Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interviefw conducted by
R. C. Rhodes for the Oral History Office of Sangamon Statel University on
December 28, 1972 in Springfield, Illinois., Chris Skoczyngki transcribed
the tape and Susan Jones edited the transcript.

Ray Tombazzi was born in Cordenons, Italy on December 4, 1802, He started
to work in the coal mines in 1918 in Tilden, Illinoils as a coal loader.
He also worked as a mule driver, then as a general utility man until 1922
when he worked in the coal fields in Benton, Tllinois. In 1932 he was
promoted to the position of motorman. In 1934 he went to Washington, D.C.

and organized WPA workers. Between mining jobs, Mr. Tombagzi worked in
Detroit in the auto industry. He was also involved in numerous contract
negotiations for the coal miners. Mr, Tombazzi died on August 8, 1980.

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 University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It mpy not be
reproduced in whole or inm part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without written permission from the Oral History Office, Spngamon State
University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Ray Tombazzi, December 28, 1972, Springfield, Illinois. |

R. C. Rhodes, Interviewer.

Q: We're reminiscing about your affiliations with the coal mining industry
and the unions. First, Mr. Tombazzi, would you state your name and vital
statistics and tell us where you've mined and what jobs you've held as a
miner and as a union official?

A: My name is Ray Tombazzi. 1 started in a coal mine in 1918 in Tilden,
Illinois as a coal loader with my father in the entry. I worked there

about a year loading coal, then I got to driving a mule, then I was a
general utility man: cleaned rocks, cleaned roads, made switches, drove
mules, trapped and rode trips. Then I worked down in the gmall coal
fields until about 1922 in the mines of Benton. 1 went to Taylorville,
I1linois and I was engaged in solid shooting in Taylorville--mine No. 50,
Peabody Coal Company. From there I went to driving a mule in mine No,
58, Rode trips and run a motor, That's about the size of it, then I
went to No., 9. I was blackballed in [mine No.] 58 in 1929 and then T
went to work at No. 9 and went as a trip rider. Then the strike broke
out in 1932, I worked there as a trip rider and I think I was a motorman
when the mime went om strike,

Q: Motorman? That's sort of a dangerous job, isn't 1it?
i
A: No. It's on haulage. No, fatalities among motormen i$ very low.
It's more trip riders than coal diggers. They're more exp¢sed to injuries
than motormen.

Q: Did you have to join the union at the same time you started mining?

A: Definitely, yes., In my day when you first went into the mine, you
went in as an apprentice, You only got half a turn~~I forgot to embody
that in my statement. That meant that if the turn was six cars, you and
your father could load nine. That's all you were eligible for. After
you received your mining papers, then you were a full-fledged coal mimer,
Then you got the full turn,

Q: How long was it before you got the mining papers?

A: I believe at that time you worked two years as an apprantice., Then
you made an application for your mining papers and then you were a full-
fledged miner.

Q: That came from the state?

A: Yes, you were examined by a state mine examining board.
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Q¢ Would you have to go before them or would they come oﬁt to the mines?

A: No, in those days you had to go and take an examinatiom. They would
give you an oral or written. I don't remember exactly how it was, but I
believe it was written in my day., They asked you questionms about
ventilation and different facets of the mine that you shoulld be
acquainted with in the two years that you worked,

Q: What was the purpose of that regulation?

A: It was the state law that an apprentice couldn't go inko the mine
without his father. He had to have somebody that had knowledge of working
the face. You couldn't go to the face without an experienfed coal miner
so you had to be an apprentice for two years. Then he coutd get his
papers and he could go in by himself or he could sign up fpr some other
apprentice, which I had done in my time. Then he worked uptil he served
up his apprenticeship and then he would have to go before the board to

get his papers, If he passed, then he would go back to the mine until it
was time to take another examination.

Q: As far as you can remember, this has always been in mining?

A: Yes. I think it became a law in 1904. I think that's when the
legislature passed it,

Q: What caused this? A mining accident?

A: Yes, I believe it was. I don't know the nature of what prompted them
to do it, but it was one of the facets in the lawmaking that had to be
done, I guess.,

Q: When you started mining, what did you think the coal upion stood for
at that time?

A: The coal union was for the betterment of men's wages and conditions.
Under the union we were led to believe~-which it was--that if you didn't
have someone to relay your grievances, you were at the mergy of the coal
operator or whoever your employer was, without any redress, If you were
union, you would take up your case with the pit committeeman who was your
representative--that's the first plateau--and then if he didn't agree,
you could tske it up with the president., If the president didn't agree,
you could take it up with the board member who was a representative of
your district., Then they would go through the group board and if they
didn't agree to your problem there, they would take it up with the joint
group board.

Q: After the joint board, what happened?

A: If the joint board didn't agree on it, they would send it to an
arbitrator., His decision was supposed to be final, but it was very
seldom well-accepted because it seems as though he predominantly went
against the workers for some reason. That was about the esasence of the
case,
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Q: In the early days, what was the percentage of cases that got all the
way to the top and justice was done?

A: Percentage-wise I just couldn't pin it down., In my diﬁtrict, when I
was a board member here, I'd say 10 percent of the cases that were actually
grievances that came within the mine came to me.

Q: So you're saying that the remainder, 90 percent, had pyrobably as much
cause on the one side for the problem as there was on the ppposite side?

A: No, they would settle between the committeeman and the| president.
Q: Oh,-it was settled before it got to you?
A: Yes, Before it got to me, it was settled locally.

Q: You said earlier that the union was there to settle these grievances
and arguments that cropped up. Now, as you look back, do you think your
early views of the union were accurate?

A: Definitely, It was the only recourse we had to get any justice

because, as I said before, we were at the mercy of the coal operators,

You would have no grievance committee to take your problem: to--no one,

Of course, later on the legislation was enacted in Roosevelt's term: The
Wagner Act which gave us more leeway. Then the National Lpgbor Relations
Board stressed more on unions., We had a right to organize, which heretofore
was a hard thing to do. It was on the statute books but npbody would

give us any support on them until Roosevelt came in,

Q: Has the purpose of the union changed any between the time when yom
first became a member and the present day union, or have they basically
remained the same? What's the difference between the unio? of today and
that of 1924 or 19257 1

1
A: 1I'd have to classify the union of my day and the unionjof today--the
union today is a dues collecting agency. That is it's preyalent . . . I
don't see any unionism at all comparable to my days of minfng—-no, not
one iota. It's just a dues collecting agency. Take for ipstance (the
Teamsters Union and the Miners Union). It seems like the bigger they
get, the bigger thieves they are. For instance, the Teamsters Union:
Tobin was in prison, Hoffa was in prison. There's so many that I just
can't name them all., The justice department has got more cases pending
on shakedowns of contractors and coal operators and every facet of industry
that is subject to blackmailing or whatever category you wgnt to put them
in. No, unionism today is nothing compared to what it was;in our days.
In our days a union member would be disciplined and reprimgnded. They
used to be fined for abrogating the constitution or the bylaws; today
they seem to do anything they want--there are no restricti¢ns., I'd say
the union today is a farce,

Q: You remember John L. Lewis, don't you, Ray?

A: Yes, I do, very distinctly.
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Q: Could you describe John L. Lewis?

A: I had one occasion with him, It was a meeting in 192% or 1930.

There was an international representative by the name of Bandy Williams.
I was blackballed by the Peabody Coal Company and I encountered Mr.
Williams at the Leland Hotel standing on the corner. He agked me whare I
was going and I said, "Well, I'm looking for work." And he said, "Why
don't you come and work with me?" He says, "I think I cam get you a job.
I'm in the southwest—-—-Oklahoma and Arkansas." And he says, "I need some
help down there." He says, "Why don't you go up and see John L. He's in
town at the Leland Hotel.," '"Well," I said, "By God, I've tturned him down
a couple times but I'm desperate, I'll go up and have a talk with him."

So I went up on the fourth or fifth floor--he had a whole guite of rooms
up there--and as soon as I got off the elevator two men grabbed me and
shook me down. I resented that, but there was nothing I aould do. I
went down to his room and two more men shook me down again, then I went
in and seen John, Mr, Williams introduced me to Mr, Lewis and Mr, Lewis
proceeded to tell me that they needed young men like me--joung and
aggressive with a union spirit--and they should stay withim the realms of
the union instead of fighting from the outside. Of course, I'd been
fighting him on the outside for some time.

He said that Mr. Williams had highly recommended me to him and that he
agreed to let me go with Mr, Williams to work. Mr. Kennedy, I think, was
the secretary-treasurer at that time and he would advance me some money
to go down with., But he said, "You must remember that yoy've got to stay
in your father's house." Well, I resented that and I just told him,
"Well, I don't think I'll accept it." So I left him on tHose grounds and
never did go.

Q: You say the man's name was Bandy Williams?

A: They called him Bandy. He's from Taylorville originalily and was the
international representative, He tried to get me before. : John Lewis _
would have his representatives out and anybody that wouldﬁget a thorn in
his side, he'd try to get them in,

Q: What was down in Oklahomaw-~coal mines?

A: Oh, yes. GCoal mines were down in the southwest--it was Arkansas and
Kansas., We had a fellow from Kansas come up here and he died of a broken
heart. He was the president of the outfit down there. Don't you remember
Howat? ‘

Q: I thought that was the name of the fellow that was latger the lie+tenant
governor of Colorado. Wasn't his name Howat?

A: They brought him up after John Walker stepped out, Dgn't you reﬁember
that?

Q: Alexander Howat. OCkay. When was the next time you sgw John L. lewis?
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A: I never saw him again, but Congressman Fries, who was jthe former:
sheriff of Macoupin County and later on was elected legislator, was a
personal friend of mine. Then he was elected to Congress jand he went to
Washington, He called up from Washington and asked me to have a meeting
with him. He wanted me and a fellow by the name of John Hattuello to
have a talk with him, I told him that he'd have to get a jhold of Battuello
himself because I had no way of contacting him, and I douht if I could
entice him to come and talk because he was more on the radical side than
I was and his theories didn't coincide with mine, I was positive that I
couldn't get him to come and talk to us because he abhors politicians
anyhow. I said, "You'll have to make that stance yourself."

I came up here in the St, Nick Hotel with Fries and he told me that John
L. Lewis wanted me to go along with him., He told me that John L., Lewis
called him in his office and asked him if he could do anything with me
and John Battuello. He said, "Maybe I can do something wijth Tombazzi but
I don't think I can do anything with Battuello, but I'll try." And then
he up and told me that he sent a cab over to Taylorville tio come and get
me and told me that he wanted to go along with John L. Lewis. Of couyrse
I was with him and had dinner with him and I got here about eight and I
didn't get home until about two that morning. He was pergistent that I
give in and go along with Lewis, Fries himself had picked up the job
that I should have because 1'd lobbied over here at the state house
before, Frank knew that I could mix pretty well with the :legislators and
talk on problems concerning the miners. Fries suggested that Lewis would
put me in as a lobbyist, which Lewis agreed--but I wouldn'it agree. I
turned it down. Frank said that he would send my airplangq ticket, but I
told him it was no use because I wasn't coming to Washing?on.

Q: This was in what year?

A: That happened in 1934, I'd been there before to Washfngton., I
organized WPA workers and we were working for 22 cents a Hour even there

in Taylorville., 1I'd wrote to Frank Fries about my case and told what my
plight was. He said, "You get your papers ready and come up here., I'll
take you right up to the WPA administrator."” I got there jon a Wednesday--—
1'd come in at eight on the bus and by ten I was in the WQA administrator's
office, Frank said that he was going home Friday and there was no need for
me to go home on the bus, He said, "Why don't you ride hgme with me?" When
I came home to Taylorville, the WPA administrator was here waiting for me.

In two months I had the prevailing rate of wages in all the respective
classifications. From 22 cents an hour, the cement finishers got 80

cents, the carpenters got 85 cents, the common laborers 6%s cents—-eyerybody
in their respective classifications got their wages., We used to get|$44

a month., We got 22 cents a hour, I don't know how many hours that jnvolves;
I think 5% days a week per month. So when we made our $44, we'd mooglight at
something else., That's what Fries did for me, I guess hq thought that he
could get me to go along with John L. Lewis, but I turned him down. |

b

Q: How wag Fries affiliated with the govermment?
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A: He was a congressman in our respective district, at that time the
apportionment put him in our district. He was representatfjive in Macoupin
County. He was sheriff, then he was representative, then jhe run for

Q: How long was he in Congress?

A: He didn't stay long; I think he went two terms.

Q: Going back to Lewis, do you think he was a good labor leader?

A: 1'd say he was ruthless. He had a lot of strong-arms in the field,
Anybody that gave him any trouble, he'd send out his squad and put them
in line. If the local union didn't go along with the provisional
government, he took away the autonomy from the local union. He was .
ruthless but he did some good; he got more pay and he set up the welfare.
He had the foresight, Of course, a lot of little operatoys took thejaxe
from him, There was no question about the illusion betwean the operators
and the union., A lot of people would take issue with me, but I stil
maintain that the little operators went [out] by the collusion of th big
operators of the union.

Q: Did you know Lewis when he was mining in Panama?

A: All I knew was that I went down to his local and had Him hold their
dues in obeisance, but it wasn't the next meeting that thqy voted it back
again. He and his brother were working at the Cosgove-Mann Coal Company.
He was the president of the local and his brother was secgetary-treasgurer.
I was one of them; there were three of us went down there ;that night and
they voted, Of course it was a small crowd but nevertheldss they voted
to hold their dues in obeisance. But I don't think they gkipped one
payment, I

0
Q: That's a long way from Panama to the head of the nati*nal union.

r
A: Yes. 1
Q: He made it in a relatively short time, didn't he?

A: My recollection is that somebody died along the way. Wasn't it White?
I don't remember just how Lewis stepped up the ladder,

Q: Could you give me some more comparisons or contrasts hetween the;two
unions, the Progressive Mine Workers and the United Mine Workers?

A: All of the local unions in the Progressive Miners had their autopomy
and they took up their cases amd their contract as they wdgre supposed to
and they would get recognition when they took up their cage through
different channels. But the militancy of the Progressive iMiners
deteriorated too, in time, because there got to be more office seekefs

than there was principal union leaders. Claude Pearcy, t;e first president,
tried to run a second time, He called me into the officejand asked me if
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I wouldn't go along with him and he'd take care of me. I gaid, "You're
talking to the wrong party because I wouldn't vote for you for nothing
now." Our relationship fell off quick. : '
Anytime he wanted anything in Taylorville, Pearcy would call me up; he
wouldn't trust the others. He'd always call me or a fellow by the name
of George Ritchie, but he wouldn't talk to Stanley, Stanley was the
president of the amalgamated local and I was the vice-pregident. He
[Stanley] confided in me and I finally exposed him. He was on the Peabody
payroll-~the president of our amalgamated local. To avoiq any confusion
I told him, "If you don't resign today, I'm going to expogde you." So he
did., For a long time Jack Stanley was scared to death that I was going
to blow it out, but I never did. Argus told me himself, he said, "Your
president is on our payroll," And I said, "I wouldn't dodbt it." I
didn't dispute his word,

0f course, they blew up his house and made a little show af 1it, They
bombed my home twice and I got shot once. I've been incancerated I don't
know how many times--$385,000 worth of bonds, I was a bogrd member here
in this district. I used to go to John Mezo's out on Jefflerson Street.

I used to go there because John was from Kincaid and I knqw him and his
wife, And I go in there frequently and take a few drinks« There was a
girl in there who was always making a pass at me and someliody in there
told me, "That girl wants to get with you." I said, "Well hell, she's a
streetwalker,”" She kept making passes at me and drove by .and said, "Hello.,"
So fimally I got with her, I went with her about six months., I always
suspected she was a plant, but she became infatuated withime., I was in
the hotel one night and I told her, "You're a streetwalker and I'm an
official of the union--not that I'm any better than you bdcause I'm ebout
as bad as a renegade. I'm a whoremonger and everything else as far as
that is concerned." But I said, "You being a streetwalkey and me walking
the streets with you and holdimg this office, I just can'f§ do it, I can't
go with you." And by God, one nmight she committed suicide {in my room, I
think she was a plant, but it backfired on them, She gotjin love with

me. .

Q: From your different vantage points, you saw the mine ﬁar develop,
Taylorville seemed to be pretty much of a fortress for the United Mipe
Workers, The Progressives really didn't get into Taylorville like they

got into Springfield, Gillespie and the other towns, Werd the Progrfssives
organized in Taylorville? ' |

A: Oh yes, definitely. We were strong but the element fzxom the outLide
came in and took our jobs. Then gradually the hometowners were invelgled
into going back to work. Of course I tried in 1936, but there was np way;
we weren't making any headway with the miners, We were at a standstill.
We would have whipped them into submission if there hadn't been any
collusion with Lewis and the Peabody Coal Company., We had them going our
way but the United Mine Workers . . . I know at ome timej;Jack Glasgow,
who was a sub-district president of the Taylorville distrjct, and Juglett
who was the vice-president, and some other guy went up to;Argus and was
going to kill him, I told him by God, he better take a r¢verse stand or
they were going to kill him, They went up there, They t¢ll me that|Mr.
Argus just shook and cried and did everything., Argus wasjthe general
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superintendent of the Peabody Coal Company. He was talking negotiations
with Stanley and he even had a conference with Pearcy and Stanley and I
think Keck was the secretary-treasurer, He was whipped imto submission.
The United Mine Workers throwed so much money in there and it turned
about face-~it was all lost. They was on the verge of signing with us.

Q: Where did the ﬁoney come from?

A: It came from the United Mine Workers. John L. Lewils wWas in as treasurer,
Lord knows how much money was throwed in. They had so mangy men on the
payroll. The coal company wasn't producing any coal at akl and, of

course, there was a lot of sabotage going on costing the qoal company all
kinds of money. The railroads were being stopped at a lot of places, We
had the militia from 1930 to about 1934, four years they had the militia

i.nl

Q: Almost continually,

A: Oh yes, definitely. You might call it four years of military rule,
We had about two weeks of marshal law there when they arrgsted so many.

Q: Who was commanding the militia? Was it out of Springﬂield or was it
out of several different places?

A: Colonel Davis was the guy from Carbondale. He was thg general or the
commander and they had all kinds of captains. They had ma up before the
military court all the time but I didn't pay any attention. I remember
Bojeans from Peoria and Meachum from Decatur, who was my qaptain at the
CMPC camp. That was years ago. Then they brought down amilitia group
from Chicago one time. They were all union men and they Qtayed a week
and they took them right out., Hell, the Chicago militia got to knocking
them scabs right and left and raiding their homes. They did a turnabout
face quick., They got out of there real quick. %

Q: Where did the scabs come from? %

A: They were recruited from West Virginia, Kentucky and Alabama. They
solicited from all over; they had agents going out and reqruiting men to
come to work not knowing what they were getting into., Thdy gave thep a
cock and bull story--it wasn't what they thought it was at all., I talked
to a lot of them and they said, "They didn't tell us there was a war|here
or anything," Because they kept it out of the papers. There was sope
excerpt or something on the back page whereas here it was:on the froft
page of the St. Louis papers. The Chicago papers didn't play it up poo
much but St., Louis Post-Dispatch did and all the local papers. They
played it up pretty big. There was about twenty some that was murdered
and I don't know how many homes were bombed., They had atgorneys' [homes]
bombed and a lot of them shot, riots in the streets and a}l kinds of
pistol battles, I got shot once here, got a bullet in my leg and I got
bombed twice., I got beat up once down in Franklin County; they took me
down there and left me for dead.

Q: When was that?


































