a mule hauling
coal.

Q: How old were you then?
I wasn't but seventeen years old.

Okay .

A
Q
A: That was a very unique occupation, driving a mule.
Q: I see. Was that dangerous?

A: Well, it was to a certain extent, yes. They always say a mule is
contrary animal. Have you ever heard "contrary as a mule?"

Q: Yes.

A: They had a crate that we'd put on the cage. They always kept the
mules up on top and they'd ride them down below. They would all ride on
that cage on down. We'd be down there and if our mule came down, we'd
take it on inside to the working place. Our job was pulling, driving the
mule. We had to take an empty car into the men who were working and in
turn pull the loaded coal out. We had to pull it to what we called a
parting. It was nothing but a double track about five hundred feet long.
The double track, the purpose of that is the road from the bottom, the
road for the main line motor, came from the bottom with the empties. He
put his empties on an empty track and we in turn, when we pulled the
coal, we put it on the other track and road motor would take it on up
from the bottom. It wasn't dangerous, but some of those mules would get
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contrary and they'd go any certain place because it was dark down there
and they had no way of seeing anything.

Q: I see.

A: They was always looking at the dirt. Sometimes they would get
contrary . .

Q: I'm sorry, they'd what?
A: They'd get contrary.
Q: Oh, get contrary, yes.

A: You didn't dare use a whip on them because if you did, the mules are
onery and he'd remember you. I found it this way WJ.thmules if you

treat them right, they'll treat you right. If you mistreat them, they've
got a memory a mile long and if they get a chance they'll kick the daylights
out of you.

Q: So if you whipped them, then they would turn around and try to kick
you.

A: Not at that time, but then a little bit later, the first shot they
got. That was when they'd do that part of it.

Q: How did the company feel about the muile drivers and the mles?

A: They made everything as convenient as they could because that was the
only source of that coal getting up from the bottom.

Q: 1 see.

A: They would do to the best of their ability--that is the bosses down
below--so that they'd be sure to get that coal out of that bottom because
the coal sitting inside didn't do them any good. I did that for eight or
ten years 1 guess,

Q: So you were a mile driver for about eight or ten years?

A: Yes. In the meantime, T decided that when I graduated out of grade
school I didn't have the opportunity to get an education at that time.
My father couldn't afford to send me. Well at that time, there was very,
very few students in high school. I decided that if I wanted to get
myself an education, I could. At that time, we had no electricity in our
house, old coal lamps. So I kind of scouted around for a school,
correspordence school. They was in Scranton, Pennsylvania and they sent
me the work see. But it was hard that time working in the day time, and
I studied by coal oil lamp, see. But I stayed with it.

Q: So you were working in the daytime in the mines, and then at night
you would come home and study?
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A: Study, yes.

Q: What grade education did you have when you started this correspondence
school?

A: What grade?

Q: Yes, like what level were you when you started that?

A: I was in grade school. There were two girls and I were one, two, and
three. Every time when I say, '"Well, we all went through school together,"
it seems just like either one of the girls or I was number one. It was
that way all through school.

Q: Did you have like a ninth grade education when you started the
correspondence school?

A: No. I just had a sixth grade education.
Q: Sixth grade education when you started.
A: But I explained that to the correspondence school, and they said they
would teach me accordingly. As I progressed, they elevated the schooling
in according to the seventh grade and on like that. It took me a year of

that schooling and at the ernd of that year the subject that I wanted to
take after I got the schooling, I wanted to learn a subject, mechanical

engineering.

I see. Why did you take that?

Because I always favored engineering.
You liked engineering.

I liked engineering.

Was that going to help you in the mines?

> Qo » Lo O

Well, I didn't intend to stay in the same mine all my life, I looked
forward to something else whenever I got bigger enough to get away from
my dad and away from home.

Q: Yes.

A: So I seemed to do pretty good, you know, and then I'd get a little
note of encouragement from the people of the work.

Q: How old where you when you started the correspondence school?

A: Oh, let's see. I went to grade school eight years, six years when I
started, I was about seventeen years old.

Q: Okay. How far did your education go when you were through with it?
Did you get a high school diploma?
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Yes.

Okay, good.

The International Correspondence School was the name of it.
International Correspondence School.

It's in Scranton, Pennsylvania.

Okay .
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But they're saying now that they're not in business for it. They've
started a university or something like that. But even now it's a
correspordence school. They're not in business anymore. But I just sent

in my work once every two weeks, and that's all there was to it. Mathematics
was my favorite subject. I had mathematics, history, and spelling,
geography. They reminded of something in school. Like I say, every once

in awhile I'd get an encouragement, encourage me for it. Of course, I

was doing all right. I imagine that the purpose of it was that if a boy
like that way of doing the old work would get discouraged a little bit,

he'll have to stop.

Q: Yes.
A: So that kept him encouraged.
Q: Do you feel like the education paid off?

A: Yes. Ch yes. At the end of my school, they wanted my permission, if
I cared if they'd use my grades and my way with the school for an
advertisement, I said, "Oh, you can." And they honored me. The education
I got, the heading they put on it says, '"What a coal miner can do if he

had the mind to, while working in the daytime and studying at night and
still get top grades."

Q: Well, that's great.

A: Always turned towards electricity, I liked electricity. I took up
electricity after that, but I didn't go to school, I just went to school
under men that worked with electricity and studied under them, So by
that time, well, yes I was living here then. My dad, in the meantime,

had got hurt in the mine and passed away. I had mymother and two brothers
to support. So I did that.

Q: How did he get hurt in the mine?

A: He had an accident. Him and another fellow was carrying a big heavy
rail, a sixteen foot rail, and they were carrying it. This other man
dropped his end for a mimute and when he dropped his erd, that made a

surge on my father. He had the whole weight on him, and he ruptured
himself.
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Q: Oh. Did your family get any benefits from that?

A: Yes. Very little, very little. So I was staying at my mother's when
he passed away on the seventh day of November in 1918. He was buried the
tenth day of November, the day before Armistice.

Q: Here in Pawnee?

A: Here in Pawnee. That's when the world war was going on. So I told
my mother, I said, "Well, Ma, I'm going to enlist.," She said, "'Son, what
will we do, your two brothers and I?" I said, '"We'll do something."

Q: You had two brothers you say?

A: Yes. No, a brother and sister. I went to Springfield and I enlisted
for the army on the twelfth day of September, 1918. We were the next
group of them goes going to the service. But at that time maybe you did
hear, the flu epidemic that was so bad?

The flu epidemic?

Yes. Remember it, 19187

No. Was that big here in Christian County or Sangamon County?

That was all over the country, world-wide.

Okay.

QLo e

A: General Black was in charge. I passed the examination and we were
the next group to go. It was about that time General Black closed all
the camps due to the fact, he said, 'I want no more men sent in any camp.
We're losing more men with the flu than we are on the battlefield." So
therefore, there was no more men. That was in September, and in November
the Armistice was signed, so . . . (laughs)

Q: You missed out on it.

A: . » I missed out on it. T was twenty years old and that's when T
dec1ded after that, I decided, well, I had that mechanical engineering
education. So I decided to try to get in the mines again. I was just
fortunate that at that time they were recruiting young fellows to learn
this mining machinery and mine work.

Q: What kind of machinery?

A: We'll come to that.

Q: Okay.

A: So I was 1ucky enough that they picked me. When I first started

there, I didn't even see a machine yet. They said that they hadn't got

the company machine repaired, would you hang suspension wire, and I said
sure.
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Q: Hang suspension wires?

A: Yes, all over the mines, you know, for the cutting machines and the
motors.

Q: Down in the mine?

A: Yes. So I did that for over a year. In the meantime while I was
doing that wire hanging, I got well acquainted with the chief electrician.
He kind of took a liking to me. He said, " t, how would you like to
repair machinery?'" I said, "Ed, I'm sure glad you asked me,'" and I told
him where I got that from International [Correspordence] School and,
"Well, that will come in handy." So I was doing odd jobs around the shop
down below and I just worked myself up gradually. I did that for let's
see, fifteen years.

Q: Fifteen years.

A: Fifteen years. I worked myself up from the bottom up to the top.
Q: So your job, in the beginning, was fixing machines?

A: Yes, repairing machines,

And then you worked your way up to--what would it be called, foreman

Q:
of the , . .

A: No, not foreman., They just had the chief electrician.

Q: Chief electrician.

A: Yes, They had three shifts, see, and the third shift electrician, he
moved to another line. They wanted me to take the chief electrician and
run for sheriff but I turned it down due to the fact that my wife didn't
want to stay by herself at night. Then we had one child, and T really
didn't like the line. I said, 'Well, if that means leaving the shop
because I wouldn't take the chief electrician, that's up to you." "Oh,
no," he said, '"we don't want to lose you. We just . . ."

Q: When you say leaving the shop .

A: I thought maybe they'd let me go because I refused to take the chief
electrician. I thought maybe they would fire me or something like that,
but they didn't. They said, "No, we aren't going to fire you."

Q: Did that happen a lot, did they fire people because they wouldn't
take a certain position?

A: Not too often. They could make it kind of rough on them until they
quit.
Q: How did they do that?
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A: Giving them jobs they didn't like and they could shuffle them. But
that didn't happen very often because maybe just like working in the
garage, you become friendly, buddies. Then we never had no trouble
because of that.

Q: When you first started doing this type of job, were you down below
most of the time?

A: Yes, all the time, all the time.
Q: And so there was a lot of repairs to be done?

A: Ch, yes. I started at Number Nine. Like just like accutriggers, I
could tell some time ago, but I don't imagine they had twenty machines,
cutting machines at that mine. They broke me in the cutting machines and
I got to where I could go up there and take them apart blindfolded.

Q: What type of repairs did you usually have to make on a cutting machine?
A: The biggest trouble would be the cutting chains that cut the coal,

because there's so much impurities in the coal that the little, what they
call nuggets, little chunks of greased slate, like . . .

Q: Clay?

A: No, slate.

Q: Slate.

A: Slate and the impurities, it was like a solid ball. When they hit

tl.lat it would break the chains, you know.
Q: Yes.

A: Of course, they had the electric controllers, speeded the machines.
You know anything about motors, do you?

Q: No, not too much.
A: You know what an arbiter is don't you?
Q: Arbiter?

A: Arbiter, yes, that's the big part of the machine. That's what drives
everything.

Q: 0Ch, I see.

A: They'd blow once in awhile and we'd have to change that. We'd have a
cable that would blow once in awhile. You just splice the cables arourd.

Q: So you were there when the cutting machine first came in then, into
the mine. Is that right?
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A: There was some of them. They had some there, but while I was there,
you had three or four different varieties of machines.

Q: Different varieties?

A: But that was about 1921. That's when they started changing everybody's
machine, you know, they invented a machine that would do more work,

What year did the cutting machine come in itself? Into the mine.
They had some cutting machines there.

Yes, vhen you started.

Before I started.

Yes. But you're saying the variety started changing and they improved

ge * o > o
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Yes, they improved, better machinery all the time.
I see,
Then of course, I grew up with the new machines in all the time, see.

Yes.

- =

A: I knew them pretty well, and I got so I could do anything they wanted
us to do on them. Seems like when the other mines would shut down, they
always sent me to the other mines to help them ocut. At one stage, the
mines at Springfield there stopped and they needed a man in there because
they had gotten some from the southern part of the state. They wanted
somebody there to assemble them, so they sent me up there.

Q: To sample them you say?

A: To assemble them,

Q: Oh, assemble them, put them together.

A: Another fellow and I went there and we stayed there all summer., Just
off and on that way.

Q: What kind of pay did you get when you started as an engineer?
Well, you wasn't classified as no engineer then.
Okay .

Machinery repairman.

e r o »

Machinery repairman.
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A: The chief electrician by the name of Ed Gillespie, a wonderful man,

he knew everything there was to know about electricity. He could take a
piece of machinery, you get new machinery that he had never seen before.
Seems as though he had a vision that could penetrate through steel because
whenever that machine would break down or not work right, he never seen
it before, the inside of the machine. He could tell you just exactly
vhere to go and where the trouble was at.

Q: And he'd never seen the machine before?

A: And he never had seen it. He was that kind of a man.

Q: Yes.

A: He was the smartest man around mining machines that I ever saw, and

he was at Number Nine before he passed away. George Mosey knows him
well.

Q: George Mosey knows him?

A: Yes. GSee, George Mosey and I, when Number Nine shut down one year
for repairs, they sent me to Number Eight, That's at Tovey. George
Mosey was bossing at Number Eight then, and that's when I got acquainted
with him, He was what they called a face boss, that's in the mine, you
know, where they mine coal inside. I worked in the shop at the bottom
but I got acquainted with George there.

Q: Did you become friends then?

A: Oh yes. Then when they shut down, they transferred him to Number
Nine and he became face boss in the same section that I was repairing in.

Q: When you say it, you're saying face boss?

A: Face boss. That's what they call that boss that worked inside, face
boss. That's what they call the inside of the mine, the face of it or
the front of it.

Q: ©Oh, I see, like F-A-C-E.

A: Yes, okay.

A: It's at Number Nine.

Q: What year did you become friends with him?
A: That was in the 1920s.

Q: Late 1920's?

A: Yes.

Q:

Did you stay friends during the 1930's then?
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A: T didn't see him very much. See, I belonged to Number Nine. Of
course, when Number Nine started up again, I came back to Number Nine.

He stayed at Number Eight.

Q: I see. Okay.

A: But then when he came to Number Nine, when Eight shut down, doing the
same job he did at Number Eight, and I was doing the job around him all
the time.

Q: I see.

A: George is a pretty nice fellow.

Q: All right. Let's move on a little bit to the mine wars for a secord.
The mine wars when they started in 1932, you know, between the Progressive
Miners of America and the United Mine Workers?

A: You mean the trouble they had?

Q: Right. Did you become a Progressive?

A: No, no.

Q: Were you considered part of the management by then?

A

No. 1I'd been offered officer but I always wanted to stay a buck

Q: A buck private?

A: Yes. When that trouble broke out, I wanted no part of the trouble
due to the fact that they was unreasonable in my opinion. Another thing
was I decided that if T started anything like that, if any trouble broke
out, I'd be bucking them people that I worked with,

Q: You'd be going against some of your friends.

A: Sure. So I didn't want anything like that to happen. In the first
place, I didn't think they had any reason to be out on strike.

Q: What effect did the wars have on you then?
A: Nothing. That was in 1932, yes, in 1932.
Q: Right. August, 1932 I think it all began.

A: Yes, and I never did, I didn't take sides. I just thought we had
officials that was supposed to take care of the stuff like that, try to
settle up, you know, what they had. Just the men themselves, they had no
Jjurisdiction over anything 11'.2:5 that and there was no sense in getting
irvolved in something you have no authority in.
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Q: Did you continue to work then?

A: No. I was out three months I think, until they went back to work. I
went back to the same old job.

Q: Were you harassed at all by the Progressives?

A: No. Well, yes, I'll take that back. One time, it happened right out
here in front, see I drove back and forth from Number Nine from home.

Q: From Homer?

A: Fram here, home.

Q: Oh, from here, at home, I see.

A: T was an electrical ard they figured if they could stop the electricians

from going to work, if they kept them here, that that would kind of set
the coal company back and they might settle up quicker,

Q: It'd stop the machines in other words.

A: Yes. So I didn't budge. I said I wasn't going to get mixed up with
that trouble.

Q: So what did they do, they came .

A: T went one morning, and some of those men, they stayed with us, see,
the Progressives. They kind of catered to these Progressives, and the
union had something to do with that. At that time, I think it was in
1932, our contracts ran out. That's what started the Progressive movement,
our contracts ran out, our officials signed up and that group didn't like
it. So then they tried to take us down too. So I stayed out of it quite
awhile. The only harassment I got, me and the machinery repairman. I

had another man that I worked and I drove back and forth to work--you

know where our high school is here?

Q: Yes, in Pawnee.

A: We used to go down there even before they had that hard road. We
didn't have [Highway] 104 until 1932,

Q: I see.

A: So we'd go backway and there was a group of men with shotguns in the
middle of the road.

Q: With shotguns?

A: Yes. They shot at us and said you can't go to work., I said, 'Well,
if you have to have a shotgun to go to work, I won't go to work." (laughs)

Q: Just turn around and went back home.

















































