
Preface  

This  manuscript is  t h e  product of a tape-recorded in te rv iew conducted 
by Rex Rhodes f o r  t h e  Oral His tory  Off ice ,  Sangarnon S t a t e  Univers i ty ,  
October 2,  1972. 

M r .  Wells, a t  t h e  t ime of t h e  in te rv iew,  was Pres ident  of t h e  United 
Mine Workers, D i s t r i c t  number twelve. The in te rv iew took p l ace  i n  
t h e  UMW o f f i c e ,  800 Reisch Building,  Sp r ing f i e ld ,  I l l i n o i s .  The 
in te rv iew is  a candid account of Wells' r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of John L. 
L e w i s ,  union a c t i v i t i e s ,  and coa l  mining. 

Readers of the o r a l  h i s t o r y  memoir should bear  i n  mind t h a t  i t  is  a 
t r a n s c r i p t  of t h e  spoken word, and t h a t  t h e  in te rv iewer ,  n a r r a t o r  
and e d i t o r  sought t o  preserve  t h e  informal ,  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  t h a t  
is  inherent  i n  such h i s t o r i c a l  sources.  Sangamon S t a t e  Univers i ty  is  
not  respons ib le  f o r  t h e  f a c t u a l  accuracy of t h e  memoir, nor f o r  views 
expressed t h e r e i n ;  t h e s e  a r e  f o r  t h e  reader  t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read,  quoted and c i t e d  f r e e l y .  It may no t  be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  p a r t  by any means, e l e c t r o n i c  o r  mechanical, 
without  permission i n  w r i t i n g  from t h e  Ora l  History Of f i ce ,  Sangamon 
S t a t e  Univers i ty ,  Sp r ing f i e ld ,  I l l i n o i s  62708. 



Kenneth F. Wells, October 2 ,  1972,  Sp r ing f i e ld ,  I l l i n o i s .  

Rex Rhodes, Interviewer.  

Q. M r .  Wells, I ' m  s u r e  you r e c a l l  some experiences w i th  John L. Lewis. 
Can you r e c a l l  t h e  f i r s t  time you met t h e  gentleman? 

A.  I was never r e a l l y  c l o s e  t o  him. The b e s t  conferences I had wi th  
him was i n  h i s  l a t t e r  years--in 1966 and 1967. P r i o r  t o  t h a t ,  he was 
a  household name wi th  every c o a l  mine. I spent  twenty-nine yea r s  and 
n ine  months i n  underground mining, and our  c o n t a c t s  w i th  M r .  Lewis i n  
t h a t  per iod  were j u s t  n i l ,  you might s ay ,  o t h e r  than  by sight. H e  was 
a  household name wi th  every coa l  miner. 

He was respons ib le ,  we f e e l ,  f o r  t h e  development of t h e  l abo r  movement 
i n  America; n o t  only f o r  c o a l  miners,  but t h e  o v e r a l l  l a b o r  movement a s  
well.  He used the United Mine Workers a s  a power base,  I th ink ,  f o r  both 
phys i ca l  support  and f i n a n c i a l  support .  

He d i d  develop t h e  unions. So t h e  s t o r y  goes: e a r l y  when he came t o  
I l l i n o i s ,  he was f i r s t  employed i n  Bond County, a t  t he  Panama Mine. 
Then he came t o  Sp r ing f i e ld  more a s  a l e g i s l a t i v e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t h e  
union. Then he  expanded i t .  He took co r rup t ion  out  of t h e  union and 
f i x e d  i t  t o  where i t  opera ted  on a more bus iness- l ike  b a s i s .  He had 
h i s  ups and downs a t  t imes wi th in  t h e  union and had more t r o u b l e  w i th  
h i s  own ranks  than  he  had wi th  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  operators--the power 
companies, t h e  c o a l  mines and t h e  f a c t o r i e s  o r  anything he tackled .  I 
t h i n k  he had more problems r i g h t  w i t h i n  h i s  own ranks. They always 
t r i e d  t o  des t roy  themselves; it could have been i n s t i g a t e d  by c o a l  
ope ra to r s  o r  someone from t h e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  system. He was a f i r m  
b e l i e v e r  i n  t h e  f r e e  e n t e r p r i s e  system and saw t o  i t  t h a t  we had f r e e  
l abo r .  

I n  1919, when he became head of t h e  United Mine Workers, he  was one of 
t h e  f o r m o s t  l a b o r  l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  country. He hadn ' t  q u i t e  developed 
himself y e t ,  bu t  by 1936 h e  had. I n  1936 he  came ou t  openly and de f i ed  
t h e  American Federa t ion  of Labor, one of t h e  o rgan iza t ions  he  r e a l l y  
helped e s t a b l i s h .  He  de f i ed  i t  and organized t h e  C I O .  But he  go t  t o  a 
po in t  where he could no t  c o n t r o l  t h e  C I O  t h e  way t h a t  he could t h e  Mine 
Workers, because they were i n f i l t r a t e d  wi th  communist elements,  and h e  
would no t  s tand  f o r  i t .  Connnunism has  no p l ace  i n  t h e  l abo r  movement. 
I don' t  t h ink  M r .  Lewis thought so ,  and I don ' t  t h i n k  so .  He took 
advantage of t h e  Nat iona l  Recovery Act, a l though he knew t h a t ,  sooner 
o r  l a t e r ,  i t  would be  dec lared  uncons t i t u t iona l .  That was t h e  t ime when 
he s tepped down and s t a r t e d  organiz ing  c o a l  mines. He went f a r t h e r  and 
even organized and e s t ab l i shed  t h e  C I O .  
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Q. You have ind ica t ed  t h a t  h i s  power base  was he re  i n  I l l i n o i s ,  is 
t h a t  c o r r e c t ?  

A.  His power base  was i n  I l l i n o i s  u n t i l  he l e f t  I l l i n o i s ;  then  i t  
changed. Many times i t  was suggested and impressed [upon people]  t h a t  
he  wanted t o  be Secre ta ry  of Labor. I t h i n k  noth ing  could be f a r t h e r  
from t h e  t r u t h .  H e  would never have s a c r i f i c e d  t h e  presidency of t he  
United Mine Workers j u s t  because being Secre ta ry  of Labor was a  more 
powerful job. I t h i n k  you can b e s t  prove t h a t  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  1940, 
when he thought t h a t  communism would c o n t r o l  t h e  C I O ,  i n  h i s  speech i n  
1940 endorsing Wendall Wilkie,  h e  s a i d  t h a t  i f  t h e  [CIO] went f o r  
Roosevelt ,  he would r e s i g n  as head of t h e  C I O .  But he  never,  a t  any 
t i m e ,  i nd i ca t ed  t h a t  he'd r e s i g n  from t h e  presidency of t h e  United Mine 
Workers. 

H e  w a s  very  powerful, due t o  t h e  l a c k  of  i n t e r f e r e n c e  from Anti-Trust 
laws o r  from any f e d e r a l  l abo r  laws. I don ' t  t h i n k  t h i s  could be  
repea ted  now, because l abo r  l e a d e r s  a r e  hamstrung by t h e  Landrum-Griffin 
Act and t h e  Taft-Hartley Act. M r .  Lewis resigned a s  p re s iden t  of t h e  
United Mine Workers a t  j u s t  about t h e  same time t h a t  t h e  Landrum-Griffin 
Act went i n t o  e f f e c t .  He knew t h a t  he cou ldn ' t  l i v e  wi th  t h i s  l a w .  He 
cou ldn ' t  l i v e  w i th  it because he  had a g r i p  on t h e  mine workers and had 
t o  run t h e i r  bus iness  f o r  them. 

He o f t e n  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  coa l  miners themselves could n o t  run t h e i r  own 
business .  The b e s t  proof we have of t h a t  i s  i n  1928 and 1929, when 
t h e r e  was an i n j u n c t i o n  i ssued  t h a t  p roh ib i t ed  M r .  Lewis from being 
a c t i v e  i n  I l l i n o i s .  That i n j u n c t i o n  was i ssued  h e r e  i n ,  I th ink ,  
Sangamon County cour t s .  Nevertheless ,  t h e  i n j u n c t i o n  s a i d  t h a t  he  
could ope ra t e  a s  head of t h e  United Mine Workers, but  he could not 
i n t e r f e r e  wi th  anything w i t h i n  t h e  s t a t e  of I l l i n o i s ,  which was D i s t r i c t  
Twelve. 

That condi t ion  continued from 1929 u n t i l  1932. I n  1932 th ings  were i n  
such a s o r r y  s t a t e  t h a t  t h e  Progress ive  Miners were being organized,  
because t h e r e  w a s  a  r e b e l l i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  ranks.  They owned a b e a u t i f u l  
b u i l d i n g  on t h e  corner  of Fourth and Monroe i n  Spr ing f i e ld ,  The bu i ld ing  
had a $200,000 mortgage on i t ,  and theyhadsomething l i k e  seventy-f ive 
cen t s  i n  t h e  bank. They had somewhere i n  t h e  neighborhood of 40,000 o r  
50,000 members. 

During t h i s  t h r e e  year  per iod ,  t h e  United Mine Workers i n  I l l i n o i s  
transformed themselves i n t o  a  bu reauc ra t i c ,  p o l i t i c a l  o rganiza t ion .  
I n  t h i s  condi t ion  i t  j u s t  could no t  func t ion  a s  a l a b o r  union. So i n  
1932, the D i s t r i c t  Twelve execut ive  board asked M r .  Lewis t o  in te rvene ,  
and surrendered t h e  c h a r t e r  t o  him. They s a i d  they weren ' t  a b l e  t o  run 
i t ,  which is  t h e  b e s t  example T know of t h a t ' l l  show t h a t  a l abo r  
organiza t ion  c a n ' t  be run  a s  a  bu reauc ra t i c  p o l i t i c a l  se tup .  You j u s t  
can ' t  do i t .  

Now h i s t o r y  is  almost r epea t ing  i t s e l f  w i th  what they c a l l  the Miners f o r  
Democracy. I t ' s  s o r t  of a myster ious group because no one knows who they 
a r e  and where they  come from o r  how much money they spend o r  where they 
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g e t  i t  o r  what they do wi th  i t .  The b a s i c  t h ing  is  t h a t  i f  i t  
[ r u l i n g  power] is  ever  turned over  t o  them, i t  w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  t h e  
same chao t i c  condi t ion  t h a t  D i s t r i c t  Twelve, on ly  on a n a t i o n a l  b a s i s ,  
had h e r e  i n  1932 and 1933, 

So, i n  1933 t h e  union and M r .  Lewis came back i n t o  I l l i n o i s .  He took 
over  t h e  union and s e t  t h e  func t ion  of t h e  union up on a bus iness- l ike  
b a s i s .  It has  opera ted  t h a t  way ever  s ince ,  and i t ' s  going t o  have t o  
cont inue  l i k e  t h a t ,  because i f  they don ' t ,  t h e  union j u s t  w i l l  not  be 
a b l e  t o  survive.  

Q. Apparently t h e  unions recognized some a b i l i t i e s  i n  M r .  Lewis and 
knew t h a t  he  would run t h e  o rgan iza t ion  a s  i t  should be run. Is t h a t  
a c o r r e c t  assumption? 

A. It 's a c o r r e c t  assumption i n  t h a t  i t  shows one t h i n g  t h a t  happened 
t o  M r .  Lewis t h a t  poss ib ly  won't happen t o  another  l a b o r  l eade r .  He 
was a very  v a i n  person and a good a c t o r .  He no t  only hypnotized t h e  
coa l  miners s o  t h a t  they  would fo l low him, but: he  a l s o  hypnotized t h e  
coa l  ope ra to r s ;  and h e  hypnotized t h e  government. 

He got  i n  t r o u b l e  i n  1940 f o r  c a l l i n g  s t r i k e s  during t h e  war, bu t  had 
no problem because he  couldn ' t  s e t t l e  anything wi th  t h e  coa l  ope ra to r s .  
They s a t  s t i l l  on t h e  gu ide l ines  s e t  ou t  by t h e  War Labor Board, He 
knew he couldn ' t  b reak  them, so h e  he ld  product ion down u n t i l  t h e  
government would s e i z e  t h e  coa l  mines. 

The minute they se i zed  t h e  coa l  mines, h i s  f i r s t  s ta tement  was, "Well, 
now we ' re  ready. We'll  n e g o t i a t e  a c o n t r a c t  wi th  the  government." He 
d id  j u s t  that,  because i t  was e x a c t l y  h i s  s t r a t e g y .  He wanted government 
s e i z u r e ,  and Roosevelt played r i g h t  i n t o  h i s  hands. And, fol lowing 
Roosevelt i n  t h e  l a t e  19401s,  Harry Truman made t h e  same f a t a l  mistake-- 
he took t h e  c o a l  mines over .  H e  [Lewis] s a i d ,  "Okay, we don' t  have a 
con t r ac t  wi th  anybody now. L e t ' s  you and I draw one up.'' Then Lewis 
and Harold I ckes ,  Sec re t a ry  of t h e  I n t e r i o r ,  drew up a c o n t r a c t  and 
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  f i r s t  re t i rement  wel fare  fund t h a t  t h e  United Mine 
Workers ever  had. And i t ' s  grown t o  be one of t h e  b e s t  b e n e f i t s  they 've 
ever  had. 

John L. Lewis was a very wise man, too. When he founded t h i s  we l f a re  
t h i n g  i n  1947, he  thought he'd b e t t e r  have a p l ace  t o  put  t h e  money; 
so  be bought a bank. There were no places where he could put t h e  money 
and have i t  insured ,  a t  t h a t  time, f o r  more than  $5,000. And i f  you 
look back over your shoulder  t o  1932 and remember what happened t o  t h e  
banks, e s p e c i a l l y  i f  you ' re  going t o  have something l i k e  $100,000,000 
a yea r ,  you have no bus iness  keeping i t  i n  anybody's bank un le s s  you 
own t h e  bank. So h e  bought t h e  National  Bank of Washington. Since t h a t  
t ime he  merged wi th  s e v e r a l  o t h e r  banks, and now t h i s  is t h e  second 
largest bank i n  Washington. I th ink  i t  has  twenty-two branches. 

He w a s  wise i n  t h a t  he kept us on a t a x  exempt s t a t u s ,  and kept  t h e  
wel fare  fund on an t a x  exempt s t a t u s ,  which some day may change. He 
kept  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  c o s t  of t h e  we l f a re  fund, of which he was the  
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ch ief  execut ive  o f f i c e r ,  so  t h a t  t h e r e  would be no p r o f i t s  from 
investments .  And by v i r t u e  of p u t t i n g  t h e  money i n  t h e  National  
Bank of Washington, and owning about seventy-seven percent  of t h e  
s tock ,  t h e  earn ings  from t h a t  money went t o  t h e  United Mine Workers. 
This ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  means t h a t  i t  subs id ized  t h e  United Mine Workers 
Union, which is  s e p a r a t e  from t h e  we l f a re  fund; abso lu t e ly  s e p a r a t e  
i n  t h i s  s t a t e .  

A s  a ma t t e r  of f a c t ,  i t  was subs id ized  t o  t h e  poin t  where he  [Lewis] 
d i d n ' t  have t o  r a i s e  union dues. P re sen t ly  dues i n  t h e  United Mine 
Workers Union a r e  $5.25 a  month. Of t h a t ,  $1.75 goes t o  t h e  l o c a l  
unions, $1.50 of i t  s t a y s  i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t  f o r  admin i s t r a t i ve  a f f a i r s  
and $2.00 goes t o  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  union. That $2.00, t h e  pe r  c a p i t a  
of t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Union, has  s tayed  a t  $2.00 s i n c e  1948. 

Even wi th  a l l  the i n f l a t i o n  that has taken p lace ,  and a l l  t h e  p r i c e  
r a i s i n g ,  t h e  pe r  c a p i t a  h a s  s t ayed  t h e  same. It could s t a y  t h e r e  f o r  
a long, long t ime t o  come, because even though t h e r e ' s  Less miners ,  
l e s s  members, they a r e  s t i l l  being subs id ized  by investments Lewis made. 
It 's no b i g  problem, now. 

He's being c r i t i c i z e d  now i n  t h e  cou r t s  f o r  what he  d id ,  bu t  he d i d  i t  
f o r  t h e  purpose of keeping c o a l  miners  from having t o  pay any excess  of 
dues. That w a s  one of h i s  g r e a t  accomplishments. When he organized 
t h e  AFL-CIO, h e  d id  t h a t .  H e  had t o  defend himself bo th  phys i ca l ly  and 
o r a t o r i c a l l y  t o  g e t  t h e  job done. In  f a c t ,  I th ink  i t ' s  a  p r e t t y  w e l l -  
known f a c t  t h a t  he phys i ca l ly  knocked, I t h i n k  t h e  f e l l o w ' s  name was 
James Hutcheson, p re s iden t  of t h e  Carpenters '  Union, end over end i n  a  
board meeting. But h e  got  h i s  own way. 

M r .  Lewis' idea  of organiza t ion  was t o  t a k e  an  indus t ry  and put  i t  a l l  
i n  one union. I n  o t h e r  words, t h e r e  are no c r a f t s .  There may be  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  of d i f f e r e n t  jobs and d i f f e r e n t  pay r a t e s ,  bu t  t h e r e  
a r e  no c r a f t  unions involved. It a l l  belongs t o  one union. One of 
t h e  b igges t  t h ings  he had on h i s  hands t o  f i g h t  w a s  " f ea the r  bedding." 
H e  d i d n ' t  b e l i e v e  i n  i t ,  we don ' t  b e l i e v e  i n  i t  y e t ,  and i t  has  no 
p l ace  i n  indus t ry .  Everyone has  t o  work and g ive  a f a i r  day ' s  pay f o r  
a f a i r  day 's  work. 

I Q. He wholly be l ieved  i n  t h i s  philosophy, d i d n ' t  he? 

A. He had t o .  He knew t h a t  t h a t  was t h e  only way t h e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  o r  
f r e e  e n t e r p r i s e  system could surv ive .  And i f  i t  d i d n ' t  surv ive ,  he 
couldn ' t  surv ive ,  and t h e  unions couldn ' t .  He  made s u r e  they wouldn't  
encumber t h e  indus t ry  w i t h  any more than  they  could s tand .  Now he'd 
t ake  a l l  t h a t  they  had, a l l  t h a t  they  could spa re ,  and s e e  t h a t  h i s  
people got  t h a t ,  bu t  no t  i n  excess  of where i t ' d  pu t  t h e  indus t ry  out  
of bus iness .  

I t h i n k  t h a t  from about 1951 on, f o r  about e i g h t  o r  t e n  yea r s ,  he  never 
s igned a  c o n t r a c t  w i t h  anybody. He just extended t h e  c o n t r a c t ,  because 
t h e  indus t ry  was i n  t h e  form of t r a n s i t i o n  from the  domestic c o a l  bus iness  
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t o  t h e  power bus iness .  During t h a t  t ime, he knew t h a t  t h e  indus t ry  
could not  s tand  a l o t  of i nc rease  i n f l i c t e d  upon i t ,  so  he j u s t  s e t  
a s t a t u s  quo. 

Q. We've given much c r e d i t  t o  M r .  Lewis i n  books, magazines, and 
a r t i c l e s ,  bu t  it has been s a i d  t h a t  no man i s  g r e a t e r  than  t h e  men 
around him. Could you say t h i s  is t r u e  of Lewis? Did he  have g r e a t  
people around him? 

A. I t h i n k  t h a t  he  had l o y a l  people around him. This  is an  important 
f a c t o r  i n  being a  l eade r .  But I t h i n k  he c a l l e d  a l l  t h e  s h o t s  h imsel f .  

Although h e  was t h e  most talked-about man i n  t h e  country,  ha ted  by 
some people,  adored by o t h e r s ,  he could keep t h e  p re s s  fol lowing him. 
Whatever he  s a i d ,  t h a t  was i t .  They followed him cont inuously.  Now 
i t  seems t h a t  one of t h e  problems t h e  l a b o r  movement has  is t h a t  i t  
doesn ' t  g e t  a f a i r  shake wi th  t h e  news media. They don ' t  ge t  t h e  
p u b l i c i t y  l i k e  they  got  i n  t h e  1940's when t h e  War Labor Board was 
e s t a b l i s h e d  and he  [Lewis] had r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  on i t .  He, i n  o r d e r  
t o  ge t  h i s  own way, destroyed t h e  War Labor Board. He walked out  on 
i t  and h e  destroyed i t .  

14r. Meany, w i t h i n  t h e  l a s t  year ,  was t r y i n g  t o  i m i t a t e  M r .  Lewis 
[a t tempt ing  t o  des t roy  Pay Eoard], bu t  he  couldn ' t .  The Pay Board's 
s t i l l  the re .  He [Meany] walked ou t  on i t ,  b u t  he  cou ldn ' t  g e t  t h e  
job done. So t h e  [p re sen t ]  AFL, wi th  i t s  twelve o r  fou r t een  m i l l i o n  
members, d i d n ' t  have t h e  f o r c e  t h a t  M r .  Lewis had w i t h  500,000 members. 

Q. You s a i d  t h a t  Lewis was a  g r e a t  a c t o r  and could r e a l l y  p lay  t h e  
r o l e s .  Where do you t h i n k  t h a t  he  go t  t h i s  a b i l i t y ?  

A.  I t h i n k  t h a t  i f  you read a n  account about h i s  family,  y o u ' l l  f i n d  
t h a t  h i s  w i fe  educated him more than  anything.  He  used t h i s  educat ion 
continuously. Not too long ago, I was doing some r e sea rch  and found 
t h a t  during World War I h e  had a l l  t h e  c o a l  mines on s t r i k e  and t h e  
S t a r s  and S t r i p e s  were g iv ing  him h e l l  from top t o  bottom. He made a  
t ou r ,  he  d id  t h i s  d e l i b e r a t e l y ,  t o  t h e  Union S t a t i o n  i n  Washington. 
And n a t u r a l l y ,  during t h e  w a r ,  who do you run i n t o  a t  Union S t a t i o n  
but  G I ' s .  And of course,  one G I  c o l l a r e d  him quickly.  The s o l d i e r  
s a i d  t h a t  he d i d n ' t  t h i n k  it was r i g h t  f o r  t h e  coa l  miners t o  be on 
s t r i k e  when he 'd  given up a job  t h a t  pa id  $190 a  month t o  go i n t o  t h e  
Army and r ece ive  $50 a month. And he  a l s o  s a i d  t h a t  he had a mother 
and s e v e r a l  b r o t h e r s  t o  suppor t .  

So Lewis asked him what o t h e r  income he had. He s a i d ,  "well, my b ro the r  
w a s  f o r t u n a t e  enough t o  ge t  t h e  job I l e f t .  He's working f o r  $190 a  
month and he lp ing  them, too." About t h i s  t ime a  group of G I ' s  r a l l i e d  
around them. So Lewis s a i d ,   ell me, son, do you want your b r o t h e r  t o  
work f o r  less money?" The GI r e p l i e d ,   ell, no! He needs more money 
t o  pay t h e  b i l l s !  " So Lewis s a i d ,  " W e l l ,  you've answered my ques t ion .  
That ' s  why we're  out  s t r i k i n g  t h e s e  coa l  mines, t o  g e t  everybody boosted 

I I 
UP* 
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He thought,  and I t h i n k  i t ' s  t r u e ,  t h a t  during t h e  w a r  time, most of 
t he  government c o n t r a c t s  were pu t  ou t  on a cos t  p lus  b a s i s ,  where t h e  
i n d u s t r i e s ,  a l though they  had c o n t r o l ,  weren ' t  working because t h e  
more money they  could spend--it d i d n ' t  make any d i f f e r e n c e  how they 
spent  i t - - the  more income they  had. It was j u s t  a f l a t  t e n  percent  
cos t  p l u s  b a s i s .  

He could s e e  where t h e  people i n  i ndus t ry  and i n  t h e  mines were 
g e t t i n g  deprived, because t h e  more they  made and t h e  more money t h e  
government spent ,  t h e  more i n f l a t i o n a r y  t h e  condi t ions  became. But 
they were l i m i t e d  t o  what they c a l l e d  t h e  " l i t t l e  s t e e l  formula." 
It was broken down t o  about a 15% r a i s e ,  from about 1939 on. Lewis 
even went s o  f a r  a s  t o  invoke a nine-hour product ion day i n  t h e  coa l  
mines. Be d id  t h a t  so he could g e t  around those  formulas ,  because t h e  
l a s t  two hours  they were pa id  time-and-a-half. H e  knew damn w e l l  t h a t  
t h e r e ' s  only twenty-four hours i n  a day, and they could only work t h r e e  
s h i f t s .  There was no way i n  t h e  world those  people could work n ine  
haurs .  They were pa id  f o r  n ine  and he circumvented i t  t h a t  way. Af te r  
t he  w a r ,  he  brought i t  back t o  an eight-hour day, w i th  exac t ly  t h e  same 
pay. So he boosted t h e  r a i s e ,  and boosted i t  again.  

The wel fa re  and re t i rement  fund t h a t  he  f a the red  unquestionably increased  
t h e  longevi ty  of t h e  coa l  miner. S t a t i s t i c s  w i l l  show t h a t  t h e  average 
l i f e  of t h e  c o a l  miner was about f i f t y - e i g h t  yea r s  o l d  when t h e  fund was 
e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  1947. Now i t ' s  c l o s e  t o  seventy years  old. And i n  1969 
they had 6,000 people on pension out of t h a t  fund who drew it t h e  f i r s t  
year  i t  w a s  e s t ab l i shed ,  which meant t h a t  they had t o  be a t  t h a t  t ime 
[1947], sixty-two yea r s  o ld .  So those  6,000 people had t o  be a t  l e a s t  
e ighty-four  y e a r s  o ld  i n  1969. 

These people were given t h e  b e s t  medical ca re .  Lewis wanted them t o  
have t h e  b e s t .  In  o t h e r  words, a gene ra l  p r a c t i t i o n e r  m i g h t  be a capable 
surgeon, bu t  i f  he d i d n ' t  belong t o  t h e  American College of Surgeons, 
he d i d n ' t  ope ra t e  on our  people. That was one of t h e  f l a t  r u l e s  t h a t ' s  
s t i l l  t he re .  He introduced f u l l  coverage i n t o  t h e  mining indus t ry .  I n  
o t h e r  words, i f  t h e r e  was something wrong wi th  t h e  miners,  they could go 
t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l  and ge t  it fixed. And i f  t h e r e  was something wrong with 
t h e i r  family,  i t  worked t h e  same way. 

The fund a l s o  pa id  f o r  a l l  p r e s c r i p t i o n  drugs, and, on t h e  su r f ace ,  t h a t  
would seem a l i t t l e  imprac t i ca l  bu t  i t  i s n ' t .  The theory behind t h i s  
was t h a t  i f  t h e  union furn ished  t h e  drugs,  t h e  f e l l ow won't run out .  
H e ' l l  use  t h e  drugs, and s t a y  ou t  of t h e  h o s p i t a l  and keep working. 

The fund i s  keeping our  people on t h e i r  f e e t .  The proper c a r e  f o r  t h e s e  
r e t i r e d  people has  increased  t h e  l eng th  of t h e i r  l i v e s .  We know how 
medical and h o s p i t a l  expenses have skyrocketed.  But w e  a l s o  know t h a t  
t h e  69,000 miners  t h a t  a r e  on pension, and t h e  180,000 t h a t  work i n  t h e  
coa l  mines w i l l  go t o  bed a t  n igh t  and know t h a t  t h e y ' r e  no t  going t o  
be wiped ou t  t h e  next  day because they  o r  o n e o f t h e  r e l a t i v e s  i n  t h e i r  
immediate family might g e t  s i c k .  They're r e l i e v e d  of the worry a l t o g e t h e r .  
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I t h i n k  t h a t  as f a r  a s  t h e  mi rac l e s  t h a t  M r .  Lewis brought about t o  
organiza t ion ,  he encountered q u i t e  a few o b s t a c l e s ,  no t  only from t h e  
companies involved, bu t  a l s o  from t h e  workmen. He had h i s  problems 
with t h e  r a d i c a l  elements,  and he had h i s  problems wi th  t h e  r i g h t  
wing c a p i t a l i s t s  t h a t  t r i e d  t o  e x p l o i t  l abor .  He had t o  go down t h e  
middle. 

H i s  b e l i e f ,  I th ink ,  was t h e  same a s  we b e l i e v e  today, t h a t  l abo r  
unions a r e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  he re  t o  s t a y .  It cannot be opera ted  
l i k e  a p o l i t i c a l  o rgan iza t ion ;  i t  has one bus iness .  The l abo r  union 
must r e g u l a t e  t h e  extreme r a d i c a l .  It has t o  r e g u l a t e  t h a t .  And i t ' s  
being hamstrung r i g h t  now by t h e  Landrum-Griffin Act. It c a n ' t  do the  
job i t  should i n  d i s c i p l i n i n g  t h e  extreme r a d i c a l .  And, on t h e  o t h e r  
hand, i t  [union] is  t h e r e  t o  r e g u l a t e  t h e  extreme and unscrupulous 
employer who would e x p l o i t  t h e i r  people. The purpose of t h e  l a b o r  
union is  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e  middle of t h e  road where t h e  indus t ry  can 
su rv ive ,  and where t h e  people can be paid t h e  f a i r  sha re  of t h e  p r o f i t s .  
Tha t ' s  what i t  amounts t o .  That was h i s  [Lewis's] theory,  and i t  
worked p e r f e c t l y .  And when t h e  Landrum-Griffin Act became e f f e c t i v e ,  
John Lewis could no t  l i v e  wi th  i t .  

Q. I n  what year  was t h a t ?  

A.  Around 1960. It took t h e  d i s c i p l i n a r y  powers away from him, over  
t h e  ex t r emis t s  w i th in  t h e  union. And from t h e  day t h a t  t h a t  t h ing  went 
i n t o  e f f e c t ,  t h e r e ' s  been extreme elements t h a t  have popped up a l l  over  
t h e  country. They passed i t  because they s a i d  t h e  l a b o r  l e a d e r  had too  
much power and was l i k e  a p re s iden t .  You can g ive  a p re s iden t  too  much 
power i f  he  is  t h e  wrong p re s iden t ,  bu t  i f  he  works f o r  t h e  i n t e r e s t  of 
h i s  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  you can ' t  g ive  him too much power. And they passed 
i t ,  1 t h ink ,  because they  f e l t  t h a t  they  would r e g u l a t e  c e r t a i n  unions. 
The Teamsters Union was one of t h e  most m i l i t a n t  and hard-to-get-along-with 
unions t h e r e  is,  wh i l e  ou r s  is  j u s t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e  people i n  
t h e  indus t ry ,  s a f e t y  wise.  

The coa l  miners themselves know t h a t  t h e y ' r e  no t  going t o  c r e a t e  any v a s t  
fo r tunes  o r  e s t a t e s .  They're God-fearing people t h a t  b e l i e v e  they  should 
be given a r i g h t  t o  own t h e i r  own homes and educate t h e i r  k ids ,  and maybe 
keep them ou t  of c o a l  mining. Few c o a l  miners want t h e i r  youngsters  t o  
go i n  and fo l low t h e  mining bus iness .  They t h i n k  t h e  mistreatment. they  
have had i n  t h e  p a s t  might r e t u r n ;  and it poss ib ly  w i l l .  I n  f a c t ,  I ' m  
c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  r e g u l a t i o n s  t h e  government's pu t  on t h e  unions a r e  
going t o  b r ing  i t  about.  Ce r t a in ly  i t ' s  brought about t h e  ex t r emis t s  
elements,  not  only i n  l a b o r  unions,  bu t  every p lace .  

They f i n d  ou t  now t h a t  t h e  government is not  what they thought it was. 
They have the government n a i l e d  down i n  its i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  i n  i t s  own 
r i g h t ,  bu t  i t  doesn ' t  have t h e  power base t h a t  i t  had. The l i b e r a l  
r u l i n g s  t h a t  are made on t h e  c o n s t i t u t i o n  have turned t h e s e  extreme 
minor i ty  groups loose ,  and I don ' t  know where i t ' s  going t o  s top .  
Ce r t a in ly  it must be  c u r t a i l e d  someplace along t h e  l i n e .  



Kenneth F. Wells 

I Q. How is t h e  United Mine Workers Union administered? 

A.  The United Mine Workers Union may be  compared t o  t h e  way t h e  
f e d e r a l  government i s  run. It has a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  system i n  which 
t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  o f f i c e r s  a r e  e l ec t ed .  There a r e  c e r t a i n  appo in t ive  
powers i n  t h e  admin i s t r a t i ve  a r e a s ,  appointed by t h e  p re s iden t  of t h e  
union and r a t i f i e d  by t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Board, j u s t  a s  a cabine t  
member is  r a t i f i e d  by t h e  Senate.  Then when you g e t  down i n t o  t h e  
f i e l d ,  we have c e r t a i n  a r e a s  where t h e  people e l e c t  t h e  r ep re sen ta t ives .  
For ins tance ,  I t h i n k  I have f i v e  i n  I l l i n o i s .  

I Q. And t h a t ' s  broken down i n t o  d i s t r i c t s ?  

A. It is  broken down i n t o  what we c a l l  board-member d i s t r i c t s .  H e  
r ep re sen t s  those  people.  They do t h e  same job a s  a  congressman, and 
i n  j u s t  t h e  same fash ion .  H e  can b r ing  t h e  miners '  problems t o  you, 
h e  can br ing  gr ievances  t o  you concerning t h e i r  c o n t r a c t ,  o r  he  can 
b r ing  any problem t o  you. Local ly,  i t ' s  j u s t  l i k e  t h e  c i t y  counci l .  
The l o c a l  unions e l e c t  o f f i c e r s  and conduct t h e i r  own bus iness .  

Q. Who arranged f o r  t h i s  o rgan iza t iona l  plan? Was t h i s  ~ e w i s '  doing, 
o r  d id  t h i s  evolve a f t e r  Lewis? 

A. M s .  Lewis e s t a b l i s h e d  t h i s  system. I t ' s  been a t t acked  by people 
from o u t s i d e  of t h e  union. They come i n  and t r y  t o  i n f i l t r a t e  and t e l l  
us  how t o  run  t h e  union. I never heard of such a  th ing .  They t o l d  us  
by cour t  o r d e r  t h a t  t h e  Department of Labor i s  t o  oversee  the  union. 
We have a  l abo r  department here ,  so we welcome them. They can t a k e  our  
books, or  do whatever they want to ,  bu t  we ea rn  i t  t h e  way t h e  l a w  says  
and t h e  way t h e  union r u l e s  say. We don ' t  ob j ec t  t o  t h a t .  Then they 
went s o  far, though, t o  say  t h a t  some o u t s i d e  group would have a  man i n  
he re  t o  watch t h e  l a b o r  department. That ' s  not  t oo  bad e i t h e r ,  but  
a f t e r  they  d id  t h a t ,  they s a i d  t h e  union had t o  pay him f i f t y  d o l l a r s  
a  day whi le  h e ' s  watching them. It seems r i d i c u l o u s .  

That 's  why we t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  Landrum-Griffin Act has  f a the red  more 
ex t remis t  groups than  any o t h e r  t h ing  on t h e  law books. Because i t  
educated t h e  people,  I won't say educated, i t  brought t h e  people down 
t o  where they couldn ' t  be  d i s c i p l i n e d  by t h e  union and they couldn ' t  
be d i s c i p l i n e d  by t h e  people i n  school .  

When I went t o  school  back i n  t h e  twent ies ,  t h e  school  t eache r s  t r i e d  
t o  look down t h e i r  noses a t  any k id  whose dad belonged t o  t h e  l a b o r  
union. Nobody seemed t o  b e l i e v e  i n  i t .  But now they have found out  
t h a t  i t ' s  t h e  only  way they  can g e t  anything.  The government workers 
have a  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  system than we have. In o rde r  f o r  them t o  ge t  
a  decent  recogni t ion ,  a  decent pay, they had t o  organize.  It 's s t r a n g e  
i t  had t o  come about t h a t  way, and t h e y ' r e  handicapped, t o  a  c e r t a i n  
ex t en t ,  because when we n e g o t i a t e  a  c o n t r a c t ,  w e  know t h e  economic 
cond i t i on  i n  t h e  indus t ry .  We do t h i n k  t h a t  we ' re  awful c a r e f u l ;  we 
don' t  encumber t h e  indus t ry  too  much, bu t  we t a k e  a l l  t h a t  it can s tand .  
School t eache r s  can go out i n  good f a i t h  and n e g o t i a t e  a c o n t r a c t  and 
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t h e  school  board can be j u s t  a s  f a i t h f u l .  But then  they  have t o  look 
f o r  someplace t o  g e t  t h e  money. 

W e  ope ra t e  on a supply and demand b a s i s ,  and we have t h e  advantage 
the re .  However, I ' m  no t  discouraging t h e  school  t eache r s  from 
organizing,  because I ' m  no t  s o  s u r e  t h a t  they d o n ' t  have t o  have 
some c e n t r a l  p o i n t  from which t o  do t h e i r  t a lk ing .  But I ' d  r a t h e r  be 
head of a l a b o r  union t h a t  bases  i t s  func t ions  on t h e  f r e e  e n t e r p r i s e  
system than  on t h e  t a x  levy  system, becuase I know how everybody l i k e s  
t o  pay taxes .  

Q. This  a l s o  p o i n t s  o u t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  advent of t h e  l abo r  union 
and M r .  Lewis were r e a l l y  ahead of t h e  t imes. 

A.  He was ahead of t h e  t imes. However, le t ' s  n o t  l o s e  s i g h t  of t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  during the t ime he  was organiz ing ,  whether i t  be c o a l  mines 
o r  rubber  workers o r  automobile workers, he was a l s o  encouraging t h e  
high mechanization of every indus t ry .  

H e  knew t h a t  i n  o rde r  t o  pay, you had t o  produce. He demanded a l o t  
from organiza t ion ,  bu t  he a l s o  f i x e d  i t  s o  t h a t  they could be  h ighly  
product ive.  H e  encouraged t h e  mechanization of t h e  c o a l  mines, H e  
took t h e  drudgery out  of it. 

We have problems now t o  keep t h e  people i n  t h e  c o a l  mines who a r e n ' t  
q u a l i f i e d  t o  maintain t h e  t e c h n i c a l  equipment. We have some equipment 
i n  c o a l  mines; we have one p i ece  of machinery t h a t  cost something l i k e  
$190,000. That p i ece  of machinery has  got  two, t h r e e  hundred horsepower 
motors on i t .  Now, those  two motors ope ra t e  seventeen d i f f e r e n t  
hydraul ic  pumps, bu t  t h e  p re s su res  on those  pumps are no t  t h e  same. 
Through t h e  reducing va lves ,  one t h i n g  o r  another ,  t h a t  makes t h e s e  
pumps do a c e r t a i n  job, on ly  a c e r t a i n  amount of p re s su re  can be  app l i ed .  
It is  a d i f f i c u l t  job t o  main ta in  t h e s e  th ings .  

I t 's  s t r ange  t h a t  they o f t e n  t a l k  about  t h e  shor tage  of miners. Actual ly ,  
i t ' s  a shor tage  i n  t h e  kind of miners.  We have t h e  kind t h a t  can go 
down and d i g  coa l ,  but we don ' t  have t h e  kind i n  t h e  mechanical, 
e l e c t r i c a l ,  hyd rau l i c  and machinis t  f i e l d s .  We don ' t  have t h e  number w e  
should. But t h e  bad p a r t  of i t  is  t h a t  t h e  management doesn ' t  have them 
e i t h e r .  

We had a n  automatic  h o i s t i n g  system t h a t  was not  func t ioning  proper ly  
and t h e  management had no one t h a t  could f i x  i t .  They s e n t  i t  t o  t h e  
f ac to ry  and when they go t  down the re  i t  was fou r  o r  f i v e  days be fo re  
they f i n a l l y  f i x e d  it. I don ' t  t h i n k  they y e t  know what they d id  t o  
i t  t o  make i t  work r i g h t .  Things a r e  so h ighly  t e c h n i c a l  now t h a t  we 
a r e  encouraging and hoping t o  put  t r a i n i n g  programs i n t o  t h e  mining 
a r e a s  t o  t r y  t o  have our  people upgraded. Bas i ca l ly ,  t h e  workers have 
q u a l i f i c a t i o n s ,  bu t  t hey ' r e  going t o  have t o  be upgraded, according t o  
t h e  complexity of the machine. 

The union is encouraging t r a i n i n g  programs and t h e y ' r e  encouraging t h e  
c o a l  company t o  do i t  wi th  them. What they want t o  do is  use  them [ t r a i n e e s ]  
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on t h e  mine property.  They ' l l  pay them t h e  going r a t e ,  but  t h e y ' l l  
g e t  t h e i r  money's worth out  of them bes ides  educat ing them. They ' l l  
spend about two o r  t h r e e  hours i n  t h e  classroom a day, and t h e y ' l l  
spend t h e  o t h e r  f i v e  hours w i t h  an educated technic ian .  

END OF SIDE ONE 

Q. When was mechanization first introduced i n t o  t h e  mines? Can you 
t r a c e  t h i s  back? 

A, Well, i t  came i n  t h e  19201s, bu t  t h e  mechanization we  had then has 
been outmoded. Now a mine t h a t ' s  twenty yea r s  o l d  i s  obsole te .  We've 
rep laced  t h e  o ld  cu t  machine, t h e  loading  machine and t h e  d r i l l s .  We 
now have a  continuous mine t h a t  t akes  t h e  c o a l  r i g h t  o u t  of t h e  seam 
with  no shoot ing o r  p r i o r  p repa ra t ion  a t  a l l .  This was brought about ,  
I be l i eve ,  by what happened i n  World War 11. The machinery we ' re  using 
i n  t h e  coa l  mines today is  machinery t h a t  t h e  government developed, t h a t  
i s ,  t h e  ske l e ton  of i t .  The s t r e n g t h  of t h e  s t e e l  was increased  during 
t h e  war, and we've t ak ing  advantage of it  now. we're got ,  i n  s t r i p  
mining, shovels  t h a t  p i ck  up 180 yards  a t  one time. In  1943 t h e  l a r g e s t  
one w a s  30 yards.  

Now we have t h e s e  continuous miners t h a t  a c t u a l l y  go i n  and d i g  t h e  coa l  
out  without  any p r i o r  d r i l l i n g ,  shoot ing  o r  b l a s t i n g  of any kind. They 
put t he  coa l  i n t o  a s h u t t l e  c a r  and i t  is re layed  t o  a b e l t ,  They don ' t  
pu t  it i n  c o a l  c a r s  anymore; they  put it  on a  continuous b e l t .  Then i t ' s  
de l ive red  s t r a i g h t  t o  t h e  sur face .  These b e l t s  have rep laced  t h e  c o a l  
haulage locomotive and a l l  t h e  handl ing of t h e  coa l .  The coa l  c a r s  a r e  
a l l  gone, and now t h e  c o a l  goes r i g h t  i n t o  t h e  p repa ra t ion  p l a n t .  

We've t r i e d ,  and a r e  on t h e  way, t o  preserve  coa l  as one of t h e  b a s i c  
f u e l s .  I t h i n k  t h a t  it w i l l  be  preserved.  We can see t h a t  r i g h t  now 
we have almost a b s o l u t e  c o n t r o l  of space  cool ing.  Bel ieve  me, when 
your a i r  cond i t i one r ' s  running and your l i g h t s  are running, you ' re  
burning c o a l  whether you l i k e  i t  o r  no t .  

We s t o r e  coa l  on t h e  su r f ace ,  100,000 tons  a t  a time. Tra ins  come i n  
and load them sys t ema t i ca l ly  wi thout  s top .  There 's  one p a r t i c u l a r  
mine h e r e  i n  I l l i n o i s  t h a t ' l l  load  a 100 t o n  c a r  i n  fo r ty - f ive  seconds. 
For i n s t ance ,  it t akes  120 c a r s  t o  load 12,000 tons  of coa l .  It goes 
t o  i t s  d e s t i n a t i o n ,  dumps t h e  coa l ,  and comes r i g h t  back t o  t h e  same 
coa l  mine and loads  i t  again.  That reduced t h e  f r e i g h t  r a t e ,  because 
sh ipplng  a bulk  product l i k e  coa l  is  c o s t l y ,  t h e r e ' s  no ques t ion  about 
t h a t .  We've pu t  t h e  power p l a n t  a t  t h e  c o a l  mine i n  two o r  t h r e e  
in s t ances .  We've got  one down here ,  twenty mi l e s  from he re ,  mine 
number t e n ,  They have a $100,000,000 power p l a n t  i n  t h a t  c o a l  mine, 
and t a k e  t h e  coal t o  t h e  power p l a n t  by conveyer b e l t  r i g h t  a c r o s s  t h e  
road. Then t h e  e l e c t r i c i t y  is  generated the re ,  and i s  sen t  by h igh  
v o l t a g e  t ransmiss ion  c a b l e  t o  Chicago. So t h a t  cu t  t h e  sh ipping  c o s t  
dawn. 
















