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Preface

This mamuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Kevin Corley for a special project, "Illinois Coal: The Legacy of an
Industrial Society."” The project was sponsored by the Illinois State
Historical Society and funded in part by the Illinois Humanities Council
and the National Endowment for the Humanities. Additional support came
from the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University. Elsebeth
Buckley transcribed the tapes and Susan Jones edited the transcript.

Willizm Ridley was born December 25, 1899 in Weir City, Kansas. In 1930,
Mr. Ridley and his wife moved to Illinois so he could work in the mines.
In this memoir, he discusses John L. Lewis and the Progressives during
the mine wars. He also discusses his experiences '"bossing' the night
shift.

Readers of the 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 University and the
Illinois State Historical Library are not responsible for the factual
accuracy of the memoir, nor for 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, TIllinois, 62708,
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Bill Ridley, Taylorville, Illinois, July 2, 1986.

Kevin Corley, Interviewer.
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Mr. Ridley, will you please state your full name?
My full name?

Yes,

William Ridley.

Do you have a middle name?

No.

What was the time and place of your birth?

Time is December 25, 1899.

And where were you born?

Weir City, Kansas.

What was that called?

Weir City, Kansas,

Weir City . . .

W-E-I-R C-I-T-Y, Kansas.

What was your father doing at the time when you were born?
What was his occupation? Miner.

A coal miner there.

Yes.

ind you said his name was John?

John Ridley.

All right. Did he ever describe his work experiences to you when he

msmthecoalnu.nesmKansas?
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No, because I lost my father when I was eight years old.
Oh, I see. Where were you living when he passed away?
I was living in Coal Valley, Kansas.

Now how did he die?

Accident with a gun.

Oh, I see. Did your mother raise you then after that?
My mother raised three children after that.

How did they come to move to Illinois?

Well, the reason they came to Illinois was on account of me, I was
re first., And then I got my stepfather a job and then they moved here.

When did your mother remarry? How old were you then?

I was thirteen. No, now wait a minute, I was eleven.
What was your stepfather's occupation?

Miner,

He was a miner also?

Yes.

And you said that you came to Illinois before they did?
Yes.

How did you get a job in Illinois?

”9??*9??*9??«9??*98’??9??9?‘9?39??

I attended a convention in Springfield, a miner's convention in 1930
andwhile there I met a friend of mine I went to school with. His name
was Ernie Minson and he told me if I ever wanted to come out here that he
would get me a job. Well, when I went back home, back into Missouri we
had some difficulties with the Union, (John L. Lewis) and I decided then
that my wife and I would come to Illinois. So I came here on the eighth
day of May, 1930.

Q: Now that would have been that Springfield comvention. What was the
purpose of it?

A: It was to form a constitution which John L. Lewis had failed to do.

He had supposed to have called a convention in order to produce a constitution
and he didn't do it so we tried to do it first, to be legal. But it

didn't work out that way. So that's how I got to Illinois,
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what were your feelings about that?
Well, I had been a strong advocate against Lewis for quite some time.
Why is that?

> QL

Because he controlled the union, mostly like a dictator. And I
dldn t believe in it.

Q: What type of thing did he do?

A: Well, for instance our district president, Jimmy Scahan, signed a
contract for the South West Coal operators association after Illinois, we
always were based on Illinpis. What ever Illinois did we done down

there. So Illinois signed up for six dollars a day. So we, our president
down there thought, 'Well, what is good for Illinois is good for us." So
he signed a contract in Kansas City, for six dollars a day. Well, before
he got back to his office in Pitsburg, Kansas, there was a telegram on

his desk stating that he will make the contract whenever one's to be
made.

Wife: Wwho is he?

A: Jon L. And so ours was eliminated, the contract was eliminated and
then he made a contract but he sold us down the river, he sold us.

Signed up for five dollars instead of six and that is the reason vhy 1
have been against him all my life. And in fact he fought us tooth and
toenail when Elcot was president and Ellie wouldn't give in to him because
he thought he was right. And one thing and another so district Fourteen
didn't care much for John L. so that was how things turned out.

Q: Now what was your occupation at the time, you were working in the
coal mine?

A: I was driving mules.

Q: At that time when you came to Illinois?

A: When I came to Illinois I was driving a mule, in fact a team, I was
driving two mules, one in front of the other. Twelve cents a day extra,
for the extra mule.

Q: Okay, now did you drive the mile in Kansas also?
A: Yes.

Q: And you drove in Illinois when you came here too?

A: Well, when I first come to Illinois I started out by helping the

track 1ayer Then there was one of the men got fired and he was a driller,
So they came to me and told me they would like for me to take his place
until the case was settled. So I did. Then after the case was settled,
the man got his job back, T was put in the gang, what we call four man
gang driving entries in bad work, where the roof was bad, see. And I
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drove a mile a little bit then. Then eventually they supplied us with a
motor.

Q: What year was that the motor came in?

AR R S T 2

A: Oh, that was,the motors had been in before that, a long time. That
was in 1930.

TN

So that all happened in your first year here in Illinois,

Q
i A: First year in Illinois, And then . . .

Q: DNow what mine were you in?
_ A: DNumber Nine, Langley. And I worked in the gang there for quite a
] vhile and then the superintendent come in one day and he said, "Bill, I
got a bossing job open on the night shift, Would you like to have it?"
Well,'" I said, "'Sure." It's every day work, see whether the mine worked
or mot. So I took it. So eventually, I worked at nights I think about
five years or a little over. Then I, one of the face bosses had got
killed his name was Martin Robbin, no, Martin Harrison, and I took his
place on the day shift, face bossing. And that's how I ended up.

Q: Okay.
Wife: You ended up . . .

T B e L S G2\ S SR AT Il b AT, T

At Number Nine, course Number Nine shut down and I went to Pana.
Which mine in Pana.

Seventeen.

What year was that?

In 1952,
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And then you worked there until retirement?

No, I worked there until they shut it down. And then I went to
Number Eight and they shut it down and I went from Number Eight to Number
Ten.

Q: And what were you doing in each of those places?

A: Well, in Number Eight I was helping the mine manager, kind of asaistant
mine manager and then when I went to Ten I worked over there watching.

Q: Why did you make those mwes?

A: Well, the company required it. The mine shut down and they moved me
over there.
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Q: Let me ask you, when you first became mine manager what type of
qualifications were required for that job?

A: You had to have your papers from the state. 1 got them in there now
I think, mother has them in there in that tin box in . . .

Q: Now, are you talking about the miner's papers or

A: Well, it is mine manager, examiner, you had to be an examiner, see,
take an examination from an examiner and also mine manager before you
could face boss.

Now, did you do all that before they asked you to be a mine manager?
Yes.

So you were qualified . . .

I was qualified when they asked me.

Did a lot of miners go ahead and get those papers?

Oh, yes.

e r Lo r L L

Just hoping that maybe they would be asked sometime?

A: Yes, even if you were an examiner, mine examiner, you had to have the
examiner's papers. And even the man who worked in the mine he had to
have the miner's papers fram the State of Illinois. Even just working at
the face,

Q: Now, did you apply for that job or did they just come and ask you?

A: They came and asked me.

Q: I see, all right. What, could I ask you, what type of things did you
have that maybe some of the other miners didn't have that made you qualified
for that job besides the papers?

A: Well, I had the experience from way back. I had started in the mines
when I was twelve years old. And I had coal mining experience all my
life and I think that's the reason why they singled me out.

Q: I see, all right, now, let's back up to, say, when the Progressives
first got started in 19327

A: I remember.
Q: Did you join the Progressives?

A: No. I didn't belong to any Union, I was a personnel. You see, a
face boss didn't belong to the miners . . .
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Q: Did you sympathize with the Progressives?

A: Well, in a way but not exactly everything. I didn't believe in some
of the tactics they used.

Q: Like what?

A: Like blowing up people's homes and one thing and another.

Wife: (laughs) I thought you were really against them!

A: I said I didn't believe in them,

Q: But you had said earlier that you were against John L. Lewis.

A: Yes, I didn't like his tactics, I didn't like the way he run it.

Q: So in that sense did you sympathize with the Progressives? The fact
that they didn't like John L. Lewis either and they were against him?

A: No, you see, Illinois was in the act of forming the United Mine
Workers themselves and lewis had failed to bring up this convention to
adopt the constitution. So we were trying to get a constitution adopted
before he did. That would force him out but it didn't work that way the
Jjudge ruled it against us. A judge from Dixon, Illinois. So that is the
way things turned out. A lot of the things the Progress:.ves had were
good things but I didn't like the tactics they used. I don't believe in

blowing up people's homes,

Q: No, I can understand that. What type of things did the Progressives
have that you liked?

A: Well, they believed in Union and oh, I don't know, all the things
that they did, they had different things that I liked though for all
these years. They believed in the eight hour day, they believed in a man
getting a decent wage, and things like that.

Q: Did you ever hear of the idea of job sharing?

A: No.

Q: Okay, that was one of the things the Progressives were pushing for in
the twenties, I believe, where they would share jobs among the workers

. like during slow down periods,

Yes.
Did you ever hear the men talk about that?

Yes.

S

How did they feel about it?
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A: They thought it was all right, job sharing I don't know . . . Well,
job sharing you see, is a man protecting another man's job the same as

his own. You see, in the Union, you done your job, and you didn't interfere
with anybody else. And that's what they meant by that job sharing, They
protected one another, yes, If they had a grievance and they didn't

think it was right they would stand by him and they would come out on
strike. They stuck together. That's the only way a union man can get
anything.

Q: I want to ask you about the different mines around here. Can you
tell me just what you know about the different ones we got around Taylorville?

A: Yes, Number Nine, Fifty-eight, and then Seven and Eight,

Okay .

And then they had Old Mine out here.,

Which one is that?

Well, I forget what they called it, Fifty-eight worked into it and

lcked up some of the coal coming out of there. You know where the B&O
and the Wabash cross out here?

BE L 2 &

Q: Yes.
A: Right in there.

Q: I see. Would that have been the Stonington mine that they called
that around in there?

A: No, it is Taylorville here.
Q: Taylorville, okay.

A: But I don't know what they called it. Of course it wasn't in operation
when I came here. But it had been in operation before but Fifty-eight

blowed into it.

Q: Underground?

A: Yes,

Q: It blew into it accidently or . . .

A: Noonwrpose,theywntedtofi:ﬂoutmatltmsmﬂtheyfound

old powder kegs and miner's tool boxes ard one thing and another.
Q: Would that mine have been started then around the turn of the century?
A: I think so,
Q: We don't know much about that mine.
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A: No, I wouldn't know anything about it.

Q: You began work in Number Nine and you also had worked in Number Ten?
Was that the old Number Ten you were talking about?

A: But I didn't work below in Number Ten.

Q: You were face boss?

A; No, I was a watchman,

Q: Watchman, okay. What other mines of these did you work in?

A: I worked in Seventeen and I worked in Number Eight and I went to
Number Seven for a few days to take the place of a fellow over there
while he was on vacation.

Now, were these mines, they were all run by Peabody?

Yes,

Were they all run pretty much the same?

Practically the same operation, the same thing.

They had different bosses, though.

e Lo 8

Oh, yes, they had different superintendents and mine managers, and
face bosses

Q: Have ever heard that maybe one group of the bosses was better than
another mine's bosses?

No, I worked for a fellow that I thought was pretty good.
Who was that?

Johnny Hardy.

I have heard of his name, John Hardy.

> o> oz

And to my estimation his haulage, his main haulage down below is the
best I have ever seen. He kept it clean and took care of it and that is
how he got his coal out. Good haulage means good tomnage.

%:la}bwdoesagoodminebossgoaboutdoing that? How does he insure
t?

A: You just got to practice that. You just got to maintain it. Just
like you would a highway you got to keep in contact with it and take care
of it. He had the best haulage I have ever seen in a mine around here.

Q: Do some mine bosses just kind of sit back and let the workers do it
or something? You say they loose contact?
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A: Yes, I think they loose contact. Quite a few of them, bossing is
t‘runkmg about the tomnage mostly, they don't think about haulage, haulage
is the main thing for your tonnage. If you can't get over your track and
put your coal on the bottom where it could go up, you are not going to
get no tonnage. You got to have good track for good haulage.

Q: Now to get good haulage does that mean you have to pick the rock out
and the sulfur and that type of thing?

A: No.

Q: What does haulage mean? What is the difference between tomnage and
haulage?

A: Well, haulage is where you bring your coal from the face to the
bottom. You got good track, clean track you can get it there but if you
don't you have trouble.

Q: And clean track is?

A: Ch, yes, good haulage makes good tonnage.

Q: What does clean track mean?

A: Well you got the, for instance you got a dirt gang at night, if you
have a fall onyourmain line you got to get that cleaned up, you can't
just leave it lay like a lot of them did.

Q: Oh, I see.

A: All they done was just scatter it out and just as long as the rail
was clean, okay. But he got in there with his men and cleaned it up and
kept it clean.

Q: Now does keeping it clean help the efficiency then of getting it out?

A: The coal to the bottom. That is the main object. He had the best
haulage I ever seen down in the coal mine.

Q: How was his relationship with his workers?

A: Good.

Q: What type of things would he do for them, to help them?

A: Oh, he would help anybody, he had a heart as big as that radio or
that television there. He would help anybody. But he wanted people to
do their work he wouldn't let them slack. They had to do their work or
they couldn't work for him.

Q: What would he do if they couldn't get their work done?

A: Well, he would just put them someplace where they'd havd to do it.
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Like what type of place would you have to do the work?
Well, what they called the dirt gang.
What does the dirt gang do?

> e xR

They work at night. Aman don't, he'd rather be home at night and
work in the day time.

Q: Well, describe a little bit more about the relationship with his
workers?

A: Well, I think everybody liked Johnny. 1In fact they got a lot of coal
out for him. He was, he was a likeable guy. He would come around and he
would pinch you on the leg, and he would laugh and talk to you and he
wouldn't think he was better than anybody else, he was just down to
earth,

Q: What one thing, do you think, distinguished him from other bosses
that weren't as good?

A: I think his attitude, The way he conducted himself around the men.
He wouldn't take any foolishness but he would stick up for you if he

thought you was right.

Q: Were you that type of boss?

Yes. That's the way he was.

I mean, were you that type of boss when you started doing it?
Well, I never asked the men to do anything I wouldn't do myself.

Was it ever hard to maintain a close relationship with the workers?

> e r L

Oh, yes, sometimes it is hard to suit some workers. You couldn't get
along with them even if you would try to do them a favor they still
wouldn't accept it. There was a lot of people that way but most generally
the majority were pretty good people. I found that as long as you treated
them like you would want somebody to treat you they would come through

for you.

Q: All right, I have heard that in the 1920s ard early 1930s, a lot of
immigrants had come to work in the mines.

A: Well, I don't know in the 1930s, I don't remember, but at that time
Langleyville you know, is a lot of foreigners out there,

Q: What were they mostly?

A: Italians. And of course there was some Polish people, I don't remember
too many though.








































