PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conduc~-
ted by Rex Rhodes for the Oral History Office on November 24, 1972.
Dan Horton edited the transcript. Joseph Poole reviewed the trans-
cript.

Joseph Poole was born in Potter Pond, Kentucky, on August 18, 1899.
Mr. Poole was a coal miner for 47 1/2 years. For 44 of those years
he worked underground. In the last ten years of his career he served
as a mining inspector. He recalls the formation of the Progressive
Mine Workers and talks about the unions and miners in Illinois during
the twentiles, thirties, and forties.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator
and editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style
that is inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State Univer-
sity is not responsible for the factual accuracy of this memoir, nor
for the views expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Joseph Poole, November 24, 1972, Eldorado, Illinois.

R. C. Rhodes, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Poole how long have you been associated with the mines?

A. 8ince February 25, 1918 up to September 1, 1965. My health forced
me to quit. I was a state Inspector for this end of the state for

the previous ten years and two months. I became too short of breath
and found out I had a heart condition into the bargain and I resigned
on September 1, 1965. That made me a total of 47 years and a half.
And three years and a half of that was on the surface. 44 years
underground.

Q. What did you do in the mines?

A. Well, I've done everything, Mr. Rhodes. As I said, the last ten
years I was state inspector of coal mines for the Illinois Department
of Mines and Minerals. But I have face bossed, I've loaded coal, I1've
done just about every job of day work that you could think of. I had
every certificate that the Mining Department of this state issued.

You could just say I've been a coal miner all my life.

Q. Were you ever in any mining accidents?

A, Well, the only thing I ever had happen to me, even serious enough
to be paid compensation for, was an eye injury at Deering in 1942.
But T was never in any explosions. T have fought several mine fires.
I have been in mines when we had mine fires, but I was lucky enough
never to be caught in a mine when there was an explosion.

Q. I guess those mine fires are really scary,rrthough, Aren't they?

A, Yes. And there's many of them that are put out by the men them-
selves. They're more frequent than people would imagine. Only the
ones that necessitate calling out a rescue station crew, and the men
that work under oxygen, fighting them, and doing the recovery work
afterwards, are the ones that come to the public's attention. But,
there's many of them that occur, that the men put out themselves.

I know that T was fortunate putting in as much time underground as

I did and never having a more serious injury. But, I learned early
to watch myself, and a whole lot of men's personal injuries are a
result of their own carelessness. Now, that's all there is to that.

But, I know that I was careless the day I got the injury in my eye.
The company furnished me safety goggles to wear, and I wore them
religiously when I would be using the pick on either rock or coal
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or driving nails. But this time I was using an axe on a prop. I
wanted the end of it slant-ways and I didn't have my glasses on.

That big chip threw up and hit me right square on the eye and bursted
the surface of my eye ball. That's why I said most of the accidents,
or at least a lot of them that happen to men, not all of them of
course, but not even maybe a big percentage of them, but some of them
are because of their own carelessness. That was my own carlessness.

Q. What different jobs have you held as a miner?

A. Oh, I've been a mule driver, I've been motorman, trip rider, and
I've been a man that worked on what they call the air building doors
and brattice's and stoppings of all kinds. I've been a mine examiner,
a face boss, and I loaded coal back in the old days when they loaded
it by hand with a shovel, before mines went mechanical. I've even
loaded coal when we shot it on the solids, without undercutting it
with a cutting machine. I've worked on a cutting machine. I've

done about everything there is in there, except I never did run one
of these present day, what they call Continuous Miners. That developed
after T became too old to take on a job like that. In fact, it was
only being developed when I went on the inspection for the state.

The last mine that I got to work at as a company employee, in the
production of coal, was Peabody Number 49 out west of old Harco.

There I was safety inspector for the company. Of course, I'd done
passed working on machinery as I was about fifty-five or fifty-six
years old then. When they shut that mine down in 1954 I couldn't

get a job anymore. That was when I went to work for the State. I
made my certificate as a state inspector and was fortunate enough to
get a job in about two months after I made it. They had a vacancy
and I was lucky enough to get it, so I had the lines of it, the whole
thing, like I told you in 1965. I'm so near out of breath all the
time, that I can walk over to the First State Bank, three blocks and
back, and I'm exhausted by the time I get back here. Out of all that,
I have failed to qualify for black lung benefits. They say I don't
have pneumoconioses and I have medical proof that I do. A breathing
test showed that I had only eighteen per cent of the breathing capacity
that I should have for my height and age, and yet they claim that I'm
not entitled to it.

I applied in January, 1970, but I'm still fighting it. I've never
let my case, you might say, die. I've always appealed in time, but
they sure take their own good time. The last appeal I made, I fur-
nished new evidence that I did have it. I furnished them the xX-rays
that I paid for myself and an x-ray report and a breathing test, as
I told you. But they have been waiting thirteen and a half months
now to act on that appeal.

Q. Well you ought to get back pay on that,

A, Oh, T will, if T don't die before. I think that's sometimes what
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they wait for. They wait for a bunch of us old birds that would have
so much back pay coming; figure we'll die and that will cancel out
our claim, which it would.

Q. It won't go to your estate?

A. No. If I didn't get it myself, why then the wife, if she still
lives, could apply for a widow's benefit. But as it is, they owe us
a lot of back pay now for she and I, both. But, she never would get
my part of it if I died before I got it. So, I don't know what's
going to happen. You're not interested in that.

Q. Well, that's interesting though, and I think, that you ought to
hang in there and keep trying.

A. I'm still going to fight it as long as I stay here. As the fellow
says, I live in hope, and I will till I die and despair.

Q. Well, going back to the union and mining days, I guess the real
trouble started in about 1932, between the Progressives and the .

A. Right, that was when the Progressive Union was formed. They didn't
like the way that John L. [Lewis] made the settlement and especially
the way he left the Southern Illinois miners in the lurch. And it
didn't really get down into this county until it was formed up around
Mulkeytown in Franklin County and Perry County-==-January of 1933. Then
these locals down here began to become active and the Sahara Coal
Company, and the Wasson Coal Company recognized the new organization.

Well, there was some men at every one of the mines that stayed with
the old organization and wouldn't go into the new one. Of course

they lost their jobs. And then the Peabody Coal Company had two

mines operating in the county at that time. Number 43 was at Harris-
burg and No. 47 at Harco. They wouldn't go that way, although the
locals voted to go that way but the company wouldn't recognize it.

And that was where the trouble developed, from then on. There was
three or four years there that they fought one another like dogs.
There was shootings, bombings, everything you c¢ould imagine. Picket
lines, fights on picket lines and as I said, I had a brother that
stayed at [Number] 43. My dad was an older man. He was a mine black-
smith there at [Number 43] and he stayed with the old organization.

My youngest brother, Fred's dad, and myself joined the new one. Then
finally came a time when I went back to the old organization. I could
make more money under it than I could--that was in 1946 and I was
hired at Peabody as a safety inspector at Harco. I could make
thousands of dollars on that job, where I'd make hundreds on the job
that I had at Deering, out west of Eldorado. 8o, it was John L's
contract that he made with the operators in 1932--when he'd taken that
reduction back to the old $5.00 base wage scale--that brought about
the Progressive Mine Workers birth.
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Q. Well, I was talking to a Progressive Miner in Springfield, and
he made reference to a double wage scale, one for ¢entral Illinois
and one for gouthern Illinois.

A. Well, he did. He let the operators in southern Illinois that
had this heavy dawslate have a ten per cent reduction. That was
right here in this county. Sahara and Wasson had a ten per cent
reduction below that $5.00 base. That was taking a wage reduction
from the $5.00 base, back from $6.10. And, they had made that $6.10
base in 1928. Of course 1932 was during the Depression, and the
operators' business had fell off as well as other peoples. They
wanted to do another one and he let them have it down to a $5.00
base. Then down here, he let these operators sign up with a 10 per
cent reduction below that.

Q. Well, they had a referendum on this $5.00 wage scale.
A. And the men turned it down.

Q. But [John L.] Lewis said it passed.

A, Yes.

Q. And then he even cut below the $5.00?

A. He let these operators here in this county, I know, whether they
did in any other county or not. He even cut ten per cent below that.
At the Sahara mines—-1 was working at number 10 at the time, here on
the edge of Eldorado, down on Wilker Street-—the Sahara mine's base
rate was $4.50. So that's one reason when I got a chance to join
that new movement that had been started up around Franklin County,
Mulkeytown, and it finally spread over into St. Clair County, and I
think maybe a little in Sangamon County--I'm not positive about that,
but I think it got up in there.

Q. Yes, it did.

A. But, that's what started it. And then we began to get into it
down in here in January, 1933.

Q. What happened?

A. Well, of course, at the mines where they recognized them, nearly
all the men at every mine went into the new organization. But, there'd
be a few holdouts. Of course they lost their jobs. They either had

to join the organization the company recognized and made a contract
with, or they had to get out and find something else. And, of course,
that created a lot of hard feelings. And then they went to picketing
those, like the two Peabody mines that wouldn't recognize the organiza-
tion. They went to picketing them=--the men that had joined the Pro-
gressives trying-—and nearly all of them did [join]. But,they tried
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to work it with what they could hire afterwards and what wouldn't go.
And they picketed them.

I remember one time there in 1932, they had a battle there on the
edge of Harrisburg. A bunch of men concealed themselves up on that
hill to the left of the highway, or across the highway from the mine.
They fired shots at the fellows there on top that was working. For

a while the ones that was working had to stay in the wash house there
day and night——that is, eat and sleep in there.

Q. They were just pinned down.

A, They was just pinned down there. I know my dad was pinned down.
He was one of them that was there. As T told you, my dad and one
brother stayed with the old organization, and the youngest brother
and T went with the new one. And I'm pretty sure that was in, no

it wasn't in the summer of 1932, that had to be the summer of 1933,
because we didn't get started in the movement down hetre until January
of 1933. I know they had them pinned down there about three days.
And T called up over there and wanted to talk to my dad, and they
let me talk to him one time. And 1 called again the next day, and
they wouldn't call him to the telephone. (laugh) I was trying to
talk him out of staying there and risking getting hurt, wanting him
to come on home. He said, no, he was enlisted for the duration, he
was going to stick with it. He did.

But, when I went back to the old organization myself, in 1946, I had
already decided that there wasn't a nickel's worth of difference
between the two of them. If there was a nickel's worth of difference
between the two of them, it was in the favor of the old organization,
under John L. The new organization, the Progressives, never did make
a new contract, at no time, until after the UMW of A [United Mine
Workers of America)] made theirs. Then they settled on something

just very, very close to it. They would have just a little difference
in it, so they could holler that they had a better contract. I never
was able to see where they had a better contract. And, I was plenty
able to see that they wasn't able to make one on their own. They'd
always mostly work what they called pending a settlement. Then when
John L.'s outfit made a contract, why they would row around a while
and maybe in two or three weeks they'd settle on the same thing, only
with just some little old minor difference in work conditions or some-
thing. I never could see where they were worth the effort that we

put into it. I thought at the start maybe we could do it. It was

the same old thing about officeholders, too. Now, the fellows that
formed the new organization claimed that they couldn't get rid of

the older officers. They always got themselves reelected, and it was
done by fakery. I found that the same thing prevailed in the new one.
So, what was the difference? All of that was just as useless as it
could be. Now, is there anything specific, that you want to ask about?

Q. Well, in the center part of the state, the things that happened
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were not editorialized, too much. The newspapers didn't carry it.

I talked to miners in central Illinois and they had a lot of problems
and a lot of warring in central TIllinois, but they said they had it
worse in southern Illinois.

A. Now, they finally accused eight or nine men, I forget whether it
was eight or nine of being guilty of bombing and conspiring to bomb
property with explosives to shut these mines down. Some of the bomb-
ings was done on railroad bridges; some of it was done on mine property.
And whether they were guilty or not, they convicted them and sent them
to prison and they served about, fifteen months, and all was paroled.

Q. This was when, Mr. Poole?

A, That was along about 1937. Then in 1938 they got out. Maybe it
was 1936 that the bombing was going on--1935 and 1936. It took until
about 1937 to bring it to trial and convict them. Then they served,

I think it was fifteen months, before they were paroled. They had a
longer sentence than that, but I can't remember exactly what it was.
But, I know that I knew everyone of them. There was three or four of
them from here, and one of them was at that time, sheriff of the county
here.

Q. Who was that?

A. FEarl Evans.

Q. He had a nickname, didn't he?

A. TNip--N-I-P. Yes, Nip was one of those that had to give up his
office and go to prison. Now whether they were guilty or not, was
something I don't know. But I know they were convicted.

Q. Was the trial down in this area?

A. It was in Federal Court in Springfield.

Q. One gentleman that I talked to talked about that trial, and I
think there were as many as forty-one men that were brought to trial.
He mentioned that 36 of them went to jail. He was one of them that

went to jail, as a matter of fact.

A. Well, he may be right, but I never knew but about eight or nine
from around in here.

Q. There was a lot of them from central Illinois?
A, Well, there might have been some of them from central Illinois

that I didn't know about. But, there was, I believe it was nine
from Saline County. The trial lasted I know up there a long, long
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time. We'd be a reading about it in the paper every day.
Q. Did you ever know John L. Lewis? Did you ever meet him?

A. Yes, I met John, and knew him fairly well when I was a young
man., The last time I saw him, he was at Johnston City on Labor Day,
in 1928, and spoke there and I was at that Labor Day gathering and
heard him. I saw him that day and spoke to him, but that's the last
time I ever did see him. T knew him and two of his brothers. That
was Denny, who used to be director of the Department of Mines and
Minerals, back in the late twenties. He was in office when I made
my mine examiner's certificate.

And then I knew his brother, Howard, up at Benton, that was vice-pres-
ident of the 0l1ld Ben Coal Company. I saw Howard last while I was
doing inspection, and after T went off I never did see him anymore.

He looked a lot like John. He wasn't quite as heavy a man as John
was, or at least as John was the last time I saw him. And, regardless
of what you can say about John, there was a lot of it that I thought
that he done wrong. But regardless of what we think that he done
wrong, I've got to say now, in reflection, that I think that he was
the best labor leader that got more for his men, over all the period
of time that he served, than any other labor leader in the United
States has ever had, or that the world ever had. Now, he was pretty
much dictatorial. You done what he said or he clamped down on you
but I think that he done more for the men, because, just like I told
you about this new organization. They couldn't make a union contract
of their own. They always had to make one just about the same thing
as he made, after he made his.

Q. Do you think he changed within time? You said back in 1928 you
recall seeing him last at Johnston City. Between then, and say 1946
when he had a firm hold on the labor union, do you think there was
any change in the man's philosophy?

A. Well, I think there was. I think John was smart enough to know
that there wasn't any use in fighting progress. Now, for instance,

no more to it calling this progress than say, exchanging the open
carbide light that had a flame for the what we c¢all the bug light.

It was an electric battery cell enclosed in a case and it's belted

on your back and its got a cable that runs through the cap and fastens
up there. And from that on to any kind of improvement in your machinery.
The men wanted to fight it. They'd fight the installation of those
lamps; they'd fight the installation of new, more modern type of
machinery. And, John L. was smart enough to know that progress had
to come. You couldn't keep from it, and it was coming. The operator
had to have that machinery to stay in business, because he was losing
so much of the coal market to other fuels--oil and gas. Take for
instance what the railroads did to them in 1949. They started, so
many of them, to go into diesel engines instead of coal burning loco-
motives. Yes, I think John could foresee what was best for his men.




Joseph Poole 8

And, from 1946 on, when he got that first welfare fund started at a
nickel a ton, now that was one of the grandest things that ever happened
to the men. They'd get a $150 a month pension now. And if a retired
miner gets that $150 a month, and gets the full amount of Social
Security, him and his wife can live fairly well on it. It throws
them up around $400 a month. But, now where you don't have anything
but Social Security, and I don't, my wife and I have to live om that
and not full either. But we get by. We've got to watch every penny.
Now, they buggered me out of my pension. Because they changed the
rules, and fixed it so that the years that I had worked under the
Progressive organization didn't count. And I was thirteen years
under that trying to get away from it, until I did get away from it
in 1946. And I was away from it the rest of the time.

But, they modified those rules and made them more strict and changed
them around. When the time come that I did retire, I couldn't qualify.
And the ten years that I spent last with the State, they wouldn't

count that either. That wasn't counted. The way they had it at the
time that I gave it up, you had to have twenty years as a card carrying

miner for classified work. Twenty years experience, out of the immediate

thirty years prior to the time you retired and asked for your pension.
And, I didn't have that. I had a total of forty-seven and a half
years, and never worked a day at a scab mine in my life. The fact

of the business is, every day that I ever worked in a coal mine has
been in Illinois. I was only eighteen when I come to this state,

and I settled at a little place out here called Grayson, east toward
Shawneetown, on the L & N [Louisville and Nashville Railroad]. It

had the nickname of Nigger Hill. So if you've ever heard about Nigger
Hill, that was it, about two miles out. And that's where I started

to work in February, 1918.

Q. Why was it named that?

A. Well, there were a lot of people there called Niggers, I mean a
lot of Niggers lived there. They called it Nigger Hill because they
lived over on one side of the railroad where it was a little higher
than it was on the other side. They even had their segregation there
(laughter) as far as housing was concerned. I don't know anything
else that would of give it that name, Nigger Hill, but that did exist.

Q. As we're going along, anytime you want to stop and rest awhile . .

A. Oh that's all right, I rattle along like an alarm clock. If I
get on some subject that's not interesting, why,you just tell me.
Agk whatever questions you want to.

Q. How about the mine owners in this area? What was their feelings
toward the unions? Were they more favorable in this county toward
Progressives, or did it matter?

A. Well, I tell you, I think they were more favorable toward the
Progressives.
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Q. And in Williamson County, they were more favorable towards the
Mine Worker's?

A. See, they got that ten per cent reduction down here, that was
below that base rate. Well, they got a ten per cent reduction on

the tonnage rate, too, where they still loaded coal by hand, and cut
coal for that hand loading. Now, there wasn't too much of that among
the (background noise here) Wasson in 1933, no I believe it was 1935,
before Wasson went mechanical. Now, Deering out here went mechanical
in 1925. See, they was already mechanical before they ever went
Progressive. Then they didn't have these continuous miners, they

had just what they called a loading machine or Joys. A lot of them
just refers to any loading machine as a Joy, but there are several
different makes of them: Gooden, Jeffrey, and the Joy people, and
Marietta. But, No. 10 where I worked down there, it shut down, and
was abandoned in 1941. It never operated anymore. It never did go
mechanical. They tried a Joy loader for about a year on one run--that
was on one territory--before they gave up and shut the mine down.

It just cost too much. Then the war came along and they never did
start it again. They dismantled it in 1942 to get the scrap material
out of it, and the machines.

Q. During the mine war, how many men would you say died, as a result
of the mine war in thls county?

A. Well, in this county, I don't think there was ever any killed.
The best I recollect, there wasn't any killed, but there was one or
two shot, and wounded. And in Franklin County, at West Frankfort,
there were three men that killed one another there, that day. Two
of them really lived here. But they got killed at West Frankfort.
Two of them went to corner one fellow, in West Frankfort Heights,
and kill him. They did kill him, but he killed both of them, too.

Q. Well, T guess no one will ever know how many tavern brawls and
labor fights, you know . . .

A, 0Oh, no. There's no way to figure that. I wouldn't want to guess
at it, there's been lots of them.

Q. Did miners carry guns with them?

A. Oh, yes, a lot of them did. And a lot of them carried them that
wouldn't have used them (laughter) if they'd needed them. I never
had anybody to bother me. But, I had that brother, I told you that
stayed with the old organization. He got killed at Harco on the 30th
day of August, 1934, under a fall of rock. They went to bury him on
September 1 out at Wolf Creek here. He was a Catholic and they went
to have that funeral mass that morning. Well, it had come to me that
some of the--he was the one now that had stayed with the old union
Progressives~~hotheads said they were going to cause some trouble at
church and at the cemetery.
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That's the only time ever I went to church in my life with a firearm
on me. I had a 45 automatic, and I carried it. I thought anybody—-
it didn't make any difference who it was--that was dirty enough to
raise a ruckus at a funeral, deserved my using that. And, there was
no trouble though. WNo one done anything. But, I figured that if
they were Progressives, and they were going to start trouble, when
they was burying my brother, that I'd try to hold up my end of the
trouble while it was going on.

Q. How many total years of coal mining was there between you, your
brothers, and your dad? Have you ever thought about that?

A. Well, this youngest brother of mine retired the 15th day of this
month. He was 49 years, and he stayed in them longer than I did.
And, the one that got killed at Harco, started about 1923. He had
about eleven years. Let's see, my forty-seven, leaves off the half,
and forty-nine would be about ninety-six, and Ernest had about thirteen.
That would be about one hundred and six, one hundred and nineteen, ot
one hundred and nine. And, my dad was a blacksmith. He never did
work below. He worked from 1918. He started blacksmithing out here
at Nigger Hill, too, just like I started underground. He worked till
he died in 1941. That would have been eighteen, twenty-eight, and
three. He was about twenty-three, so it would have been about one
hundred and nine and twenty-three would have been about one-hundred
and thirty~two years, between the four of us.

Q. Did you all come over here together?

A. Well, dad came first. I was cutting meat for a butcher and doing

meat work in a grocery. 1I'd learned that trade as a young man and

a boy. I was only making $15 a week. They had the $5.00 base scale

during World War I, and he wrote me that I could get a job out here

and make $5.00 a day for eight hours. Well, T worked from four o'clock

in the morning until 6:00 at night, six days a week, and from four

o'clock in the morning on Sunday until noon for $15.00 a week. So of course,
I come. About two weeks after he did. Then in April of that same year

he moved the family up. We came originally from Princeton, Kentucky.

If you ever were over in west Kentucky you know pretty well where

that is. Not too far from here; 65, 66, 67 miles. You go through
Cave-In-Rock and Marion. 8o, when I came over here I didn't want to
stay at all. T was one lost dog. I wanted to go back home there
before the change of the moon. And I did for a few years. Now, then
the last time I've been back over there has been about eight or nine
years ago. I went with my brother one day to go over there and see
an old aunt that was still living, and I haven't been back. Before
that I hadn't been back since 1951. All my people is gone now. Most
of the people I know is either dead or growed up, left, or something--
growed up so I don't know them when I meet them. This is my home now.

Q. Where did the miners come from in this part of the state? 1In














































