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John Ralph Sexson, Springfield, Illinois, July 10, 1985.
Carl Oblinger and Kevin Corley, Interviewers.

Q: Did the Progressive Miners get back to work in Taylorville [after the
strike of 1932]?

A: Some of them got back to work. A lot of them never did go back to
work.

Q: After the strike in the 1930s how did they choose which ones could
come back to work and which ones couldn't?

A: You mean the company?

Q: Yes,

A: Well, at that time we had what's called a pit committeeman who took
care of your grievances and stuff like that. But in those days we didn't
have so much influence. I mean more of the company done just, not all
that it pleased but to a greater extent at that time than since. At that

time there was no seniority. If they wanted to take you off a shift they
would, and change you off without your will,

Q: Even with the United Mine Workers around they could do these things?
A: Right. Especially when they brought those machines in.

Q: I see. So like you say, the pit committeeman had very little say.

A: That is right. He would say he was going to bat for you but you knew
he wouldn't get the job done. We all knew that. Until 1948, along there
someplace, we got a pit man who would take an interest in us against the
superintendent and fight for us.

Q: Before that time in the thirties, say you had some grievances or if
you wanted your job back, the pit committeeman didn't have much say. Who
had the say?

A: The mine campany. The caompany.

Q: I see. And where you worked at the Peabody mines, who was that
person?

A: You mean the superintendent?
Q: Yes.
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A: At that time it was Jolnny Abrell.
Q: Johnny Abrell.

A: A-B-R-E-L-L. Never had any problems with Johnny Abrell irwolving
himself. He was the one that put me on the job as hoisting engineer. It
was before the time I was supposed to do it.

Before that I was working down below and I used to fumigate the wash
houses. Not too often but once in a while. And you supposedly were to
get all your clothes out. Well, I was off. I had to go to the hospital
for two or three days and I wasn't there to get my clothes. When I got
back my clothes were all burmed. So I went to the pit committeeman. I
told him what happened, "Why I can't afford to buy these clothes. I only
work three days a week and have a salary of $4.75 a day and I'm going to
have to buy a new outfit of clothes. Why, I think the company should pay
for it." '"Well, I'll speak to the superintendent," [the pit committeeman
said.] The next morning he said, '‘The superintendent wants to talk to
you but they don't want me up there." [the superintendent did not say
that]; he didn't want to go up with me.

That's what I mean about going to the committeeman for help. And of
course Johnny Abrell, he might just as soon have straightened me up and
said they're not going to pay for it and that's it. I got no other
recourse, But that's the only time he and I ever had a little bit of a
round. I went down and bought my clothes.

Q: Okay that's really interesting. When did you start working at the
Peabody mines?

A: 1932. 1 think in July if I remewber right.

Q: 1932, You started off working for Peabody mines. Were you a member
of the United Mine Workers then?

A: Just as soon as you go to work you're a member.

You're a member automatically?

Automatically.

Okay.,

You have all the privileges or whatever of the United Mine Workers.

e r Lo xR

: I'm going to back up a little more. Had you lived in the Taylorville
area all your life before then?

A: Yes, in Christian County.
Q: Christian County. You were born what date?
A: February third, 1908.
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February third, 1908, Okay, and where were you born?
Millersville.
Millersville.

It don't exist anymore. Between Pana and Taylorville. It's still

there but there's not much left.

Q:
A:

I see. And your parents were from that area, too?

They were from Illinois T guess. My mother was raised south of

Stonington, May Township mainly. My father, I'm not sure where he lived
in the state of Illinois.

Q:

e r e r o »

A:

Was he a coal miner?

He was in the end. He went to work as a company man. Watchman.
Okay. Before that he had other jobs?

Just, mostly farming.

But he was farmimg and stuff like that.

Yes. In fact they owned a small farm,

Up until the time that you actually took a job you lived with them?
Well, T wasn't home all the time. I was out working someplace. I

was in the army for one year, then got out of that. Then I stopped in
Colorado and worked there through the summer and then I came back home.

Q:

> e r o Z

And what kind of work were you doing in Colorado? Was it mining?
Ranch,

Ranch work.

Mainly putting up hay and things like that.

Okay. So then you started working in July of 1932.

Yes. I met my wife in 1931. We were married in 1932. So I went to

work around there,

Q:
A:

I see. Were you working somewhere else before you went to work . . .
On the farm. One dollar a week. (laughter) Six days a week. Got

married, got foolish. (laughter)

Q:

Then you were working for other farmers in the area?
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Right.

And what area was that? Around Taylorville?

No, it was close to Stonington, Illinois.

Stonington.

Yes,

You worked beginning of course in July, 1932. What mine?
Mine Number Seven.

And that's located where?

Kincaid.

LT L L Lo Lo >

: In Kincaid. Okay, you mentioned the kind of job that you had when
you first started.

A: It was picking, what they call picking rock to start with. That's on
top, the tipple. The coal comes up to dump it on conveyors and then as
it comes off the fly wheel you pick the rock out. And that I did, it was
only just a short time I went to the superintendent and told him I didn't
think much of that job., I'd like to get down below if I could. He said,
"You come in and see me Monday morning.'" I did and he sent me down
below.

I worked on the bottom. You understand what the bottom means around the
coal mine? [Correction directed to Carl Oblinger's assistant, Kevin
Corley, also involved in this interview.] That's the immediate vicinity
of the cage where you go down.

K: Oh, I see.

A: Then off that you're inside. And I spent about twelve years, I

think, below and they had a sign up on top, I'd noticed it before, "Anybody

interested in being a hoist engineer come to the office. Well, I thought

there's no chance, no use to try it or someone on top will try for it . .
Finally I went to the superintendent and asked him. He says, "Yo;

want to do it? You can start breaking into it and do it on your own

time. But I can't pay you nothing for it.'" I said, "Okay, I'm going to

take a shot at it." _

So T did. I started in and I'd work my own shift and then I'd come back
out at night and practice the hoist and play with the generator and stuff
like that.

Then finally I took the examination and got passed. Of course I came
down to Springfield and paid my dues to the State of Mines and Minerals.
I got my certificate and went back and it was the third day they put me
on top as a laborer. They said, ""This is all we can do right now. You
can go help with supplies and bring down supply and stuff like that." So
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the third day I was on this job, the engineer--he was a young fellow--got
strep throat. And they told him whatever he does stay out of the hot
sun. Well, he got out there. They had these old car races out in the
State, I mean County Fair, Christian County. He went out there. He was
interested in those things and he got all heated up and the fever started
up and they never did stop it. He died a day later. Then I came along
on third shift.

Q: I see.

A: 1It's a bad way to get a job but I was qualified for it. He died so I
got it.

Q: What year was that?
A: About 1945.

Q: Oh, I see. Then you were working for a considerable amount of time
before you became the hoist engineer.

A: That is right. I was down below twelve years. Then came on top.
Q: What were you doing down below? What kind of work was that?

A: Coupling empties on the bottom. FEmpty coal barrels you know. Of
course the hoist would go off the track and down the run-around and I'd
couple them up and they're ready to go back inside again.

Q: That's rough work isn't it?

A: It is, looking back over it. It is., At that time I was young, see.
I could handle it. I look back at things how we always got messed up,
hands broke, or mashed, or whatever between those cars.

Q: And you had your hands broken?

A: No. I was lucky. I never even got a finger mashed. But coupling
those cars these buckles come together and sometimes if you don't watch
they'll bang into them like that and you're down between them. If you're
not careful you'll get squeezed between them, bad.

Q: Did that happen to other people that were . . .
A: Tt has, yes.

Q: Yes. Was it really difficult back in those days? I mean were there
a lot of those kind of accidents going on in the thirties?

A: More so than there is now, yes. I remember very well my son-in-law
was down and we had a car off the track. You had to have a little help
in that case. He come down to help me. So he was helping couple back.
The hoist never stops. It keeps going, cars piling behind. So he was
going to help me couple back cut and he bent down between a car and I
thought he was going to get out and I was going to scream at him but he




John Ralph Sexson 6

didn't and the car just happened between them two bumps and I mean it was
a mess.

Q: Ch, my.

A: It about made me sick. I didn't think about it, I thought for sure
he'd get out of there before those cars bumped, but he didn

Q: Why were there more accidents like that in the thirties?

A: Well, I don't know really. They wasn't up on safety like they are
now. In the coal mines or the union, either one. Observe safety rules
like they do now. It's a lot better now but still in a deep shaft mine
there will be a lot of accidents, I think.

Q: And that's because?

A: Well, your quarters are so close down there you haven't got much room
to work with. Your walking surface is not that good and you get a big
machine in there like a continuous miner and either side you haven't got
much clearance. You get in there and this thing squeezes a little bit
and you are pinned right there, like that.

Q: 1 see,

A: If somebody is a little bit careless, which they shouldn't do, it
will do that.

Q: What kind of machine was that?
A: Continuous miner.
Q: Okay, is that the digger or the . . .

A: This one goes right into the face. No cutting, no shooting. Really.
They would go in and cut these places and drill them and shoot them.
Powder or air. It's got to be air anymore. Now this machine goes right
in there. It's got a huge head on, oh, ten, twelve or fifteen feet that
it takes. It goes right into the face of the coal. It takes itself
right into the coweyor and back into the buggy. What they call a buggy.

Q: Oh, no wonder it is called a contimuous miner it just does the entire
operation.

A: That is right. That is right. Brerything is loaded up. It loads it
into these buggies. I call them buggies and they'd take this out to the
belt head and dump it into a . .

Q: Clcay, who takes it out to hook it up? 1Is that what you did? Okay,
here's the way I'm getting the picture. You have a buggy here, continuous
miner, as the corweyor is loading this up how does this get hooked on to
go up to the topside?




John Ralph Sexson 7

A: Well, this here don't go on top. This man driving this buggy goes to
what they call a belt head out maybe two or three entries to where the
main belt is and they got a place there to dump on the top that takes the
coal out to the bottom ard then on top. It was all the belt out at
Number Ten I'm talking about.

Q: (h, I see. 1Is there a room there for a hoist engineer?

A: You mean the hoist engineer? I was there when I quit, retired.
There on top. You could go down to the men and supplies, you see come in
a hole there.

Q: I see. I see what that is.

A: And they got two elevators now for each, for the north hole and for
the south hole. But at the center hole, the men still go down with the
dolly car it was called. It goes down the slopes on a track. Ard that
was my job when I retired.

Q: I see. When did this contimuous engineer, continuous miner come in?
A: T beg your pardon.
Q: When did this continuous mining machine come in?

A: Oh, let me see, I think we had one there in the early 1950s if I
remember right, we had one come in at that time.

Q: I see.

A: Now they got what we call a conwentional miner. It's a cut machine
and a loading machine and drill. I think we got one standing there.

Q: Okay, so back in 1932 you didn't have to contend with this machine?
A: No! Nol!

Q: What kind of equipment was taken there in the . . .

A: That was one of the things that come up about that time when they
changed over to what they called loading machines. The coal would be
drilled and shot. Then the loading machines would go in and rake it up
on a big am onto a comveyor and then back into a mine car, what we call
pit cars. They would hold about three tons each. When the motorman got
strained, what they couldn't handle, twenty to twenty-five of these cars,
then he would go to the bottom ard they would be dumped into what you
call a shaft. At that time when these loading machines came in the
miners raised quite a hell about it. But John L. Lewis said, "You're
going to have to do this or else we're going to be ocut of business." So
they didn't.

Mine Number Eight employed twelve hundred men, loading by hand. When the
loading machines came in that cut off five to six hundred men. They
would go out there for their turn at working and it got to be where you
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just simply couldn't do it so they lost their jobs. But if they hadn't
done that the mines would have been down years ago, I believe. They had
to come to a way they could get more coal out and do it cheaper.

So with loading machines, I think John L. Lewis was very smart in allowing
them instead of calling a big strike to try to stop them. That would
have been impossible. And that is just about the time the Progressive
Organization was in. They didn't like those kind of things where they
was almost dictated as to what to do. John L. Lewis, although he might
have been a dictator, he was a very shrewd man. I know they formed the
Progressive Union and tried to break up the United Mine Worker's but it
didn't work. So we had a little battle for a year and a half, two years.

Q: Okay, you said five to six hundred men were knocked off of work. Was
that . . .

A: Because of loading machines.
Q: Because of loading machines, was that in 1932 when this happened?
A: 1931 they started putting the machines in.

Q: I see, and that was pretty modern operation for those days, wasn't
it?

A: Right.
Q: It was really up to date.

A: Peabody Coal Company, at that time, they was up on the most modern
mine machinery you could get.

Q: Weren't those mines like Number Eight ard some of those others in the
Midland tract the most productive mines that Peabody or any company had?

A: They were at that time, yes,

Q: They really were able to put out the tons of coal?

A: And you couldn't believe it. When I worked on top and watched them
hoist this coal and dump it T had no idea. T couldn't understand how
they could get those cars on so fast on the bottom. You see they dumped
four cars in about 56 seconds froam the top to the bottom and back down.
Q: Yes.

A: And T had to get on the bottom to see how in the world they could go
that fast.

Q: Yes, it's interesting. (tape stopped)

Q: Okay, let's back up. I think there's a good question. I asked you
about five to six hundred men being laid off, and I asked what happened
to them? Where they went? And I am doing this so we can get it on the
tape recorder now. You had said that they had just stayed in the area?
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A: Yes, the biggest part of them. Some would go back to Springfield or
Decatur. Places to work. A few went to Detroit but they didn't stay
long. They soon came back.

Q: Okay, what did they do? Did they just look for odd jobs, or they got
other jobs?

A: You mean around where they lived?
Q: Yes.

A: Yes, odd jobs or a job closer to home or whatever. But the coal mine
was out. They never did go back to work.

Q: I liked your question [you wished to ask] a lot, Kevin.
K: Yes, how did they decide who to lay off at that time?

A: If you was a good machine operator, I am talking about a loading
machine operator or hoist engineer or something along that line, then you
was pretty well sure you would keep your job. Just an ordinary labor
person, he might be laid off.

Q: I see, Were there a lot of grievances filed by these men?
A: The ones that were laid off?
Q: Yes.

A: Not too many, no. As I said, at that time the comittee wasn't too
strong anyway, and I don't know if any of what we called the cases were
taken up., It was very few times the miners were successful in doing to
much good. It would be just up to the superinterndent to make the decision.

K: Was there anything specific about those people who were laid off?
Were they lazy workers?

A: No, no, that didn't make any difference I don't think. Seeing some
that have been hired since then you begin to wonder how they evaluate a
man when they hire him.

K: What about ethnic groups? Were they of a certain ethnic group?

A: Well, at that time there was more Italians than any other ethnic
group at the coal mine. There were an awful lot of Italians, And some
of the mines in different places have a lot of the Polish people working
in the coal mine too. Outside of that, Polish and Italians, other ethnic
groups I don't know of that worked at the coal mine. The last few years
they have had to put on blacks and stuff like that. Minorities have
first shot at it.

K: Was one group laid off more than the other?
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A: No, I don't think so. No, I wouldn't say that.

Q: So it just seemed the men who had the skills, the ones that could
actually operate the machines, I guess.

A: I am sure that was it, yes.

Q: Yes, it could possibly be that the ethnics got laid off because they
didn't have the skills,

A: Some ethnic groups were operators. They were machine operators.
Yes.

Ch, yes, they were good miners. Don't get me wrong there.

How did they get to the position of being machine operators?

e o

Well, if you're working inside and you take an interest in what they

was domg and going on down there you might try or might kind of have the
operators show you what to do and stuff like that. And finally you would
go to the superintendent or the mine manager and ask him about it. He's

the boss below.

The mine master?

The mine manager.

The mine manager. Who was that again?

He is below. The mine manager, bosses and the whole bit.

I see.

And he is the one who generally says, 'Well, I'll let you try out on
loadlng mac

by @ 20 =2 0

Q: Who was that person at that time in 1931-1932?

A: George Mosey. By the way, he is still living. M-0-S-E-Y I believe.
George must be 93, 94 years old. He has got a daughter that lives right
close to me in Kincaid. He's going to come there to visit, is there now.
I always manage to get down and talk to him. I worked for him, I done my
job, ad of course that pleased him. He was always glad when I came down
to say something to him when he was back there visiting at his daughter's,
ard he's getting pretty feeble. But I'll tell you his mind is just as
sharp as a tack.

Q: Was he impartial or did he have a particular way of picking a person
to become a machine operator?

A: No, I don't think so, unless he had a grievance against you or something
like that. That might have had something to do with it but just a mine

run, no. If you could do your work and George knew you could do it, you
would get the job.















































































