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Kenneth F. Wells, October 2, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Rex Rhodes, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Wells, I'm sure you recall some experiences with John L. Lewis.
Can you recall the first time you met the gentleman?

A, I was never really close to him. The best conferences I had with
him was in his latter yvears——-in 1966 and 1967. Prior to that, he was
a household name with every coal mine. I spent twenty-nine years and
nine months in underground mining, and our contacts with Mr. Lewis in
that period were just nil, you might say, other than by sight. He was
a household name with every coal miner.

He was responsible, we feel, for the development of the labor movement
in America; not only for coal miners, but the overall labor movement as

well. He used the United Mine Workers as a power base, I think, for both

physical support and financial support.

He did develop the unions. So the story goes: early when he came to
Tllinois, he was first employed in Bond County, at the Panama Mine.
Then he came to Springfield more as a legislative representative of the
union. Then he expanded it. He took corruption out of the union and
fixed it to where it operated on a more business~like basis. He had
his ups and downs at times within the union and had more trouble with
his own ranks than he had with the capitalistic operators--the power
companies, the coal mines and the factories or anything he tackled. I
think he had more problems right within his own ranks. They always
tried to destroy themselves; it could have been instigated by coal
operators or someone from the capitalistic system. He was a firm
believer in the free enterprise system and saw to it that we had free
labor.

In 1919, when he became head of the United Mine Workers, he was one of
the foremost labor leaders in the country. He hadn't quite developed
himself yet, but by 1936 he had. In 1936 he came out openly and defied
the American Federation of Labor, one of the organizations he really
helped establish. He defied it and organized. the CIO. But he got to a
point where he could not control the CIO the way that he could the Mine
Workers, because they were infiltrated with communist elements, and he
would not stand for it. Communism has no place in the labor movement.
I don't think Mr. Lewis thought so, and I don't think so. He took
advantage of the National Recovery Act, although he knew that, sooner
or later, it would be declared unconstitutional. That was the time when
he stepped down and started organizing coal mines. He went farther and
even organized and established the CIO.
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Q. You have indicated that his power base was here in Illinois, is
that correct?

A. His power base was in Illinois until he left Illinois; then it
changed. Many times it was suggested and impressed [upon people] that
he wanted to be Secretary of Labor. I think nothing could be farther
from the truth. He would never have sacrificed the presidency of the
United Mine Workers just because being Secretary of Labor was a more
powerful job. I think you can best prove that by the fact that in 1940,
when he thought that communism would control the CIO, in his speech in
1940 endorsing Wendall Wilkie, he said that if the [CIO] went for
Roosevelt, he would resign as head of the CIO. But he never, at any
time, indicated that he'd resign from the presidency of the United Mine
Workers.

He was very powerful, due to the lack of interference from Anti-Trust
laws or from any federal labor laws. T don't think this could be
repeated now, because labor leaders are hamstrung by the Landrum-Griffin
Act and the Taft-Hartley Act. Mr. lewis resigned as president of the
United Mine Workers at just about the same time that the Landrum=Griffin
Act went into effect. He knew that he couldn't live with this law. He
couldn't live with it because he had a grip on the mine workers and had
to run their business for them.

He often said that the coal miners themselves could not run their own
business. The best proof we have of that is in 1928 and 1929, when
there was an injunction issued that prohibited Mr. Lewis from being
active in Illinois. That injunction was issued here in, I think,
Sangamon County courts. Nevertheless, the injunction said that he

could operate as head of the United Mine Workers, but he could not
interfere with anything within the state of Illinois, which was District
Twelve.

That condition continued from 1929 until 1932. 1In 1932 things were in
such a sorry state that the Progressive Miners were being organized,
because there was a rebellion within the ranks. They owned a beautiful
building on the corner of Fourth and Monroe in Springfield. The building
had a $100,000 mortgage on it, and they had something like seventy-five
cents in the bank. They had somewhere in the neighborhood of 40,000 or
50,000 members.

During this three year period, the United Mine Workers in Illinois
transformed themselves into a bureaucratic, political organization.

In this condition it just could not function as a labor union. So in
1932, the District Twelve executive board asked Mr. Lewis to intervene,
and surrendered the charter to him. They said they weren't able to run
it, which is the best example I know of that'll show that a labor
organization can't be run as a bureaucratic political setup. You just
can't do it.

Now history is almost repeating itself with what they call the Miners for
Democracy. It's sort of a mysterious group because no one knows who they
are and where they come from or how much money they spend or where they
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get it or what they do.with it. The basic thing is that if it

[ruling power] is ever turned over to them, it will result in the
same chaotic condition that District Twelve, only on a national basis,
had here in 1932 and 1933,

So, in 1933 the union and Mr. Lewis came back into Illinois. He took

over the union and set the function of the union up on a business-like
basis. It has operated that way ever since, and it's going to have to
continue like that, because if they don't, the union just will not be

able to survive.

Q. Apparently the unions recognized some abilitjes in Mr. Lewis and
knew that he would run the organization as it should be run. Is that
a correct assumption?

A. It's a correct assumption in that it shows one thing that happened
to Mr. Lewis that possibly won't happen to another labor leader. He
was a very vain person and a good actor. He not only hypnotized the
coal miners so that they would follow him, but he also hypnotized the
coal operators; and he hypnotized the government.

He got in trouble in 1940 for calling strikes during the war, but had
no problem because he couldn't settle anything with the coal operators.
They sat still on the guidelines set out by the War Labor Board. He
knew he couldn't break them, so he held production down until the
government would seize the coal mines.

The minute they seized the coal mines, his first statement was, ''Well,
now we're ready. We'll negotiate a contract with the govermment." He
did just that, because it was exactly his strategy. He wanted government
seizure, and Roosevelt played right into his hands. And, following
Roosevelt in the late 1940's, Harry Truman made the same fatal mistake—-—
he took the coal mines over. He [Lewis] said, "Okay, we don't have a
contract with anybody now. Let's you and I draw one up." Then Lewis
and Harold Ickes, Secretary of the Interior, drew up a contract and
established the first retirement welfare fund that the United Mine
Workers ever had. And it's grown to be one of the best benefits they've
aver had.

John L. Lewis was a very wise man, too. When he founded this welfare
thing in 1947, he thought he'd better have a place to put the money;

so be bought a bank. There were no places where he could put the money
and have it insured, at that time, for more than $5,000. And if you
look back over your ghoulder to 1932 and remember what happened to the
banks, especially if you're going to have something like $100,000,000

a year, you have no business keeping it in anybody's bank unless you
own the bank. So he bought the National Bank of Washington. Since that
time he merged with several other banks, and now this is the second
largest bank in Washington. I think it has twenty-two branches.

He was wise in that he kept us on a tax exempt status, and kept the
welfare fund on an tax exempt status, which some day may change. He
kept the administrative cost of the welfare fund, of which he was the
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chief executive officer, so that there would be no profits from
investments. And by virtue of putting the money in the National
Bank of Washington, and owning about seventy-seven percent of the
stock, the earnings from that money went to the United Mine Workers.
Thig, in effect, means that it subsidized the United Mine Workers
Union, which is separate from the welfare fund; absolutely separate
in this state.

As a matter of fact, it was subsidized to the point where he [Lewis]
didn't have to raise union dues. Presently dues in the United Mine
Workers Union-are $5.25 a month. Of that, $1.75 goes to the local
unions, $1.50 of it stays in the district for administrative affairs
and $2.00 goes to the international union. That $2.00, the per capita
of the International Union, has stayed at $2.00 since 1948,

Even with all the inflation that has taken place, and all the price
raising, the per capita has stayed the same. It could stay there for

a long, long time to come, because even though there's less miners,

less members, they are still being subsidized by investments Lewis made.
It's no big problem, now.

He's being criticized now in the courts for what he did, but he did it
for the purpose of keeping coal miners from having to pay any excess of
dues. That was one of his great accomplishments. When he organized
the AFL-CIO, he did that. He had to defend himself both physically and
oratorically to get the job done. 1In fact, I think it's a pretty well-
known fact that he physically knocked, I think the fellow's name was
James Hutcheson, president of the Carpenters' Union, end over end in a
board meeting. But he got his own way.

Mr. Lewis' idea of organization was to take an industry and put it all
in one union. In other words, there are no crafts. There may be
classifications of different jobs and different pay rates, but there
are no craft unions involved. It all belongs to one union. One of
the biggest things he had on his hands to fight was "feather bedding."
He didn't believe in it, we don't believe in it yet, and it has no
place in industry. Everyone has to work and give a fair day's pay for
a fair day's work.

Q. He wholly believed in this philosophy, didn't he?

A. He had to. He knew that that was the only way the capitalistic or
free enterprise system could survive. And if it didn't survive, he
couldn't survive, and the unions couldn't. He made sure they wouldn't
encumber the industry with any more than they could stand. Now he'd
take all that they had, all that they could spare, and see that his
people got that, but not in excess of where it'd put the industry out
of business.

I think that from about 1951 on, for about eight or ten years, he never
signed a contract with anybody. He just extended the contract, because
the industry was in the form of transition from the domestic coal business
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to the power business. During that time, he knew that the industry
could not stand a lot of increase inflicted upon it, so he just set
a status quo.

Q. We've given much credit to Mr. Lewis in books, magazines, and
articles, but it has been said that no man is greater than the men
around him. Could you say this is true of Lewis? Did he have great
people around him?

A, T think that he had loyal people around him. This is an important
factor in being a leader. But I think he called all the shots himself,

Although he was the most talked-about man in the country, hated by
some people, adored by others, he could keep the press following him.
Whatever he said, that was it. They followed him continuously. Now
it seems that one of the problems the labor movement has is that it
doesn't get a fair shake with the news media. They don't get the
publicity like they got in the 1940's when the War Labor Board was
established and he [Lewis] had representatives on it. He, 1In order
to get his own way, destroyed the War Labor Board. He walked out on
it and he destroyed it.

Mr. Meany, within the last year, was trying to imitate Mr. Lewis
[attempting to destroy Pay Board], but he couldn't. The Pay Board's
still there. He [Meany] walked out on it, but he couldn't get the

job done. So the [present] AFL, with its twelve or fourteen million
members, didn't have the force that Mr. Lewis had with 500,000 members.

Q. You said that Lewls was a great actor and could really play the
roles. Where do you think that he got this ability?

A. I think that if you read an account about his family, you'll find
that his wife educated him more than anything. He used this education
continuously., Not too long ago, I was doing some research and found
that during World War I he had all the coal mines on strike and the
Stars and Stripes were giving him hell from top to bottom. He made a
tour, he did this deliberately, to the Union Station in Washington.
And naturally, during the war, who do you rum into at Union Station
but GI's. And of course, one GI collared him quickly. The soldier
said that he didn't think it was right for the coal miners to be on
strike when he'd given up a job that paid $190 a month to go into the
Army and receive $50 a month. And he also said that he had a mother
and several brothers to support.

So Lewis asked him what other income he had. He said, '"Well, my brother
was fortunate enough to get the job I left. He's working for $190 a
month and helping them, too." About this time a group of GI's rallied
around them, So Lewis said, "Tell me, son, do you want your brother to
work for less money?" The GI replied, "Hell, no! He needs more money
to pay the bills!" So Lewis said, '"Well, you've answered my question.
That's why we're out striking these coal mines, to get everybody boosted
up. 11
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He thought, and I think it's true, that during the war time, most of
the government contracts were put out on a cost plus basis, where the
industries, although they had control, weren't working because the
more money they could spend--it didn't make any difference how they
spent it=-the more income they had. It was just a flat ten percent
cost plus basis.

He could see where the people in industry and in the mines were

getting deprived, because the more they made and the more money .the
government spent, the more ' inflationary the conditions became. But
they were limited to what they called the "little steel formula."

It was broken down to about a 15% raise, from about 1939 on. Lewis
even went so far as to invoke a nine-hour production day in the coal
mines. He did that so he could get around those formulas, because the
lagt two hours they were paid time-and-a-half. He knew damn well that
there's only twenty-four hours in a day, and they could only work three
shifts. There was no way in the world those people could work nine
hours. They were paid for nine and he circumvented it that way. After
the war, he brought it back to an eight-hour day, with exactly the same
pay. So he boosted the raise, and boosted it again.

The welfare and retirement fund that he fathered unquestionably increased
the longevity of the coal miner. Statistics will show that the average
life of the coal miner was about fifty-eight years old when the fund was
established in 1947. Now it's close to seventy years old. And in 1969
they had 6,000 people on pension out of that fund who drew it the first
year it was established, which meant that they had to be at that time
[1947], sixty-two years old. So those 6,000 people had to be at least
eighty-four years old in 1969.

These people were given the best medical care. Lewis wanted them to

have the best. In other words, a general practitioner might be a. capable
surgeon, but if he didn't belong to the American College of Surgeons,

he didn't operate on our people. That was one of the flat rules that's
still there. He introduced full coverage into the mining industry. In
other words, if there was something wrong with the miners, they could go
to the hospital and get it fixed. And if there was something wrong with
their family, it worked the same way.

The fund also paid for all prescription drugs, and, on the surface, that
would seem a little impractical but it isn't. The theory behind this
was that if the union furnished the drugs, the fellow won't run out.
He'll use the drugs, and stay out of the hospital and keep working.

The fund is keeping our people on their feet. The proper care for these
retired people has increased the length of their lives. We know how
medical and hospital expenses have skyrocketed. But we also know that

the 69,000 miners that are on pension, and the 180,000 that work in the
coal mines will go to bed at night and know that they're not going to

be wiped out the next day because they or oneof the relatives in their
immediate family might get sick. They're relieved of the worry altogether.
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I think that as far as the miracles that Mr. Lewis brought about to
organization, he encountered quite a few obstacles, not only from the
companies involved, but also from the workmen. He had his problems
with the radical elements, and he had his problems with the right
wing capitalists that tried to exploit labor. He had to go down the
middle,

His belief, I think, was the same as we believe today, that labor
unions are institutions that are here to stay. It cannot be operated
like a political organization; it has one businessg. The labor union
must regulate the extreme radical. It has to regulate that. And it's
being hamstrung right now by the Landrum-Griffin Act. It can't do the
job it should in disciplining the extreme radical. And, on the other
hand, it [union] is there to regulate the extreme and unscrupulous
employer who would exploit their people. The purpose of the labor
union is to stay in the middle of the road where the industry can
survive, and where the people can be paid the fair share of the profits.
That's what it amounts to. That was his [Lewis's] theory, and it
worked perfectly. And when the Landrum-Griffin Act became effective,
John Lewis could not live with it.

Q. In what year was that?

A, Around 1960. It took the disciplinary powers away from him, over

the extremists within the union. And from the day that that thing went
into effect, there's been extreme elements that have popped up all over
the country. They passed it because they said the labor leader had too
much power and was like a president. You can give a president too much
power if he is the wrong president, but if he works for the Interest of
his constituents, you can't give him too much power. And they passed

it, I think, because they felt that they would regulate certain unions.
The Teamsters Union was one of the most militant and hard-to-get-along—-with
unions there is, while ours is just interested in protecting the people in
the industry, safety wise.

The coal miners themselves know that they're not going to create any vast
fortunes or estates. They're God-fearing people that believe they should
be given a right to own their own homes and educate their kids, and maybe
keep them out of coal mining. Few coal miners want their youngsters to
go in and follow the mining business. They think the mistreatment they
have had in the past might return; and it possibly will. In fact, I'm
certain that the regulations the government's put on the unions are

going to bring it about. Certainly it's brought about the extremists
elements, not only in labor unions, but every place.

They find out now that the government 1s not what they thought it was.
They have the government nailed down in its institutioms, in its own
right, but it doesn't have the power base that it had. The liberal
rulings that are made on the constitution have turned these extreme
minority groups loose, and I don't know where it's going to stop.
Certainly it must be curtailed someplace along the line.
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Q. How is the United Mine Workers Union administered?

A, The United Mine Workers Union may be compared to the way the
federal government is run. It has a representative system in which

the international officers are elected. There are certain appointive
powers in the administrative areas, appointed by the president of the
union and ratified by the International Board, just as a cabinet

member 1s ratified by the Senate. Then when you get down into the
field, we have certain areas where the people elect the representatives.
For instance, I think I have five in Illinois.

Q. And that's broken down into districts?

A. It is broken down into what we call board-member districts. He
represents those people. They do the same job as a congressman, and
in just the same fashion. He can bring the miners' problems to you,
he can bring grievances to you concerning their contract, or he can
bring any problem to you. Locally, it's just like the city council.
The local unions elect officers and conduct their own business.

Q. Who arranged for this organizational plan? Was this Lewis' doing,
or did this evolve after Lewis?

A, Mr. Lewis established this system. It's been attacked by people
from outside of the union. They come in and try to infiltrate and tell
us how to run the union. I never heard of such a thing. They told us
by court order that the Department of Labor is to oversee the union.

We have a labor department here, so we welcome them. They can take our
books, or do whatever they want to, but we earn it the way the law says
and the way the union rules say. We don't object to that. Then they
went so far, though, to say that some outside group would have a man in
here to watch the labor department. That's not too bad either, but
after they did that, they said the union had to pay him fifty dollars

a day while he's watching them. Tt seems ridiculous.

That's why we think that the Landrum-Griffin Act has fathered more
extremist groups than any other thing on the law books. Because it
educated the people, I won't say educated, it brought the people down
to where they couldn't be disciplined by the union and they couldn't
be disciplined by the people in school.

When I went to school back in the twenties, the school teachers tried
to look down theilr noses at any kid whose dad belonged to the labor
union. Nobody seemed to believe in it. But now they have found out
that it's the only way they can get anything. The government workers
have a little different system than we have. In order for them to get
a decent recognition, a decent pay, they had to organize. It's strange
it had to come about that way, and they're handicapped, to a certain
extent, because when we negotiate a contract, we know the economic
condition in the industry. We do think that we're awful careful; we
don't encumber the industry too much, but we take all that it can stand.
School teachers can go out in good faith and negotiate a contract and
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the school board can be just as faithful. But then they have to look
for someplace to get the money.

We operate on a supply and demand basis, and we have the advantage
there. However, I'm not discouraging the school teachers from
organizing, because I'm not so sure that they don't have to have

some central point from which to do their talking. But I'd rather be
head of a labor union that bases its functions on the free enterprige
system than on the tax levy system, becuase I know how everybody likes
to pay taxes.

Q. This also points out the fact that the advent of the labor union
and Mr. Lewis were really ahead of the times.

A. He was ahead of the times. However, let's not lose sight of the
fact that during the time he was organizing, whether it be coal mines
or rubber workers or automobile workers, he was also encouraging the
high mechanization of every industry.

He knew that in order to pay, you had to produce. He demanded a lot
from organization, but he also fixed it so that they could be highly
productive. He encouraged the mechanization of the coal mines. He
took the drudgery out of it.

We have problems now to keep the people in the coal mines who aren't
qualified to maintain the technical equipment. We have some equipment
in coal mines; we have one piece of machinery that cost something like
$190,000., That piece of machinery has got two, three hundred horsepower
motors on it. Now, those two motors operate seventeen different
hydraulic pumps, but the pressures on those pumps are not the same.
Through the reducing valves, one thing or another, that makes these
pumps do a certain job, only a certain amount of pressure can be applied.
Tt is a difficult job to maintain these things.

It's strange that they often talk about the shortage of miners.. Actually,
it's a shortage in the kind of miners., We have the kind that can go

down and dig coal, but we don't have the kind in the mechanical,
electrical, hydraulic and machinist fields. We don't have the number we
should. But the bad part of it is that the management doesn't have them
either.

We had an automatic hoisting system that was not functioning properly
and the management had no one that could fix it. They sent it to the
factory and when they got down there it was four or five days before
they finally fixed it. I don't think they yet know what they did to
it to make it work right. - Things are so highly technical now that we
are encouraging and hoping to put training programs into the mining
areas to try to have our people upgraded. Basically, the workers have
qualifications, but they're going to have to be upgraded, according to
the complexity of the machine.

The union is encouraging training programs and they're encouraging the
coal company to do it with them. What they want to do is use them [trainees]
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on the mine property, They'll pay them the going rate, but they'll
get their money's worth out of them besides educating them. They'll
spend about two or three hours in the classroom a day, and they'll
spend the other five hours with an educated technician.

END OF SIDE ONE

Q. When was mechanization first introduced into the mines? Can you
trace this back?

A, Well, it came in the 1920's, but the mechanization we had then has
been outmoded. Now a mine that's twenty years old is obsolete. We've
replaced the old cut machine, the loading machine and the drills. We
now have a continuous mine that takes the coal right out of the seam
with no shooting or prior preparation at all. This was brought about,

I believe, by what happened in World War II. The machinery we're using
in the coal mines today is machinery that the govermment developed, that
is, the skeleton of it. The strength of the steel was increased during
the war, and we've taking advantage of it now. We're got, in strip
mining, shovels that pick up 180 yards at one time. In 1943 the largest
one was 30 yards.

Now we have these continuous miners that actually go in and dig the coal
out without any prior drilling, shooting or blasting of any kind. They
put the coal into a shuttle car and it is relayed to a belt. They don't
put it in coal cars anymore; they put it on a continuous belt. Then it's
delivered straight to the surface. These belts have replaced the coal
haulage locomotive and all the handling of the coal. The cecal cars are
all gone, and now the coal goes right into the preparation plant.

We've tried, and are on the way, to preserve coal as one of the basic
fuels. I think that it will be preserved. We can see that right now
we have almost absolute control of space cooling. Believe me, when
your air conditiomer's running and your lights are running, you're
burning coal whether you like it or not.

We store coal on the surface, 100,000 tons at a time. Trains come in
and load them systematically without stop. There's one particular
mine here in Illinois that'll load a 100 ton car in forty-five seconds.
For instance, it takes 120 cars to load 12,000 tons of coal. It goes
to its destination, dumps the coal, and comes right back to the same
coal mine and loads it again. That reduced the freight rate, because
shipping a bulk product like coal is costly, there's no question about
that. We've put the power plant at the coal mine in two or three
instances. We've got one down here, twenty miles from here, mine
number ten, They have a $100,000,000 power plant in that coal mine,
and take the coal to the power plant by conveyer belt right across the
road. Then the electricity is generated there, and is sent by high
voltage transmission cable to Chicago. So that cut the shipping cost
down.

























