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Leo Waigausky , Gillespie , I l l inois . 
k i n  Corley and B r d a  Griffin, I n t e w i e ~ r s .  

Mr. Waigausky, w i l l  you please tell us yaur f u l l  name? 

Leo Wigausky. 

Have a middle nam? 

No middle m. 

bhat m s  the t k  of your birth? 

July 26, 1910. 

A l l  right, *re Ere you born? 

Ladd, Illinois. 

In Ladd? 

Yes .  

Q: Okay. b t  did your father do for a living? 

A: J3e m s  a coal miner. 

Q: Where did he mine at? 

A: A t  one time arourld Ladd, aerry, Spring Valley, and that area and 
then he c a m  up here to Macoupin County. 

Q: I see, Nad his father been a miner also? 

A: JIe cam aver fran the old country. 

Q: Your father did. 

A: Yes, h is an inmigrant. 

Q: bbat cowtry is that? 

A: Lithuania. 

Q: 1 r t .  Did he ever t e l l  you about his trip wer here? What was 
it like? 
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A: Fb , not too mch, no. He came through E l l i s  Island, l ike the res t  of 
than did in the early 1900s. My mm did too, she c e  through E l l i s  
I s l d  . 
Q: &re they married dxm they came wer? 

A: No, they got married here. 

Q: I see. 

A: So, don't tel l  rn how they met, I d m ' t  how that part of it. (laughs) 

Q: How many brothers and s is ters  do you have? 

A: I have one s i s te r ,  that is  a l l .  

Q: Is she older than you? 

A: Yes, a year older. 

Q: ell, did your father ever t e l l  you about his mining experiences? 
bha t  it m s  like? 

A: k d  Ehreau Cuunty, that is a r d  Spring Vally the coal seam there 
m s  only about tw , tm and a half feet.  He was telling me about crawling 
a r d  on his hands and knees, laying down wrking the coal, but then 
that is the only thimg he ever told ne. I know it ws a very small seam 
of coal they had there. 

Q: I see. 

A: And then he cam here. I was about nine years old when they w e d  
£ran Ladd up this way. Later on I writ: into coal m i n h g .  

Q: Why did he m e  up this my? 

A: my? Because those coal fields there k i d  of petered out. 

Q: I see. 

A: I guess it m s  too q e n s i v e ,  too. Here you have got six and eight 
foot of vein of coal. So they probably mined it a &ole l o t  cheaper, 
they did in  those days. 

B: [Ekenda Griffin] Where did he cane t o  in  Macoupin Caunty? 

A: W e l l ,  a t  f i r s t  te w e d  t o  Livingston, that is in Madison County, 
that 's  right next to  Macoupin Caunty. bk lived there one winter and then 
E catre to  C a r l h i l l e  because Standard O i l  opened tw big mines, right 
there in C a r l h i l l e .  The one at Shoburn and the one at Carlinville. Of 
course, there -re a lo t  of coal miners migrated here then. They *re 
both pretty good coal mines but they only lasted, I don't know, tm or 
three years, then S t d a r d  Oil Campany slut than dom. Then, of course, 
Superior had four mines here in Gillespie, L i t t l e  Dog or smaller mines 
atd &s at Livingston and Staunton. That's &at we'd do, when they 
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slut one m;tne down w wuld g~ t ry  find a job in another mine. So, that 
is how come I shut all these mines dom. Of  course, that was during 
pretty hard times, 1930. I startd in the mine in  1927, I was sixteen 
years old. That w s  when things started going bad, the depression hit. 
There wasn't m h  m r k  and it s e d  like the mines had so many people 
employed that there WB no orders. So they wid start dividing mrk. 
You might wrk  three days one wek and then maybe you'd be off trhe next 
e k .  That's haw m had t o  exist during the depression. 

Q: b s e  idea was that to  have the division of wrk? 

A: I guess it ws probably a union, yau how, the local. The people 
belonged to the local. Rather than lam off a bunch, a t  least  they 
could exist. You how, it w n ' t  nuch of an existance but they did 
exist. Those days there wasn't too mch of this stuff that they give 
away today. Today it s e w  lik people seen t o  be better off that aren't  
wrkhg than are wxking (laughs) because there is so m h  given away. 

Q: Did the workers l ike that idea, division of wrk? 

A: They had no choice. There msn ' t  any work t o  be had Fn the thirties, 
that w a pretty rough depression. %re m s  no w r k  4 you 
wren' t m r b g  in the b e  in the mrmm time, p u  might wrk on a farm 
for a couple of dollars a day or you mrked any place you could make a 
buck. We all existed. Everybody usually had a big garden and they lived 
quite a b i t  off a garden. A d  that's hrsw w pulled through it. Then the 
mines did slaw up so I took a trip to Chicago and I mrked in Chicago for 
tm or three years. 

Q: What year w s  that? 

A: I e n t  up there in 1930. Yes, in 1930 and I got a job at  Continental 
Can m k b g  tin cans. Of course, that m s  a seasonal job too. In the 
summer time they make a l o t  of cans and then in the winter time they lay 
yau off . I wt up there three or four years and mrked and I came back 
here in the winter t ime an3 mrW in the m i n e .  

Q: m y  did you go to m a g o ?  

Q: Wy not go to  another ci ty?  

B: Did you have relatives up there? 

A: Well, I don't know. It see& l ike  m a g o  w s  a big c i t y  ard there 
m l d  be mre w r k  up there. 

Q: D i d  yau lazaw someone there? 

A: I did how sorwone slightly. Yes, saneone that my folks hew that I 
didn't how but that is how cane I mt up there, the big reason. Chicago 
being a large c i t y  there muld be more w r k  there, but times E r e  pretty 
tough up there too, i n  the 1930s. That ma Al Capone's hey day in the 
1930s, up there but I nwer  got t o  met him. ( l aua t e r )  



Q: HDW long did you stay there, then, just a few months? 

A: During the surrmer maybe three, four mnths and then I m 1 d  get laid 
off and I muld CCXE back and mrk in the mine. Get laid off a t  the mine 
and go up there. They E r e  lad to  get r i d  of you at the mine because 
that  would be one less guy & y had to divide with. That m s  it unti l  I 
care back in 1937 at a l i t t le mine i n  Carlirnrille opened up, South mine 
they called it. That w s  before the Wrld War and sort of a w o n  mine 
that locally the people burn coal. They ccm and get coal an3 they 
shipped a l i t t l e  bit of coal. I mrkd there unt i l  I was drafted in the 
service, 

Q: You got drafted? 

A: Drafted, yes, Uncle Sam sent me a letter. 

Q: I sn ' t  that a l i t t le  unusual for a coal miner to  get d rd t ed?  

A: oh, no. 

Q: Lot of them got dra£ted right here? 

A: Yes, yes. There E r e  a few exemptions, guys maybe doing different 
mxk in the mine got e v t  but mst of us idiots (laughter) Uncle Sam 
sent us a nice l e t t e r ,  you knw, greetings card so mt. 

Q: Wat type of wrker wuld not get drafted? 

A: They started going t o  mechanical things. Lhen I started, it was 
shoveling. You loaded coal by hand and then *en the depression hit they 
start getting mhanical machinery in. So maybe sarae of the guys running 
different pieces of machinery. Zhey =re too hard to  break in i f  they 
dropped them. So the board probably exr2mpted them, I guess that's how 
they operated. But they didn't  e m q t  me. 

Q: A l l  ri&t, w h a  you f i r s t  started wrking in the mine then, how old 
=re you? 

A: Sixteen. 

Q: Mmt e r e  you doing, shoveling coal? 

A: Yes, loading coal, loading coal w i t h  a shwel. 

Q: Jhw did you get: your job? 

A: dad was a coal miner and so I got a job. 'Ihose days when you got 
a job in a mine you had to wrk w i t h  an experienced miner for tw years 
in order to  get the experience before you could get than papers. So you 
could go d, you how, wrk anywhere in the mine by yourself so that ' s  
how c e .  My dad took me in a d  I mrked with him 30; a couple of years 
unt i l  I got my papers and then I could go wherever I wanted. 
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Q: How old e r e  you vhen you got your papers? 

A: Eighteen, ei&teen. T b  years. 

B: What mine was this that: you started at? 

A: In Livingston. 

Q: w e d  that mine? 

A: I think the name of the company was lbmt Olive Livingston Coal 
CaPpany, I believe, at the t im.  

Q: Mum did they bring the machines into that  mine? 

A: I think it was 1927, w had a six naonth str ike and after that they 
started bringing in conveyors. That was the first machinery that they 
started brin%ing out and, of course, y m  had t o  s h e 1  there too but you 
had to throw coal on that conveyor. The conveyor loaded a car and they 
pulled a car out. (lm&s) That is all ym did w r e  just shovel on that 
conveyor, the other people prepared the coal and you just shoveled coal. 

Q: Now, that cam in ri&t after the strike? 

A: lhat cane in scmethe about 1929 or 1930, I guess, somewhere in  
there. 

Q: h t  was that str ike for in 1927? 

A: Wages, I guess, wages, I don't quite r-r. I guess after 1927 is 
when the miners started getting a reduction in pay, things e r e  so tough. 
I don't r-r what the scale was then but when I started in  the mine 
that vas d e r  the old Jacksonville a g r e m t ,  they called it, and the 
wage scale then m s  ei&t dollars a day. I think that wis the highest 
that it ever got and then it started dwindling back down. When I writ to  
that Carlirnrille mine in  1937 1 was mrkimg ccmpany wrk, I w s  only 
gettimg about five dollars a day. That ws the union scale then, five 
dollars a day. So from eight dollars in about six, swen years it wnt 
down to five dollars. 

Q: h t  was the l e s t  paying job when you started in the mine? 

A: I didn't have it, I tas loading coal, but they used to have trappers 
down in the mine, I think that was abut the l o ~ s t  pay. I don't even 
know what they got. They called them txappers , used to open trap doors 
for the mtors and stuff y m  how. Throw switches for them, I guess. 
That 's the job they got first is trapping. 

Q: What was the next l a s t :  paying job? 

A: Capmy wrk ,  l ike cleaning s la te  or stuff l ike that off the coal, 
just regular company wrk.  
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Q: Did they have a d i r t  gang? 

A: h t  's &at they used to  call it, d i r t  gang. Regular canpay ~ r k .  

Q: I see. 

A: Of course, lErm there you had in those days t r i p  riders and mto r  
mn. The loaders and the mchine runners really made the rmst mney in 
the coal mine in those days. They made the biggest mney. 

Q: Wno usually got p t  in the d i r t  gang? What type of people? 

A: It m s  up to  the managerrent who they hired. It seem like &never 
you star ted inamine youent firnonemine to  another. FIhenyougot a 
job either because they needed a certain type of a coal miner, lib a 
dr i l l e r  or a mchhe runner or s a ~ ~ t h h g  like that ,  that m s  how you got 
the job, But in sane mines you started on the tail end. You =re the 
las t  guy on the totem pole, so you then did what w s  available. Qx day 
you might be coupling cars on the bottan or the next day you might be in 
a d i r t  gang, the next day they might pt you on a loading machine or 
helping or you might be dr i l l ing or different jobs. Until you got enough 
seniority maybe to go up a d  i f  there tr~ls a permanent job open thm you 
could claim it and keep it. That is how they used to  operate. 

Q: Did they ever put beginners on the d i r t  gang usually? 

A: I don't h o w .  I don't h o w  that. See, I know I started w i t h  my 
dad, I lz;d to w r k  with him. If he didn't wrk, I couldn't wrk. kt I 
don't h a w  about this d i r t  gang. I imagine maybe the people on the d i r t  
gang had a son or smbody that signed. It didn't necessarily have to be 
a son, if they give a guy a job you wuld sign up for him. Sort of look 
uver him and kind of witch him that he didn't  get himself killed or get 
hurt. 

Q: Did t3-e management ever t ry  to plt troublemakers on the d i r t  gang? 

A: No, no. 

Q: What did they do w i t h  troublmahrs? Did they give than a certain 
job to do? 

A: If b y  WXM in the mine and they had a permanent job, they belonged 
to the union; you couldn't m e  than off that job. If they did f i r e  
them, you know h t  muld happen, wild cat ,  bingo. (laughs) They didn't 
do mu=h fixing. This Li t t l e  Dog m s  noted for all the wild cats. They 
used to b e  a l o t  of wild cats. (lau&s) I heard a lo t  of guys say, 
'Well, that's thy they had rmle drivers," ard stuff. Says that if a trule 
driver didn't feel g o d ,  any kind of an exuse he could find, throw his 
nter out of his b k e t  a d  says they used t o  follow him. (laughter) 

Q: Why t~nuld they t km the water out of their bucket? 

A: That meant that they msn ' t  going dom below. lhey threw the water 
out and it says that everybody follow. There ws pur wild cat.  Then 
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mn.agmt muld get together with a camittee and they muld go back to 
mrk  . 
B: b u l d  the wild cat  strikes l a s t  very long? 

A: No, usually a day or tw and they m l d  get back together again. 

Q: So Ere the tarkers looking for excuses to  wild cat? 

A: There E r e  a few, yes. 

Q: Wny m l d  they do that? Didn't they need to  wrk? 

A: I don't how, people are funny. It is just like any other trade, 
sane people don' t like to  wxk. If they didn' t feel g o d ,  they just made 
an exuse. This ndne here ww noted for those wild cats. I guess they 
figured if somebody started it, they just follow4 them. Everybody 
f o l l o d ,  and i f  they didn't  have emu& people to  operate the mine, they 
had to blow it off ,  be idle. That is the only mine that 1 heard of that 
had those k i d  of wild cats,  w s  right here. 

Q: That is interesting. How did the pit c d t t e m a n  wrk? Did he do a 
good job? 

A: They =re sort  of negotiators. He w l d  be appointed by the union or 
elected by the union, d then it ~s sort of a negotiator with the mine 
managanent w e r  any grievance. If they had a grievance, they muld call 
the p i t  c d t t e e  and they w l d  t ry  to  se t t l e  the grievance. 

Q: Were the wxkers satisfied with how the p i t  c d t t e e m a n  did his job? 

A: Yes ,  ecause i f  t?xy m e n '  t, when his term was up, they'd elect 
somebody else. %tls how he got there. 

Q: Was there any indication that the mmagertmt ms m i p l a t i n g  the p i t  
c d t t e m a n ?  

A: TJo . no. %re used to be talk about it, but I never did see any of 
that, no. I thirik mst of than =re pretty honest. They e r e  pretty 
much for the m. If they pulled too m y  shenanigans they w l d n ' t  
las t ,  it m l d  shrm up. 

Q: How did the p i t  camitteeman make himself available t o  the workers? 
*re m l d  he be located? 

A: He m l d  mrk in the mFne too, he'd have his job. This wis a l i t t l e  
extra on the side, and after  wrk, at quitting tinrre they would go in the 
office and maybe have a grievance, they muld se t t l e  it there. 

Q: I see, so the p i t  c d t t e a m n  w s  wrking . How m h  did the union 
have to pay him? 

A: That I don't how, he got a l i t t le  extra mney on it. He turned his 
tim in  and he got paid. 
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Q: Did you only have one p i t  camitteenan? 

A: No, it all depmled on the mine, the size of the mine. You take this 
U t t l e  Dog here, when it slut d m  there =re tw dom below and one on 
top, there wis three carrrdtteemn. 

Q: I see. 

A: BLlt a larger mine years ago, maybe they had four, five six W x e d  
rn mrking, there they probably had m e  c d t t e a r m .  

Q: All right, dm =re the union leaders back then, what viere the rimes 

of saE of than? 

A: I don't h o w ,  I don't remaher. I don't remember too many union 
leaders. I don't r a d e r  those nams at  all. I don't even ramher dm 
was the president of the local or anything. It has been too many years 
ago and I ,  of course, I didn't  care then. I was just a young kid. 

Q: Do you remember sane of the mmagmt was, some of the 
superintendents ard mine m a g e r s ?  

A: mere vas, I am trying to think of the guy, the mine manager in 
LM.ngst:on when I started there. Bob, Bob sar~body. I can't quite 
raaember his last name but af ter  the mine slut d m ,  I how, he came to  
Superior. This wis af ter  I ws drafted in the Army. This was in 1942, 
in the spring of 1942. They had four mines here, and he cane to  Superior 
and wrked. He was  a f o r m .  WZlat happened I don't how, I just read 
this in the paper. They cut through in an old mine somwhere and the 

got flooded, about E a u r  or five of them d r o d .  He w s  one of than 
that d r o m d  . 
Q: Mas that the Cherry mine disaster? 

A: No, that m s  here in  Gillespie. 

Q: Here in Gillespie. 

A: My dad did wrk at  Cherry at the tim but that's h e n  w lived around 
Ladd . He r d r s  the h r r y  mine disaster.  

Q: b h a t  did he tell you about that? 

A: Not too m h .  There were a l o t  of coal mines armmi that area. He 
says i f  they wren' t mrking god , he msn ' t miking any money, he wuld 
go to  another mine. He says, jobs Ere easier t o  c m  by in those days. 
He told IIE he wrW at Cherry but at the t h  of the disaster he wasn't 
mrking there, he ms w x k -  at one of the other mines. (laughs) 

Q: k he ever seriously injured on the job? 

A: No, I don't think he ever los t  mch tim being injured. I don't ever 
r d r  him getting hurt. You how, I mrM all  my life in  a mine, I 
never los t  a days wrk fran an injury. 



Q: Wt do you attribute that to? 

A: I don't know, luck, mybe c-n sense, q r i e n c e ,  h t e v e r  you 
might want to  ca l l  it. 

Q: Were there m y  accidents in the mines you mrked at? 

A: There used to  be a few, yes. That coal mine i n  Livingston, they had 
about t t a  , thee hundred people mrking there a t  the time. But: it has 
been so long ago, I don't even rerraember i f  anyone ever got killed there 
or not. When I wrkd l i t t l e  dog or three of them got killd here. 

Q: Wat =re usually the reasons for the accidents? 

A: %is one guy that got killed that: I r&r, I was mrking in the 
sanu; territory. I ws wrking on the loading machine d he was on the 
cutting machine. Fk m s  cutting coal and, the my his buddy talked, he 
leaned wer the machine to  unhook a cable. See, cables w l d  pull these 
things across to cut the coal. They did mething to  unhook the cable 
and *ile he m s  leaning wer the mwhine a piece of coal fran the face 
h i t  him in the head and drwe his eye right through, on a switch. %re 
was a l i t t le  finger like that on a switch a d  it m s  sticking up lik 
that and it just drwe his eye right d m  through it. Killed him instantly. 
That is the only fatal  accident that I was ever close to. 

Q: So that wis just a bad top he went urder? 

A: This wis £ran the face, a chunk of coal fcan the face. You always 
had l i t t l e  fa l ls ,  had to kind of ~ t c h  yourself, that w s  just one of 
those freakish things. He just happened to be i n  the wrong place a t  the 
wrong the. 'kat thing could have f e l l  or his hand could b e  been on it 
and it wuldn't even have broke his hard. Eiut it was just enough to hit 
him at the right place. 

Q: How did management get mrkers to  go into unsafe places? 

A: That's one thing that it w s  up to the Mividual. I know in some of 
the mines the management or boss muld cane in and say, you go and do 
this. If you didn't think it - safe y m  didn't go in and do it until  
it wiis made safe. That ms up to the individual. They t e l l  me t d a y  
they get these young kids and serd than dom the mine and the f i r s t  thing 
you h o w  they are mrking by theirselves maybe with not enough experience. 
I don't haw dmt  they do today. 

B: &re sane of the mines considerd safer than others? 

A: These mines in this area here they e r e n ' t  considered hazardous. We 
had m gas d m  here. Ebery once in  a vhile maybe s e b o d y  wuld light 
it or sowthing. I am talking about the days when e had open lamps, 
carbide lamps. I how when I started in the mine, when I was mrking in 
Livingston, I walked in a place one t b ~  and, you h u w  gas is d m y s  
light, and I light gas in a place. Gas expards I think mnty-six times, 
so i f  you had a foot of gas in a p l ~ e  where a ceiling m s  eight foot, it 
m l d  caw a l l  the wy down to the floor. 'Ihat happened to x~le once W 
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I started in the mine. O f  course, autanatically p u  hit f& gound. It 
bums off real quick. Today I think i f  you got a l i t t le gas in  a place 
they shut it off right now. They are rmre partkular today than they 
used to be years ago. 

B: Did they have someone whose job it was to go check the mine in the 
mlTli.ng? 

A: You had rdne examiners. Years ago when they had one sh i f t ,  it ms 
day shift, you know, the mhe.  e d r  muld run the mine, the whole 
mine, whatever it took. Go through wery place and run a mine and then 
they muld have to  sign a book that it w safe, then rtm m l d  go dom. 
Now they wxk three shif ts  any more. I guess on every sh i f t  they have a 
union guy, a wrker that checks the udne a d  the caapany guys check the 
mine. So I guess that t d a y  they are mre particular than they used to  
be years ago. 

Q: h t  was the difference bewen a good boss and a bad boss? 

A: Wen I started in  the mine, this is 1927, it was hand loading. They 
had in this Livingston mine tm bosses, a mine manager and an assistant 
mine W e r .  They didn't hwe a boss for the zrren. You mt dom d i f  
you loaded ten ton of coal, p u  got paid £or ten ton of coal. If you 
loaded a ton of coal, that's all you got paid for. But: they wanted 
people to load coal but: then they didn't go around and t e l l  t h ,  ''Well, 
now, you got to load t m t y  ton or you got to  load f if teen ton." The guy 
did h t  he ws capable of doing. k t  then, af ter  that, hand loading 
days wmt and they started ~ t t i n g  the rmchinery in. Then you started 
getting your bosses that bossed because you were getting paid by the day. 
The difference betwen a good boss a d  a bad boss? I wuld say a good 
boss was somebody dm told you h t  to  do and l e f t  you alone and let you 
do it. As long as yau did your job he m l d  leave you alone, get off 
your back. Sane of these bad bosses, maybe just keep riding people. I 
don't ever ramher Wing a bad boss. The bosses I always wrkd for I 
always liked. Recause I alwys tried to do my mrk, nobody didn't have 
to  push me. I tried to give people a days wrk. No, I don't how, I 
have head a l o t  of guys talk about bad bosses but usually those kind of 
guys viere the guys that didn't wmt to  do anything. That's how corm they 
wed to talk about bad bosses. I huw one thing, coal mining m s  no 
different than anything else. If a coal mine didn't  make mney you 
didn' t have a job. So, they couldn't have too many loafers, you know 
that. But coal ndning is no different than anyplace I wrked before, you 
got people dm mrk and you got people tried to  goof off too, try t o  
get by the easiest way they can. 

Q: k r e  they of any certain group, the lazier wrkera? 

A: No, no. 

Q: k r e  they from a r d  this axea also? 

A: Anyplace you go in  the United States you w i l l  find then. You w i l l  
firad than in the Army, you w i l l  find them any place you go. You get a 
group 05 people, p u  are going to  find s a  goof off s. I don't care 
&re you go. 


























