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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Kevin Corley for a special project, '"Tllinois Coal: The Legacy of an
Industrial Society.'" The project was sponsored by the Illinois State
Historical Society and funded in part by the Illinois Humanities Council
and the National Endowment for the Humanities. Additional support came
from the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University. Elsebeth
Buckley transcribed the tapes and Susan Jones edited the transcript.

John Henry Wittka was born in Benton, Illinois on June 24, 1915, Mr.
Wittka started in the mines when he was seventeen years old. In this

memoir he discusses his experiences working as a strikebreaker and the
mine war,

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University and the
Illinois State Historical Library are not responsible for the factual
accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed therein; these are for
the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Tllinois, 62708.
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John Henry Wittka, June 18, 1986, Benton, Illinois.

Kevin Corley, Interviewer.
Mr. Wittka, will you please state your full name?
My full name is John Henry Wittka.

Q

A

Q: What was the time and place of your birth?

A: I was born June 24, 1915, in Benton, Illinois.
Q

: What do you know about your family surname, Wittka? Where did that
originate?

A: Gemany. In Germany.

Q: Do you know what it means or where it came from?

A: There is a lot of background to it. But I got no documented proof
about it. My dad's name was John, his dad's name was John and his
great-grandfather's name was John.

Q: Oh, I see. So there was a naming tradition, then.

A: Yes. And I was the last John.

Are there any other naming traditions in your family?

My brother Paul is all; not that I know of.

Q
A
Q: Okay. So did your parents immigrate here from Germany?
A: Yes, they did.

Q: What year was that?

A

Oh, my God, T couldn't tell you. I wouldn't know. My dad is gone

Q: Did they speak English when they came here?
A: No, no English.

Q: Did you learn German? Did you learn two languages?
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A: Well, when I was a kid my real mother passed away when I was ten

years old. My stepmother came here from Europe and then I learned to

talk in German again. After that we broke her of that. Never spoke
German again. I went back with my dad about 25 years ago and I picked it
up again. I done all right and I never did go back. It was an interesting
trip though.

Q: It was an interesting trip?
A: Oh, yes. Very interesting.
Q: Tell me about it.

A: We went to the mine over there and saw something I had never seen
over here,

Q: What is that?

A: They had a wash house and they had a cafeteria there but you stand up
and eat there. Wash down after every day, you change your clothes down
stairs, go up stairs and put your dirty clothes on. They had free coffee,
tea, chocolate, whatever you wanted, on your way going to the shaft.
Then you went down and went to work and on the way back you reversed the
procedure. When you come out there was something I never seen over here,
They had two tumnels, your neck goes through them two tumnels and there
were ozone lights that killed the bacteria on your body. I have never
seen that over here. That was the most amazing thing I have ever seen.
Their hoist was an automatic hoist. The skip hoist then the main shaft
hoist. Run the skip hoist by itself. Nobody in there.

Q: No hoist engineer?

A: Nobody. Where the men and the supplies went down they had two big
steam engines and that was amazing.

Q: So did it work like an elevator?

A: Yes. A television camera there showed you where the cage was all the
time.

Q: And what year was it you were there?

A: 1965, I believe.

Q: That is interesting.

A: That was amazing. Here the bosses do a lot of verbal agreements with
each shift, you know., Over there they had big round holes cut in glass,
boss went by and had things in orxder, no talking.

Q: They didn't allow talking?

A: No brown nosing, and the boss never associated with the men on the
streets, everybody to his own positions.
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Q: That is something. Why wouldn't they let them associate with the
bosses do you think?

A: The men don't associate with the bosses out in public even. You
don't go brown nosing around. It was quite interesting.

Q: Do they have a union there?

A: That I couldn't tell you. They might have had but at the time T was
there their wages in the mark was comparable to what I was getting. Just
about the same.

Q: About the same. What made you decide to go to the mine there? Did
you have relatives?

A: Yes. TI've got about sixty cousins over there.
Q: And they work in the mines?

A: Yes, several of them did. T had a cousin and his two boys, and I had
an uncle over there but he was retired already. It was a beautiful trip.

Q: Do you keep in contact with them still?

A: They're all gone. I have one cousin over here but she just wanted to
stay. She is married over here now.

Q: Your father was a coal miner in Germany?

A: Yes, he was a coal miner in Germany and he came over here and was a
coal miner over here until he retired when he was sixty-five years old.

Q: What do you think made him come over here?

A: Well, opportunity I guess. He didn't know anybody over here. He
landed in New York, he couldn't talk very good. All he knew was Decatur,
but he called it De-ka-tuer. Well, they sent him to Pemnsylvania. It
was the wrong place. But he finally wound up back in Decatur.

Q: Decatur, Illinois then.

A: He worked a mine there and then he got a job in Pawnee, no Benton,
I1linois. He worked in Benton, then he come down here and went to work
in Pawnee, Illinois. From Pawnee we moved to Langley, he built a house
there. Then he walked from Tovey to Langley to work every day. From
Langley we moved to Taylorville and we drove to Number Nine then. He got
a job in Number Nine and he worked in Number Nine and that's were he
retired, in Number Nine. I worked twenty years in Number Nine and twenty

years and three months in Number Ten.
Q: How many brothers and sisters do you have?

A: One brother and two sisters.
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Did your brother work in the mine also?

He worked on top, never down below. Me and my dad worked underground.
So how old were you when you started working in the mine?

Seventeen.

Seventeen years old. How did you get the job?

So what year?

About 1933.

Were you a UMW worker?
Yes.

You went right into the mine. Your father never joined the Progressives

Q

A

Q

A

Q

A: Well, that was during the strike.
Q

A

Q

A

Q
either?

A: No, no. We were strikebreakers that's while it was good and hot. We
was strikebreakers in the little town of Langley over here. Of course
the mine is tore down now. But we was strikebreakers during the war,
during the trouble.

Q: How did the commnity feel about you being a strikebreaker?
A: Ha, you should never live through that. That was horrible.
Q: What was it like?

A: Well, your best friends turn against you. Called you names, cuss
you. They beat up my dad and my uncle.

Q: Your uncle did?

A: No, my friends beat my uncle and my dad. My dad's face was like that
[pats hand against face]. Oh, I tell you I will never forget that. Then
when they all seen we was making money and nobody had a job, Progressive
wasn't working, they all started drifting one at a time to the mine.

Q: Back to the UMW.
A: Yes. I've hated them ever since, everyone of them,

Q: Yes. You are from the German background, were other Germans also
staying with the UMW at that time? Or did some Germans go Progressive?

A: No, there was only three Germans in this town of Langley, we lived
close together. One here, here and here. One guy lived just east of us,
was a bachelor. He was a big guy named Ed Hencha. He is gone. My
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uncle, his wife and their boy lived right across the street and that is
all there was. We all went to work. It was hot.

Q: How many of you in that little German group were working in the
mines?

A: Us three families.

Q: Three families. You, your father and brother, your uncle, did he
have a son that was working too?

A: Yes.
Q: One? And you said Ed Hencha?
A: The bachelor.

Q: The bachelor was working also. Okay, was the bachelor living in a
house by himself?

Yes. There was a lot between us.

Was there anyone else in Langleyville that was working in the mine?
Not at that time.

Just your little German group?

Yes, and we had the whole rest of Langleyville after us.
Was most of the rest of Langleyville Italian?

Italian, French, Slavish, Lithuanian.

What was the largest percentage of them?

Italian.

What percent do you think?

I would say 45 to 50 percent.

Okay, why do you think those others of that group didn't go?

T 2o r e » e r e r e w

Well, nobody wanted to be first. Somebody had to break it, we did
it. My dad seen a chance for me to go to work. That is why I got a job
at seventeen,

Q: T heard a story that a man in Langleyville was throwing rocks at the
little kids, their parents were still working in the mines at that time.

A: That is possible. That is possible.
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Q: So did your family get harassed?
A: Oh, my God there was no end to it.

Q: You said your father got beat up, did the younger children get harassed
also by the people in the commmity?

A: Yes, they harassed us too. We had to lay out in the front yard, one
in the front and one in the back with a shot gun at night.

Q: Oh, really.

A: They would throw rocks at our house. Throw rocks at anything they
could see. It was plain hell. But now half of them is gone. They all
finally went back to work too. So they didn't accomplish a damm thing.

Q: Okay, why did they finally go back to work?

A: Well, they could see we was making money and they was making nothing.
The Progressives movement wasn't working too good.

Q: Just a matter of survival.

A: That was what it was.

Q: That is interesting. Why don't we stop here just a minute. (pause)

Q: You were talking about the mine trouble in the 1930s. Were you able

to get out into the rest of the community? Did you get to go to Taylorville
very often and that type of thing?

Only in a car, and that is all. You didn't dare walk, no way.

Who did you socialize with?

Right then, my cousin and us, that is all.

e T e r

That is it.

A: And when we come to Taylorv111e that was all right because in Taylorville
there was lots of people working in the mine, too. So I went to work in

the militia truck, to and from work.

Q: Did the militia come and pick you up?

A: Absolutely. It wasn't even safe to walk to work. We rode in the
militia truck until some of those strikes went back to work from Langley.

Q: How did the militia treat you?
A: All right. They was under orders. They had to protect us.

Q: I see. So when you came to Taylorville you were able to socialize
wi.th people?
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A: Oh, ves.

Q: Strikebreakers, where were most of them from if they were from outside
of this area?

A: Southern Illinois, Kentucky.
Q: Did you get to know some of them?

A: Yes.

Q: What were they like?

A: Like we are. They were humans like we are. They were out for work,
they got a job, and that was it. They went to work. And everybody went
for survival, they went where the money was at. You got the same thing

today.

Q: Those strikebreakers from the south, were a lot of them of German
nationality or Ttalian?

A: Italians, Americans, Kentuckians, they were a mixed breed of people.
See, all the foreigners from all the European countries come over here.
Most of them were miners. A lot of them were good workers, everyone of
them was a good worker. That's why they all congregated together.
Everybody went to work and that was it.

Q: Were a lot of them first generation immigrants?

No, T doubt it. I doubt it very much.

So a lot of them had been in the United States for a long time?

Some of them had.

e r L

All right. There were stories that some of them were shot, can you
tell me any of those things? What happened?

A. Well, they had a shooting right here at Number Seven, in Jeiseyville,
just six miles from Langleyville. A woman was standing on the front
porch, and there was an exchange of fire. The mine was off the highway
there, and they was exchanging fire. In the exchange of fire she got
shot, killed her.
Q: By accident?

Yes.

A
Q: Yes. That was Emma Cumerlatto.
A: Yes, you better believe it.

Q

Yes.
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A: And then they had some shootings in town on the square. One guy was
killed on the square, I mean off the square there at the Brass Rail.

Q: Brass Rail, is that a bar?

A: Yes, it used to be. It was hot up town here. It was pretty hot,
they had a few bombings, a guy stole some bombs. Who threw them I don't
know but there was bombings. They never did find out. But it was very
hectic.

Q: Well, those people that were being shot there, whoever murdered them
was getting away with it because no one was convicted.

A: Absolutely. The United Mine Workers, they had the power. They had
the militia on their side. The Peabody Coal Company had the militia on
their side, and that is how they operated.

Q: How were the sheriff and the mayor?

A; The same.

Q: The same. So they were supporting Peabody?

A: Oh, yes. They had the money and the Progressives never had the
money. Peabody had the money so the money had the power.

Q: Yes, I see. Let me throw some names at you. Harry Hershey?
A: Harry Hershey, attorney.
Q: Yes, know anything about him, what type of person he was?

A: Well, I can't tell you. I never knew him personally, just what I
heard. T know that he done them a lot of good, I guess.

Q: He has done who a lot of good?
A The coal company.
Q: Okay, so he was for Peabody.
A: Oh, yes. Most of them were because like I said, Peabody had the
money. Progressives were just a newly organized union, they never got
off first base. Went down to southern Illinois, they went down there in
a big parade, and they were waiting for them.
Q: Milkeytown march? The caravan of cars?

They was waiting for them.

A
Q: Yes. Were you involved at all in that?
A

No, no. 1 stayed away from there.
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Q: Did you know that they were going?

A: T had heard of it, I said, '"I'm not getting out of town. I am not
leaving here."

Q: Did anyone from the UMW mines, the guys who were still in the UMW,
did they go down there to help stop the caravan?

A: They didn't know of them. Well, those were the Progressives over
there see, and these were United Mine Workers going that away, going to
Benton or Springfield or wherever they were going that day. But they
never made it all the way. They come back in a hurry.

Q: Got turned around.

A: With force.

Q: Yes,

A: Bullets.

Q: What was the attitude of those miners that came back?

A: Well, somebody squealed on us.

Q: Yes.

A: They shot the ass off us.

Q: Did they think they were going to get down there in secret?
A: Well, they weren't really getting there in secret. Somebody knew it
because scmebody told on them. It was something.

Tell me about Leo Reese.
Leo Reese was with Peabody.
What about W. C. Argust?

He was a divisional superintendent here.

Qe oF L 2 L2

What was he like?

A: Well, he was a good superintendent. He liked to drink., Of course,
then I didn't know the man just when I seen him. And then there were
Wells and Starks and John Hardy.

Q: Who were they?

A: Superintendents, Number Nine.

Q: Did they follow Argust?
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A: Yes. O01d Bill Starks was a decent guy. Wells was a good guy. They
were all good men.

Q: How about some of the people in the Langley area? Tony Susan?
A: Tony Susan lived in Kincaid, didn't he?
Q: Kincaid, okay, might be.

A: Yes, it was in Kincaid, no Susans in Langley. Because I knowed
everybody in Langley.

Q: Did you know Tony Susan or John Candalphy?
A: No, I heard of them but I did not know them personally.

Q: What about when W. C. Argust was accused of some different things in
the 1930s. For one he had henchmen that were working for him? Supposedly
some people got shot or killed, some guy lost a leg I believe. Do you
know anything about those things?

A: No, but they had a bunch of them. All those divisional superintendents
had their henchmen.

A: Mean, boy. They was mean. When it come to trouble they was mean,
otherwise they were like anybody else.

Q: So their main role was they were just trying to put down the Progressives.
To keep them under control.

A: That's the whole thing, to break it down and to protect the United
Mine Worker's Union. We had this happen right along with mechanization.
When they brought a machine in there, we called it a 5 BU loading machine.
It was all hand loading before that. So they had to have a strike to get

rid of so many men. So they come along with the Progressive trouble and
some other strike to eliminate some more men.

Q: Now let me clarify that. They would bring in a new machine and then
they would have a strike.

A: You would have some agitators there you know.
Why would they have a strike?

To get rid of some men.

All right, who wanted to get rid of the men?

The company.

e r R 2L

: So how did the company bring about a strike? I mean they were the
management . .
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A: You had agitators.
Q: So the company wanted the strike.
A: Absolutely, to get rid of some men.

Q: Then they would get rid of them, and then the machines would replace
them.

A: That is right. One loading machine could replace 20 to 30 men.

Q: Where did you get that information? Was that just common knowledge
among the miners?

A: That's what it is. You got it today automation. You call a strike,
you got to get rid of some men, same thing.

Q: So why did the miners go on strike if they knew that the management
was trying to do that?

A: Agitators.
Q: The agitators just got them mad enough to do it anyway.

A: Get them all worked up. There you are, you got it. You got the same
thing today yet, same thing.

Q: That is pretty sneaky.

A: Tt is. But people better wake up and look at this, and see what
happened. The wages are on the way down.

Q: The wages are on the way down right now in the coal mines?

A: No, but the whole society has got to learn to live like Japan is
doing, they're not making the money we are making. It has got to go back
down, we got to start making things a little more precision made and take
pride in our work. Which we are not doing. Anything you get from Japan
is made real good. The stuff we get over here is just thrown together.

Q: Why do you think ours is that way, our society?

A: People don't care no more. People have grown up in the good time and
think there is no end to it. They are wrong. They are going to get a
good jolt yet.

Q: Do you think the unions helped to bring about that type of society?
Or do they help to make it better?

A: Well, the unions got pretty strong, you know. When I quit the coal
mine I was getting $54.75 a day. I worked for three dollars a day when T
started, but now they are getting over a hundred dollars a day. And
really I don't think anybody is worth that kind of money, myself. But
the union had a lot to do with it, they wanted more concessions, I mean
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more wages. Now they don't want to give in to them. But they are going
to have to, because if they don't give in to them, they are going to
import coal from somewhere else. And a non-union mine can out sell them,
Still they have got non-union miners getting good wages. They don't pay
no union dues, and if you don't work, out. When I worked in the mines we
had the union but when they fire you, you went anyhow, you went .

Q: What was the difference between the Union in 1930 and the Union now?

A: In 1930 the company had enough power yet if you didn't work they let

you go. Or if you were laid off from work, they gave you five days to go
home and recuperate whatever was wrong with you because I had that happen
to me. But the company hasn't got the power it used to have, the Unions

have got too much power now.

Q: What makes the Union so strong?

A: Well, it's like your rights and all this stuff you know, and they
have got so much power now because they have got so many people in the
unions now. But it's weakening. It is weakening.

Q: So there is a lot more non-union workers now?

A: Well, they have got two mines in Illinois which are non-union. They
are Elkhart and Galacia. They are selling coal cheaper than these guys
are. But the unions, I don't know what makes them stronger, they have
grown over the years. They got more power. You can't do this to the
guy. You can't fire him, you can't lay him off. You got to give him a
job back. So they protect the loafer and I don't like that.

Q: Yes. They protect the people that aren't doing their jobs.

A: Absolutely. Absolutely. That is the bad thing about it. They let
the company have too much say so in the union, but they wouldn't break
conditions down, you know. But they had the Federal Government, they got
the State Government, which wouldn't see after that anyhow. So I don't
see why you have to have two different authorities, one would be enough.

Q: Did the Union meet the needs of the workers in the 1930s? The UMW?
A: Well, the 1930s, all the needs you got was paid. You had to buy your
own bag, your own lamp. Now the company furnishes the lamp, all the
safety equipment. In them days you had to buy everything. Union dues
were fifty cents, compared to what they are today.

Q: Did you have a checkoff system for your union dues?

A: Oh, yes. Two weeks pay, $46.00.

Q: Two weeks pay, $46.00.
A

$6.00 a day.
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Q: Yes,
A: Oh, boy! This is history.

Q: You have got all your work records all the back to 1933 when you
started?

A: No, I just kept them from 1938.
Q: ©Oh, from 1938 on, that is all. And why did you do that?

A: My dad told me, he said, '"Keep them. When social security comes in
you might need them for a record." T just got in a habit of it.

Q: Did you need them for a record then?
A: No. That was his idea.

Q: What about for pension. Did they need a record, any work record at
all?

A: The company had the records. They had my record in St. Louis. I got
the record from them.

Q: Well, what else can you tell me about the Union days? The old mine
war days?

A: Well, I will tell you, it was hard work, very hard work. You worked
with the old timers, them was the best teachers, not out of a book. I
never had a roof fall on me. Never was injured bad in all the years I
worked in the mine. My dad was a timberman. He's the guy that takes
care of the top. He told me, "I'm going to show you one time only. You
got a pick?" He says, ''Come with me.'" Went into one of them rooms
where it was quiet, he says, '"How would you sound that top?" I says, "I
don't even know." He said, "Okay.'" He took his pick, put his hand up on
the roof, and just tapped it lightly. He said, "Put your hand up there,
now take the pick and hit it lightly up there. Did you feel any vibrations?"
I said, "No." He says, "Good." A little bit farther he tapped it again,
he said, " Come here, try this." T said, " Yes, kind of hollow like."

He said, 'All right, put up the timber now." He said, '"Don't let nobody
make you work under that kind of a top. Nobody. You tell them if they
want to go under it let them go. You go the other way."

Q: So that is how you sounded a roof? Did you tell some people some
time, "I am not going under that."

A: DNo, it was clear already. I says, "I ain't going in there." I have
seen a couple of guys that went along, they used to have a pocket like
rock. If you hit it too hard hard, you trigger it, down she comes. I
seen two guys done that, both of them were underneath it.

Q: Did they get killed or .






























