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Leo Waigausky, Gillespie, Illinois.
Kevin Corley and Brenda Griffin, Interviewers.

Okay. What did your father do for a living?
He was a coal miner.

Where did he mine at?

Q: Mr. Waigausky, will you please tell us your full name?
A: Leo Waigausky.

Q: Have a middle name?

A: No middle name.

Q: What was the time of your birth?
A: July 26, 1910.

Q: All right, where were you born?
A: Ladd, Illinois.

Q: In Ladd?

A: Yes.

Q:

A:

Q:

A:

At one time around Ladd, Cherry, Spring Valley, and that area and
then he came up here to Macoupin County.

Q: I see. Had his father been a miner also?
A: He came over from the old country.

Q: Your father did.

A: Yes, he is an immigrant.
Q: What country is that?

A: Lithuania.
Q:

All right. Did he ever tell you about his trip over here? What was
it like?
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A: No, not too much, no. He came through Ellis Island, like the rest of
them did in the early 1900s. My mom did too, she came through Ellis
Island,

o

Were they married when they came over?

No, they got married here.

I see.

So, don't tell me how they met, I don't know that part of it. (laughs)
How many brothers and sisters do you have?

I have one sister, that is all.

Is she older than you?

Yes, a year older.

e Lo o Lo »

Well, did your father ever tell you about his mining experiences?
Vhat it was like?

A: Around Bureau County, that is around Spring Vally the coal seam there
was only about two, two and a half feet., He was telling me about crawling
arourd on his hands and knees, laying down working the coal, but then
that is the only thing he ever told me. I know it was a very small seam
of coal they had there.

Q: 1 see.

A: And then he came here. I was about nine years old when they moved
from Ladd up this way. Later on I went into coal mining.

Q: Way did he move up this way?
A: Why? Because those coal fields there kind of petered out.
Q: I see.

A: 1 guess it was too expensive, too. Here you have got six and eight
foot of vein of coal. So they probably mined it a whole lot cheaper,
they did in those days.

B: [Brenda Griffin] Where did he come to in Macoupin County?

A: Well, at first we moved to Livingston, that is in Madison County,
that's right next to Macoupin County. We lived there one winter and then
we came to Carlinville because Standard Oil opened two big mines, right
there in Carlinville. The one at Shoburn and the one at Carlinville, Of
course, there were a lot of coal miners migrated here then. They were
both pretty good coal mines but they only lasted, I don't know, two or
three years, then Stardard Oil Company shut them down. Then, of course,
Superior had four mines here in Gillespie, Little Dog or smaller mines
and mines at Livingston and Staunton. That's what we'd do, when they
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shut one mine down we would go try find a job in another mine. So, that
is how come I shut all these mines down. Of course, that was during
pretty hard times, 1930. I started in the mine in 1927, I was sixteen
years old. That was when things started going bad, the depression hit.
There wasn't much work and it seemed like the mines had so many people
employed that there was no orders. So they would start dividing work.
You might work three days one week and then maybe you'd be off the next
week. That's how we had to exist during the depression.

Q: Whose idea was that to have the division of work?

A: T guess it was probably a union, you know, the local. The people
belonged to the local. Rather than laying off a bunch, at least they
could exist. You know, it wasn't much of an existance but they did
exist. Those days there wasn't too much of this stuff that they give
away today. Today it seems like people seem to be better off that aren't
working than are working (laughs) because there is so much given away.

Q: Did the workers like that idea, division of work?

A: They had no choice. There wasn't any work to be had in the thirties,
that was a pretty rough depression. There was no work and when you
weren't working in the mine in the summer time, you might work on a famm
for a couple of dollars a day or you worked any place you could make a
buck. We all existed. Everybody usually had a big garden and they lived
quite a bit off a garden. And that's how we pulled through it. Then the
mines did slow up so I took a trip to Chicago and I worked in Chicago for
two or three years.

Q: What year was that?

A: I went up there in 1930. Yes, in 1930 and I got a job at Continental
Can making tin cans. Of course, that was a seasonal job too. In the
summer time they make a lot of cans and then in the winter time they lay
you off. I went up there three or four years and worked and I come back
here in the winter time and worked in the mine.

Q: Why did you go to Chicago?
Why? To work.

A

Q: Why not go to another city?

B: Did you have relatives up there?
A

: Well, I don't know. It seemed like Chicago was a big city and there
would be more work up there.

Q: Did you know someone there?

A: I did know someone slightly. Yes, someone that my folks knew that I
didn't know but that is how come I went up there, the big reason. Chicago
being a large city there would be more work there, but times were pretty
tough up there too, in the 1930s. That was Al Capone's hey day in the
1930s, up there but I never got to meet him, (laughter)




Leo Waigausky 4

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

A: During the summer maybe three, four months and then I would get laid
off and I would come back and work in the mine. Get laid off at the mine
and go up there. They were glad to get rid of you at the mine because
that would be one less gu tl%ey had to divide with. That was it until I
come back in 1937 at a 11tt1e mine in Carlinwville opened up, South mine
they called it. That was before the World War and sort of a wagon mine
that locally the people burn coal. They come and get coal and they
shJ_pped a little bit of coal. I worked there until I was drafted in the
service.

You got drafted?

Drafted, yes, Uncle Sam sent me a letter.

Isn't that a little unusual for a coal miner to get drafted?
Ch, no.

Lot of them got drafted right here?

2o r e L

Yes, yes. There were a few exemptions, guys maybe doing different
work in the mine got exempt but most of us idiots (laughter) Uncle Sam
sent us a nice letter, you know, greetings card so we went.

Q: What type of worker would not get drafted?

A: They started going to mechanical things. When I started, it was
shoveling. You loaded coal by hand and then when the depression hit they
start getting mechanical machinery in. So maybe some of the guys running
different pieces of machinery. They were too hard to break in if they
dropped them., So the board probably exempted them, I guess that's how
they operated. But they didn't exempt me.

Q: All right, when you first started working in the mine then, how old
were you?

A: Sixteen.

Q: What were you doing, shoveling coal?

A: Yes, loading coal, loading coal with a shovel.

Q: How did you get your job?

A: My dad was a coal miner and so I got a job. Those days when you got

a job in a mine you had to work with an experienced miner for two years
in ordex to get the experience before you could get them papers. So you
could go and, you know, work anywhere in the mine by yourself so that's
how come. My dad took me in and I worked with him for a couple of years
until I got my papers and then I could go wherever I wanted.
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How old were you when you got your papers?
Eighteen, eighteen. Two years.

What mine was this that you started at?
In Livingston.

Who owned that mine?

e r L

: I think the name of the company was Mount Olive Livingston Coal
Company, I believe, at the time.

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

A: T think it was 1927, we had a six month strike and after that they
started bringing in corweyors. That was the first machinery that they
started bringing out and, of course, you had to shovel there too but you
bad to throw coal on that conveyor. The conveyor loaded a car and they
pulled a car out. (laughs) That is all you did were just shovel on that
conveyor, the other people prepared the coal and you just shoveled coal.

Q: Now, that came in right after the strike?

A: That came in sometime about 1929 or 1930, I guess, somewhere in
there,

Q: What was that strike for in 19277

A: Wages, I guess, wages, I don't quite remember. I guess after 1927 is
when the miners started getting a reduction in pay, things were so tough.
I don't remember what the scale was then but when I started in the mine
that was under the old Jacksonville agreement, they called it, and the
wage scale then was eight dollars a day. I think that was the highest
that it ever got and then it started dwindling back down. When I went to
that Carlinville mine in 1937 I was working company work, I was only
getting about five dollars a day. That was the union scale then, five
dollars a day. So from eight dollars in about six, seven years it went
down to five dollars.

Q: What was the lowest paying job when you started in the mine?

A: 1 didn't have it, I was loading coal, but they used to have trappers
down in the mine, I think that was about the lowest pay. I don't even
know what they got. They called them trappers, used to open trap doors
for the motors and stuff you know. Throw switches for them, I guess.
That's the job they got first is trapping.

Q: What was the next lowest paying job?

A: Company work, like cleaning slate or stuff like that off the coal,
Jjust regular company work.
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Q: Did they have a dirt gang?

A: That's what they used to call it, dirt gang. Regular company work.
Q: I see.
A

: Of course, from there you had in those days trip riders and motor
men. The loaders and the machine runners really made the most money in
the coal mine in those days. They made the biggest money.

Q: Who usually got put in the dirt gang? What type of people?

A: It was up to the management who they hired. It seem like whenever
you started in a mine you went from one mine to another. When you got a
job either because they needed a certain type of a coal miner, like a
driller or a machine rumner or something like that, that was how you got
the job. But in some mines you started on the tail end. You were the
last guy on the totem pole, so you then did what was available. One day
you might be coupling cars on the bottom or the next day you might be in
a dirt gang, the next day they might put you on a loading machine or
helping or you might be drilling or different jobs. Until you got enough
seniority maybe to go up and if there was a permanent job open then you
could claim it and keep it. That is how they used to operate.

Q: Did they ever put beginners on the dirt gang usually?

A: Idon't know. I don't know that. See, I know when I started with my
dad, I had to work with him. If he didn't work, I couldn't work. But I
don't know about this dirt gang. I imagine maybe the people on the dirt
gang had a son or somebody that signed. It didn't necessarily have to be
a son, if they give a guy a job you would sign up for him. Sort of look
over him and kind of watch him that he didn't get himself killed or get
hurt.

Q: Did the management ever try to put troublemakers on the dirt gang?
A: No, no.

Q: What did they do with troublemakers? Did they give them a certain
job to do?

A: If they worked in the mine and they had a permanent job, they belonged
to the union; you couldn't move them off that job. If they did fire

them, you know what would happen, wild cat, bingo. (laughs) They didn't
do much firing. This Little Dog was noted for all the wild cats. They
used to have a lot of wild cats. (laughs) I heard a lot of guys say,
"Well, that's why they had mule drivers," and stuff. Says that if a mule
driver didn't feel good, any kind of an excuse he could find, throw his
water out of his bucket and says they used to follow him. (laughter)

Q: Why would they throw the water out of their bucket?

A: That meant that they wasn't going down below. They threw the water
out and it says that everybody follow. There was your wild cat. Then
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management would get together with a committee and they would go back to
work.,

B: Would the wild cat strikes last very long?

No, usually a day or two anxd they would get back together again.

So were the workers looking for excuses to wild cat?

There were a few, yes.

Why would they do that? Didn't they need to work?

> Qo B o »

: I don't know, people are funny. It is just like any other trade,
some people don't like to work. If they didn't feel good, they just made
an excuse. This mine here was noted for those wild cats. I guess they
figured if somebody started it, they just followed them. Everybody
followed, and if they didn't have enough people to operate the mine, they
had to blow it off, be idle. That is the only mine that I heard of that
had those kind of wild cats, was right here.

Q: That is interesting. How did the pit committeeman work? Did he do a
good job? '

A: They were sort of negotiators. He would be appointed by the union or
elected by the union, and then it was sort of a negotiator with the mine

management over any grievance. If they had a grievance, they would call
the pit committee and they would try to settle the grievance.

Q: Were the workers satisfied with how the pit committeeman did his job?

A: Yes, ecause if they weren't, when his term was up, they'd elect
somebody else. That's how he got there.

Q: Was there any indication that the management was manipulating the pit
comuitteeman?

A: No. no. There used to be talk about it, but I never did see any of
that, no. I think most of them were pretty honest. They were pretty
much for the men. If they pulled too many shenanigans they wouldn't
last, it would show up.

Q: How did the pit committeeman make himself available to the workers?
Where would he be located?

A: He would work in the mine too, he'd have his job. This was a little
extra on the side, and after work, at quitting time they would go in the
office and maybe have a grievance, they would settle it there.

Q: I see, so the pit committeeman was working. How much did the union
have to pay him?

A: That I don't know, he got a little extra money on it. He turned his
time in and he got paid.
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Q: Did you only have one pit committeeman?

A: No, it all deperded on the mine, the size of the mine. You take this
Little Dog here, when it shut down there were two down below and one on
top, there was three committeemen.

Q: 1 see.

A: But a larger mine years ago, maybe they had four, five six hundred
men working there they probably had more committeemen.

Q: All right, who were the union leaders back then, what were the names
of some of them?

A: Idon't know, I don't remember. I don't remember too many union
leaders. I don't remember those names at all. I don't even remember who
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 who some of the management was, some of the
superintendents ard mine managers?

A: There was, I am trying to think of the guy, the mine manager in
Livingston when I started there. Bob, Bob somebody. I can't quite
remember his last name but after the mine shut down, I know, he came to
Superior. This was after I was drafted in the Army. This was in 1942,
in the spring of 1942. They had four mines here, and he came to Superior
and worked. He was a foreman., What happened I don't know, I just read
this in the paper. They cut through in an old mine somewhere and the
mine got flooded, about four or five of them drowned. He was one of them
that drowned.

Q: Was that the Cherry mine disaster?
No, that was here in Gillespie,

Here in Gillespie.

A e

My dad did work at Cherry at the time but that's when we lived around
Ladd He remembers the Cherry mine disaster.

Q: What did he tell you about that?

A: Not too mich. There were a lot of coal mines arourd that area. He

says if they weren't working good, he wasn't making any money, he would

go to another mine. He says, jobs were easier to come by in those days

He told me he worked at Cherry but at the time of the disaster he wasn't
working there, he was working at one of the other mines. (laughs)

Q: Was he ever seriously injured on the job?
A: No, Idon't think he ever lost much time being injured. I don't ever

remember him getting hurt. You know, I worked all my life in a mine, I
never lost a days work from an injury.
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Q: What do you attribute that to?

A: I don't know, luck, maybe common sense, experience, whatever you
might want to call it.

Q: Were there many accidents in the mines you worked at?

A: There used to be a few, yes. That coal mine in Livingston, they had
about two, three hundred people working there at the time. But it has
been so long ago, I don't even remember if anyone ever got killed there
or not. When I worked little dog two or three of them got killed here.

Q: What were usually the reasons for the accidents?

A: This one guy that got killed that I remember, I was working in the

same territory. I was working on the loading machine and he was on the
cutting machine. He was cutting coal and, the way his buddy talked, he
leaned over the machine to unhook a cable. See, cables would pull these
things across to cut the coal. They did something to unhook the cable

and while he was leaning over the machine a piece of coal from the face

hit him in the head and drove his eye right through, on a switch. There
was a little finger like that on a switch and it was sticking up like

that and it just drove his eye right down through it. Killed him instantly.
That is the only fatal accident that I was ever close to.

Q: So that was just a bad top he went under?

A: This was from the face, a chunk of coal from the face. You always
had little falls, had to kind of watch yourself, that was just one of
those freakish things. He just happened to be in the wrong place at the
wrong time. That thing could have fell or his hand could have been on it
and it wouldn't even have broke his hand. But it was just enough to hit
him at the right place.

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

A: That's one thing that it was up to the individual. I know in some of
the mines the management or boss would come in and say, you go and do
this. If you didn't think it was safe you didn't go in and do it until
it was made safe. That was up to the individual. They tell me today
they get these young kids and send them down the mine and the first thing

you know they are working by theirselves maybe with not enough experience.
I don't know what they do today.

B: Were some of the mines considered safer than others?

A:; These mines in this area here they weren't considered hazardous. We
had some gas down here. Every once in a while maybe somebody would light
it or something. I am talking about the days when we had open lamps,

carbide lamps. I know when I started in the mine, when I was working in
Livingston, I walked in a place one time and, you know gas is always

light, and T light gas in a place. Gas expands I think twenty-six times,
80 if you had a foot of gas in a place where a ceiling was eight foot, it
would come all the way down to the floor. That happened to me once when
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I started in the mine. Of course, automatically you hit the ground. It
burns off real quick. Today I think if you got a little gas in a place
they shut it off right now. They are more particular today than they
used to be years ago.

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

A: You had mine examiners. Years ago when they had one shift, it was
day shift, you know, the mine examiner would run the mine, the whole
mine, whatever it took. Go through every place and run a mine and then
they would have to sign a book that it was safe, then men would go down.
Now they work three shifts any more. I guess on every shift they have a
union guy, a worker that checks the mine and the company guys check the
mine, So I guess that today they are more particular than they used to
be years ago.

Q: What was the difference between a good boss and a bad boss?

A: When I started in the mine, this is 1927, it was hand loading. They
had in this Livingston mine two bosses, a mine manager and an assistant
mine manager. They didn't have a boss for the men. You went down and if
you loaded ten ton of coal, you got paid for 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 tell them, 'Well,
now, you got to load twenty ton or you got to load fifteen ton." The guy
did what he was capable of doing. But then, after that, hand loading
days went and they started putting the machinery in. Then you started
getting your bosses that bossed because you were getting paid by the day.
The difference between a good boss and a bad boss? I would say a good
boss was somebody who told you what to do and left you alone and let you
do it. As long as you did your job he would leave you alone, get off
your back. Some of these bad bosses, maybe just keep riding people. I
don't ever remember having a bad boss. The bosses I always worked for I
always liked. Because I always tried to do my work, nobody didn't have
to push me. I tried to give people a days work., No, I don't know, I
have heard a lot of guys talk about bad bosses but usually those kind of
guys were the guys that didn't want to do anything. That's how come they
used to talk about bad bosses. I know one thing, coal mining was no
different than anything else. If a coal mine didn't make money you
didn't have a job. So, they couldn't have too many loafers, you know
that. But coal mining is no different than anyplace I worked before, you
got people who work and you got people who tried to goof off too, try to
get by the easiest way they can.

Q: Were they of any certain group, the lazier workers?

A: No, no.

Q: Were they from around this area also?

A: Anyplace you go in the United States you will find them. You will
find them in the Army, you will find them any place you go. You get a

group of people, you are going to find some goof offs. I don't care
where you go.








































