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Q. Joe, one:-of the questions I wanted to ask you was why was District

12 of the state of Illinols such a stronghold for the union?

A. T suppose the best way to answer that is that they were the veterans
who launched the fight originally for the establishment of the United
Mine Workers, going back to the 1890's. The United Mine Workers itself
was established in 1882, It was the Illinois miners that really re-
Sponded to the establishment of the organization in the state of Illi-
nois., They were men who when there was a job to be done they didn't
say, "What's in it for me?" [They said,] "What can I do? ILet's go."
[They were] the men who gave the union meaning, the men who revered the
United Mine Workers more than any other district in the entirety of the
old United Mine Workers—a united, militant organization who fought for
the unions and are willing to fight and die for it if needs be. Be-
cause it wasn't only a case of establishing a union, but to have an
honest representative union through which miners could negotiate
contracts, not only merely wages, but conditions--the difference

between 1life and death in a mine-=—that they struggled for as much

as wages.

Often times they went on strike after they did establish the union,

not necegsarily for pay raises, but for conditlons. Because what good

1s a wage if you don't have a condition that gives you a reasonable assur-
ance that you can leave home this morning, go to that mine and go to

work and come back alive, instead of being brought back a mass of

charred tinder, so to speak--dying in a mine under a roof fall and

then maybe mine explosions and so on and so forth, So the Illinois

miners were famed throughout the entire miners' world for their mili-
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taney, for their united action, for their democracy, and the way they
participated in the affairs of the union. So it [District 12] was
known throughout the entire miners! world and has one of the finest
historles of any of the thirty districts that constituted the whole of
the United Mine Workers of America.

Q. Is this, do you think, because of the Mother Jones and Mitchell

legacies?

A. Well, Mother Jones at that time, in the 1890 age, she was active
in the anthracite coal fields, but not in this area. Although in years
to follow, Mother Jones became a famous woman even before her death
ard before her burial here. [Mt. Olive]. With her history and her
sacrifices and her sufferings and the way she struggled, not only for
miners and for miners' families—begged shoes for those who had none,
food for those who had nothing to eat, clothes for those that had nothing
to wear—but even in the textile industry. And she was very instru-
mental in the organizing of the anthracite coal fields, The strike
actually started in 1900 and culminated in 1902 with victory. And it
was when John Mitchell, the buillder, was at the head of the United
Mine Workers. And then her fame was spread--Colorado, West Virginia,
more than anyplace else. She went to jail for people. A legendary
figure of her times if there ever was one in relationship to the organ-

ized labor movement.

Q. Why didn't the miners of West Virginia and these other places . . .
why were they not as—I shouldn't say good union men—but as strong

union men as the men of Illinois, like yourself?
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A, Well, maybe there was a different type of people in those coal
fields; maybe they didn't have the militant leadership that this dis-
trict here had, although West Virginia had a strong union for years
until John L. wrecked it 1in the early twenties. One of the West
Virginia miners found 1t necessary to form a recrganized United Mine
Workers organization to supplant the United Mine Workers under John

L. Lewls' leadership, who was betraying them to the coal operators

on wages, on conditions, hours, safety. But they had a strong
membership in West Virginia at one time. They had over eighty thou-
sand members in the state of West Virginia, which was a massive member-

ship for one state,

Q. In which union was this?

A. This was in the United Mine Workers,

Q. Buf it was the Progressives that started in Illinois.

A. No, the United Mine Workers started in Illinois, originally,

But the Progressive Mine Workers of America--called the Progressive
Miners at its origination-—they're the ones who picked up the

cudgel when John L. Lewis had that packed convention in Springfield.
and when he came in the face of an injunction into Springfield. And
officers of District 12 created the [Progressive] Mine Workers and
that was in 1932, So then . . . let's put it this way, Distriet 12
in 1932 was in the administration of John H. Walker, Under him, Fox
Hughes was vice-president;under him Walker Nesbitt as the secretary-
treasurer. [They] constituted the district officers elected by the

I1llinois miners, offices in Springfield iIn the UMW bullding on Fourth
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and Monroe streets.

In 1932, Lewis got this c¢lause, this power that made him the supreme
dictator and master and tyrant ruling over the United Mine Workers
international union, doing at will what he wanted to, playing the

hards with the coal operators and dammed the rank and file down here.
Then John H. Walker and this elected group that we had in District

12 were prevalled upon by the master tyrant John L. Lewls to petltion
the court to dissolve the injunction. The District 12 got, by order of
the convention of District 12 . ., . it was either in 1930 or 1931,

when they saw that district autonomy was being destroyed in all these
other districts, and everybody could sense that in time he was going

to tackle District 12 because he's going to tackle this district last.
In order to prevent him from interfering with affairs of Distriet 12,
the convention instructed the district roll of officers named to John
H. Walker and his administration to petition the court for an injunction
that would prevent John L. Lewis from interfering with the affairs of

District 12 in the state of Illinois.
NC, Joe, you're talking about the state conventlon, is that correct?

A, I'm talking about the state convention of District 12. And they
instructed the district officers to go to court, using our legal
department of the district, to get an Injunction to prevent him fram
entering the state of Illinois or interfering with the affairs of the
T1linois miners' District 12, The injunctlon was granted--temporarily,
of course, as all injunctions are--and then after five days or so, a

hearing took place., ILewis'! slde appeared; our side overwhelmed his
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opposlition to it, and the Injunction was made permanent. And that
prohibited him from coming into our district and Interfering with any-
thing that we done, because we were a democratic rank and file, autono-
moug district organization, 100 per cent-—united as no other district

was 1n the history of that orgainization.

Q. No other district, no other state, tried such an action against Lewis?

A. Not to my knowledge. Not to my knowledge.
Q. That's what intrigues me, how strong Illinois felt.

A, But then after, he challenged the miners in 1932 following the
scale convention that we had, at which convention the miners adopted
some 58 proposals to be laid on the negotiating table for the Illinois
Coal Operators Assoclation, to negotiate for a new contract. Now
urndergtand, before John L. Lewis applied his dictatorial rule under
that clause in the constitution that he got through that packed conven-
tion in Indianapolis, that the miners always had properly represented
scale conventlons, as well as district constitutional conventions.
Local unions would elect their own delegates-——they were entitled

to so many delegates per each one hundred members of the local union
or a majority fraction thereof-—and the locals, therefore, thereby
were represented in scale conventions, as well as in district constitu-
tional conventions. Local unions could submit resolutions to the
convention in which they made proposals that the convention do this:

A, B, C, or D, to amend the contract to be negotiated with the opera-
tors to change this working condition, wages, hours-—safety measures

were always at the top of the list—ventilations and everything else
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related to a miner's job and to a miner's safety in the pits.

So when the convention then did adopt its program and its proposals

to the operators, it was a list of proposals that had the approval of

the majority delegates in convention. And they went with that to
Springfield to negotiate. And the scale then was $6.10 a day. They
went to negotiate in Springfield and they negotiated a $6.10 scale.
Lewls, by the way, from the very time that he got in the office, the trend
was to cut wages back, back, back against the miners without the approval
of the rank and file, either by conventilon or by ballot elections or
otherwise. First he cut the wages of the miners back in 1927,

destroyed the Jacksonville agreement which called for a $7.50 basic

day wage, cut it back from $7.50 to $6.10, that was a $1.40 a day cut.,
The miners had no vote on it-—or I'11l take that back, they did have

a vote on it, but the miners of District 12 were never convinced that
that cut in wages from $7.50 to $6.10 ever carrled by the rank and file
miners, The tellers in the office counted the scale out and put the

$6.10 scale into effect, there you started your . . .
Q. Setting a precedent.

A. Setting a precedent. Then the $6.10 scale was in effect when we
negotiated in 1932, and we held fast to hold that $6.10 scale, but
fighting for a six hour day and a thirty hour week in order to spread
employment. The scale committee that was elected, that met those
operators in the KC [Knights of Columbus] Hall on South Sixth Street
in Springfield, came back with a proposal the direct opposite of what

the delegates adopted in their scale convention, proposing a wage
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scale of $5.00 a day, another $1.10 cut. So in line with the consti-
tution of the District 12 at that time, the proposed wage and working
conditions contract was submitted to all the local unions In the district
for a referendum vote to see whether or not the majority of the miners
would approve of the contract as negotiated tentatively in Springfield.
It was voted down by a vast majority. There was a mass meeting right
up at the city park here [Mt. Olive]. And then, when it was voted down
by the rank and file, the rank and file members of District 12 demanded
that we reassemble the scale convention. "Now you saw fit to vote down
the $5.00 wage cut—where do we go from here?" Which would have been
the logical and only legal step that the district could take.

They refused to reconvene the scale convention. Then a second
petition was clrculated throughout the state of Illinois asking for the
removal of the officers, to be removed from office for fallure to
comply with the majority rule of the rank and file membership of
District 12. They ignored that. Then strange things began to

happen., Now the injunction is in effect; Lewis can't enter District
12. So they sent the same contract back for a second referendum vote
without any changes in it, and a secord referendum was held., By this
time, the miners are beginning to wornder, "Now what's this all about?"
The constitution has been reduced to a scrap of paper; the officers
in the organhzation who are enrolled to comply with rules and the

laws of the organization lgnored the petition for a reconvening of the
scale convention; they ignored the petition askdng for a recall of the
officers; they ignored the petition asking for a reconvening of the
constitutional convention, just as though the miners have nothing to
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say and passed out of exlstence,

S0 they called the same scale committee back to Springfield a second
time on the same contract, and then resubmitted the same $5.00 contract
already rejected back for a second referendum vote. Now the miners were
susplcious—~"There's a nigger in the woodpile here someplace." So

they had “watchers" in Springfield. When the tabiilations of the return
sheets took place for the second tlme--unknown at that moment that

John lewls was holed up In the Leland Hotel on 3ixth and Capltol

streets in Springfield—they counted ballots for more than one day,

and clear to be seen, they was being beaten by an awful big majority,

so they stopped counting for a day and then put the ballots and general
count return sheets in the bank vault on Sixth Street., I can't recall
the name of the bank off hand. The watchers went with the tellers to see
that it was deposited in the bank for safekeeping overnight. The

next morning at a given hour, the bank opens up, and the watchers go with
the tellers to get the return sheets., They got them, they're walking
back; Fox Hughes is parked behind the building, sitting in his car——
vice-president of District 12—they throw the bundle into Fox Hughes!
car, and away he goes. The affadavit that's in here . . .

Q. Yes, we have that. You've told that story to Rex. We have that

on an earller tape.

A. The return sheets were stolen. John L. is in the Ieland Hotel.
Walker Nesbitt and Fox Hughes already were prevailed upon by John L.
Lewis to do his bidding. Then the great John L. announced that an
emergency has arisen. "The return sheets were stolen and an emergency

has arisen, and I, therefore, declare this contract to be in effect."
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He signed that contract. And when it came over the radio—I wasn't
there—when it came over the radio that John L. had declared an emergency
existed and signed that $5.00 contract, the miners stormed into Spring-
field from all over. That was when Porter Williams was killed on
Capltol Street in front of the Leland Hotel. He was a long time
policeman in Springfield, Illinois. His picture's in there, too. And

as The miners stormed ih, why, John L., got out of the Leland Hotel,

or I swear, those miners would have torn him apart, limb for limb with

thelr bare hands for that betrayal.

We learned later from good authority-——the help of the Leland Hotel
management, where, incidentally, with him in that hotel was the officers
of the Illinols Coal Operators Assoclation, very convenient and on
hand to be there for the signing of the emergency contract (laughter)——
that he got out of Springfield in a big laundry basket, covered up
with dirty linen, and they rolled him into a hotel laundry truck. And
that's how he got out. Now when that happened, for which there was

no Justification other than absolute rule of a tyrant, "I'm golng to
show you whose going to tell you how you're going to work in these
mines, and T don't need any excuses from you or any apologles to make
to you." That's what it meant., Because even if the return sheets had
been stolen, every local union had a copy in its file, because they
came in triplicate form. One, the original, bearing the sign and

seal of the local and the tellers who upheld the referendum submitted
there, and one kept on file In the office along with the ballots that
were voted when the referendum took place. So, it was plainly a steal,

and a ramrodding of Joln L.'s own pollcy, which he arrived at with the
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I11inols Coal Operators Association, and before that with the National
Bituminous Coal Operators Association.

It might be hard to understand how a man like that can get in that

frame of mind where he would rub out any idea that the miners had

the abllity or capability to handle their own affairs in line with

the congtitution of the organization, that they could use good judg-
ment on these kind of cases, but that he's the‘only man that's going

to do their thinking, which 1s what he dld, Now how he got that power
was In that packed convention, and incorder to make his power work,

he had o have strong allles. And the allles were the National
Bituminous Coal Operators Association, all of the district bituminous
operators associations, including the Illinois Coal Operators Associé—
tion. And the best way he could work that out, and as only a tyrant
could dream up that kind of a scheme, is to get the coal operatorg—

he was able to prevall upon them; that's why they got in return a

good cut In wages as their reward for going along with him—that they
would deduct from the miners' paychecks union dues, fines and assess-
ments as directed to deduct by the international office, meaning John L.,
the tyrant. And then the operator, instead of remitting that check off
to the financial bonded secretary of the local union, bypassed the locals
and remitted the total check off to the district, which is an appointee
of John L. Lewls, and therefore, he's going to do what Lewis tells him
to do. The secretary-treasurer appointed--no lonhger elected by the
miners nor representing the miners—would remit that check off direct
to John Lewls upstairs, to the international office, and then remit

back to the local union perhaps maybe fifteen cents out of every dues






































































































































































































































































