Competitiveness, Control, and Decline

in the Northern Anthracite Coalfield
of Pennsylvania, 1890-1960

By Robert P. Wolensky and
Thomas D. Mackaman

he American anthracite area once consisted of a ten-coun-
I ty domain in northeastern Pennsylvania about the size of
Manhattan Island. Large quantities of “hard coal” were
found only in this part of the U.S., which contained 95 percent of the
hemisphere’s deposits. As the industry went through a familiar boom-
and-bust cycle between the 1840s and the 1960s, it changed from a de-
centralized entrepreneurial production system to a highly concentrated
corporate form by the turn of the twentieth century, and back to a de-
centralized structure by the mid-twentieth century. The peak produc-
tion year was 1917, at over 100 million tons, driven by the demands of
World War I.' (See Figures 1 and 2.)

Two issues—competitiveness and control—dominated the anthra-
cite corporations’ decision making during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. To boost profitability and at the same time address
the industry’s declining competitive position relative to its chief rival,
“soft” or bituminous coal, the major companies moved to secure greater
command over labor, productivity, supply, and cost. Workers, for the
most part, resisted the owners’ intentions and sought to maintain tradi-
tional mining culture and its norms regarding output, safety, and work
organization.

In many respects, the anthracite companies followed the pattern
of other period enterprises, such as railroads and steel, by engaging in
expansion and concentration. By 1902, a handful of J. P. Morgan-con-
trolled railroads owned the major mining concerns—the so-called “Line
Companies”—that produced 62 percent of the coal.* Through further
mergers and acquisitions, that figure climbed to 78 percent by 1907.
When adding the shipments contracted from independently owned
collieries, Morgan interests commanded over 88 percent of the market
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Figure 1. Production trends for the
Pennsylvania Anthracite Regions 1890-1973.
(U.S. Geological Survey Circular 1147, 1997.)
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Figure 2. Distribution of Energy Production in the
Continental United States, 1900-1973. (U. S. Burean of Mines.)
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supply.” They not only governed production but
transportation as well, shipping approximately 60
percent of the yield in 1901, and nearly 77 percent
in 1913.* Despite the consolidation, however,
dozens of small independent operators remained,
and over-supply was a constant problem.’

By the 1880s, the Line-owned companies in
the northern-most of the three anthracite fields
emerged as the most productive. To enhance their
economic position, and at the same time bring
greater discipline to the labor force, two northern
firms—the Pennsylvania Coal Company (PaCC)
and the Delaware and Hudson Coal Company
(D&H)—were the first to initiate an organiza-
tional innovation that helped attain both goals:
the individual (or special) contract.®

These companies began issuing such “inside
contracting” agreements to entreprencurial min-
ers in the 1890s, granting them exclusive rights
to mine coal in specific veins.” The subcontracts
were most commonly dispensed for “robbing the
pillars” of coal left behind from a first mining, or
for “development work,” which involved quarry-
ing new tunnels to access unmined seams. The
special contractors (or subcontractors) hired and
paid their own work crews, which typically num-
bered up to half a dozen men.

Historian and economist Carter Goodrich de-
scribed the system as it functioned in the 1890s:

A more systematic step in the same direc-
tion was taken by a number of operators in
the nineties who divided the work between
groups of “shooters” [subcontractors] who
were to do the timbering and the shooting
[blasting] and all the skilled work, and
“loaders” [laborers] who were merely to
shovel the coal [into coal cars].}?

As journalist and economist Frank J. Warne
characterized it in 1903:

Under this plan a certain section of a seam
of coal, comprising a number of breasts,

or working-places, was let out under
contracts to a skilled miner by the fore-
man; that is, the miner agreed to take out
a certain part of a seam for a stated sum
of money. He would then employ min-
ers and laborers to do the work, bidding
them against each other for the places.
The lower the wage for which these men
worked the greater the earnings of the
[sub]contract miner.

Warne highlighted one of the scheme’s main
benefits: “This [sub]contract system aided capi-
tal materially in reducing wages throughout the
region.”

In response to workers’ grievances over wages,
safety, and control, the United Mine Workers of
America (UMWA) entered the anthracite fields
in 1892. By 1900, the union had gained broad
support among the industry’s 160,000 employees.
Under the leadership of charismatic president
John Mitchell, it staged successtul strikes in 1900
and 1902 discussed below. The elimination of
the individual contract stood as the union’s first
demand in both shutdowns. Indeed, terminating
the strategy remained a primary labor demand
in virtually every labor-management negotiation
over the next five decades.

The Contract Miner
Versus the Subcontractor

The position of miner was reserved for work-
ers with the highest skill and the most experience
underground. They were specifically referred to
as contract miners dating back to the early-nine-
teenth-century British industry, which was the
model used to build Pennsylvania anthracite.
Miners were remunerated by the piece (the car of
coal) or by the ton. They typically worked in a
single chamber at the coalface with one or two la-
borers they hired and paid. One study found that,
during the 1890s, some 90 percent of the miners
in the northern and southern anthracite fields,
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and 80 percent in the middle fields, held the status
of contract miner.'” Another, smaller group was
employed as “company miners and laborers,” paid
by the day for projects such as clearing cave-ins
and securing the main gangways. An even smaller
unit of miners was employed as special contrac-
tors, that is, as subcontractors harvesting coal using
relatively small work gangs.

At the turn of the century a subcontractor was
typically a certified miner who secured a special
mineral rights agreement from a large company
and proceeded to enlist a group of laborers, and
occasionally another skilled miner, to harvest the
coal that he had fired using black powder or dyna-
mite in the designated vein or veins. He was not
a petty capitalist because he owned none of the
means of production, nevertheless he functioned
as one because of his authorized right to the coal,
relative independence in mining, and indepen-
dent work crew. Although company haulage men
transported his raw product to the surface for
processing, shipping, and sale, he was an autono-
mous agent in removing it. His efforts yielded a
larger income than that of the ordinary contract
miner.!!

The hearings of the Anthracite Strike Com-
mission of 1902-1903 revealed that certified
miners were not the only persons taking special
contracts. UMWA president John Mitchell com-
plained that “there are instances of saloon keepers
taking pillar-robbing contracts and turning them
over to practical [contract] miners. This means
that all the men working on the contract must
go to the saloon to be paid, and, of course, leave
some of their money on the bar”"* Even when a
bartender or shopkeeper garnered a special agree-
ment, however, he had to hire a contract miner
to mine the coal in order to conform to the 1889
Pennsylvania law stipulating that only state-ap-
proved miners—which all contract miners had to
be—could fulfill vital duties such as drilling holes
in the coal, inserting dynamite, blasting the coal
face, and “propping the roof.” The laborers loaded

the coal into the “empties” transported to the sur-

face by mule-hauled train.

As with the contract miner, convention re-
quired that the subcontractor not only recruit his
own workers but pay them one-third of his gross
carnings. However, many subcontractors were
known to have disbursed much less and even to
have cheated on the payments. For their part,
laborers constituted the most numerous mine-
working category, with up to 70 percent employed
by contract miners, while a much smaller number
(less than 10 percent) toiled under the subcon-
tractors. The other 20 percent were employed as
company men handling various tasks above and
below ground."

An ethnic division prevailed among the work-
ers, which mirrored the skilled-unskilled divide
within many other industries. Based on the re-
gion’s “old immigrant” and “new immigrant” de-
mographic history, by the late nineteenth century
contract miners and subcontractors were most of-
ten of English, Scottish, Welsh, German, or Irish
backgrounds, while the laborers were usually Slavs
(Poles, Ukrainians, Russians, Slovaks, etc.), Ital-
ians, Lithuanians, and other Eastern and South-
ern Europeans.'* The region’s occupational com-
position reflected the fact that Slavs, for example,
constituted only two percent of the region’s popu-
lation in 1880, but 46 percent by 1900."

The Origins of Individual

Contracting and Subcontracting

The British coal industry initiated the practice
of labor contracting during the eighteenth and
carly nineteenth centuries. Managers required
miners to sign a contract, hence the term con-
tract miner, usually in the spring or the “binding
time,” obligating them for twelve months or more
of work. The policy assured a stable labor force
for the companies and a guaranteed income for
the miners. The contract miner was usually com-
pensated by the piece (corve or basket of coal),
although some were paid by weight. He typi-
cally worked in one chamber at a time with
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one laborer.'®

Inasmuch as British coal men provided most of
the technological and organizational foundations
for Pennsylvania anthracite, it is unsurprising that
the operators entered into similar arrangements
with the labor force. Once having committed to
an individual agreement, “contract miners were
paid by the colliery operator, by the ton or wagon
load; they furnished their own tools and supplies;
and they supervised and paid their own laborers.”"”
One study estimated that, between 1800 and 1850,
approximately one-third of all employees were
contract miners, 7 percent were company miners,
and the balance were either inside or outside la-
borers or other company men paid by the day."®

The British industry also developed subcon-
tracting schemes such as the butty system, which
was known as the charter-master system in some
regions. The plan was typically organized around
a miner who secured a special agreement and
hired a group of laborers to assist in the coal-
taking. However, because of the often-untoward
consequences for wages, safety, and workplace
relations, workers frequently resisted the butties
and charter masters with strike actions.!”” Penn-
sylvania’s anthracite colliers likewise opposed
the subcontract and fought a decades-long battle
against it.”

The Miners’ Freedom and
the Individual Contract

In his 1925 survey of coal mining between the
early 1890s and the early 1920s, economist and
journalist Carter Goodrich examined the concept
of “the miner’s freedom” as an occupational trait
deriving from a tradition of skilled craftsmanship
as well as the remote geography of subterranean
workplaces.”! In the first instance, miners viewed
themselves as accomplished workmen and, as such,
demanded a considerable measure of autonomy.
Their independence led one researcher to con-
clude that “it should come as no surprise, there-
fore, that most coal mines, even quite large ones,

represented a proliferation of small underground

2 In the second case, a coalmine’s

workshops.”
natural geography, with its numerous levels and
dozens of veins, meant that foremen rarely visited
the jobsite and scarcely directed day-to-day opera-
tions. In the southern anthracite field in 1870, for
example, only 273 bosses supervised nearly 16,000
employees.”

The ideology of “freedom” began to change
following the Civil War, as workers began to
pursue collective bargaining through organized
labor. In this quest, they organized a series of
industrial unions vigorously resisted and eventu-
ally defeated by the operators. These included the
Workingmen’s Benevolent Association (WBA),
established in March 1869 and broken in the
Long Strike of 1875; the Knights of Labor, active
by 1871 but beaten during the strike of 1887-88;
and the Miners’ and Laborers’ Amalgamated As-
sociation, mobilized in the middle field in 1879,
but also vanquished in the strike of 1887-88.%

The desire for collective bargaining neverthe-
less persisted and, in response, the owners tight-
ened the individual contract such that it “became
the operator’s means of control, rather than an
agreement between operator and independent
miner, presumed equals.”® After the Long Strike
of 1875, for example, Charles Parrish of Wilkes-
Barre—one of the wealthiest “coal barons” in
the industry—“forced strikers from the company
homes and refused to rehire them without individ-
ual contracts.” Thus, the device began to change
from a binding contract in the traditional sense to
a means of organizing work, enforcing discipline,
and boosting output.

The United Mine Workers of America,
founded in 1890 by bituminous men, arrived in
the anthracite fields soon thereafter and came
into prominence with strikes in 1894 and 1897.
The first ended in a defeat but the second brought
modest gains.”” The hard-coal workers hoped that
the new union would help address three main
complaints against the individual contract and the
subcontracting system. The first concerned equal
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opportunity and its obverse, favoritism. Critics
argued that the subcontracts encouraged prefer-
ential treatment because they were usually issued
to more agreeable (i.c., anti-union) or otherwise
favored (through ethnicity, religion, politics, etc.)
miners, or to those willing to pay kickbacks—a
type of graft outlawed by the Pennsylvania Gen-
eral Assembly in 1897. Subcontractors were often
given more accessible (“casy”) coal, and a greater
number of empty coal cars (the “free turn”).?

Safety was the second concern. Because sub-
contractors often mined in two, three or more
chambers simultaneously, detractors argued that
they could not often follow state safety laws. Al-
terations in wages and work culture constituted
the third complaint. If subcontracting were to
spread, the large companies would need fewer
contract miners, forcing many to become laborers
in order to make a living. The trend augured for
an increasingly de-skilled workforce, a weakened
craft heritage, and lower incomes.*

On the other side, employers favored the sys-
tem for self-interested reasons. Some workers
possessed superior physical and mental attributes,
they argued, and should be encouraged to win
greater tonnage.” Managers also saw direct pro-
duction advantages because the subcontractors
were well known to push their workers beyond
the traditional “stint” (output quota) of two or
three cars per man per shift.’’ In another argu-
ment, the companies claimed the constitutional
right to issue any type of property contract to any
individual without interference from organized
labor, government or any other entity.**

The operators promoted the subcontract for
another reason: its use as a weapon in the ongoing
conflict with organized labor. Subcontractors in
industries such as garment making, iron molding,
stone quarrying, and locomotive manufacturing,
were well known to have subverted unions, as well
as worker-supported wage standards, production
stints, and work rules. As historian David Mont-
gomery concluded: “Subcontracting practices
readilyundermined both stints and the mutualistic

ethic [among workers]... and they tended to flood
many trades with trained, or semi-trained, work-
ers who undercut wages and work standards.”

The Competitiveness
Problem in Anthracite

If the arrangement proved effective in helping
to control a union-minded work force, perhaps it
could also bolster anthracite’s faltering competi-
tiveness. Toward the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, soft coal’s economic advantages became ap-
parent. While the harvests of the fuels remained
fairly even until 1860, bituminous took the lead
thereafter, with applications in steel making, pow-
er generation, railroading, and other industries.
By 1900, soft coal had cornered 80 percent of the
U.S. market. The contrast in the relative values
of the fuels showed an equally striking trend. In
1880, anthracite’s output was worth $42 million
while bituminous’ was put at $53 million; by 1890
the numbers were $66 million and $110 million,
respectively; and in 1900, $85.8 million and $221
million.**

Increasing costs stood as an important related
factor. One study concluded that hard coal’s min-
ing expenses increased thirty-one cents per ton
between 1880 and 1890, while the value of coal
sold at the mine rose only eleven cents per ton.*
Even though soft coal could not easily replace an-
thracite in all markets, especially home heating,
bituminous” lower price and greater output did
not bode well for the future.’

Several constraints shaped the companies’
responses. Geology presented a crucial physical
limitation. Unlike their bituminous counterparts,
who could find coal deposits in thirty-five states
(including in central and western Pennsylvania),
anthracite operators could not overcome the re-
source depletion problem by discovering new
measures in other places. Because large quantities
of hard coal were found only in the ten-county
area of northeastern Pennsylvania, firms were
forced to dig deeper and more costly shafts that
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accessed ever-thinning veins.”” George O. Virtue
highlighted a related conundrum when he argued
that the costs of mining deeper seams encouraged
companies to recover their investments through
greater yields.*®

position under the Morgan railroads, over-pro-

Thus, even with an oligopolistic

duction remained a persistent problem.

The fuel’s economic characteristics exacer-
bated the problem. For as David Brody noted:
“[The] market characteristics of coal set it apart
from other sectors of heavy industry” because
demand for the commodity remained “inelastic,”
meaning that price increases did not significantly
affect demand, at least in the short-run, due to the
consumers’ need for the product. Supply, how-
ever, was “elastic” when demand increased, mean-
ing that production readily expanded due to the
ease of entry into the business; but “inelastic” as
demand fell because many operators, especially
independents, would take low or even no profits
rather than reduce output or close down.”

As carly as the 1850s, over-production en-
couraged companies to form “coal pools” that set
limits on each firm’s tonnage.” However, as histo-
rian Harold Aurand observed, because the pools’
allocation quotas were based on output capacities,
the result was that “each company [would] strive
for a larger share of the total allotment by increas-
ing its [physical] plant.”* Over-building thus be-
came the other side of the over-production coin.

Capital investment represented a critical fi-
nancial constraint. Despite a record of high prof-
it rates, managers were reluctant to invest in new
technologies because of the cost and risk. For ex-
ample, while bituminous matched improvements
in cutting technologies with advances in drilling
and blasting, anthracite saw few such parallels.
Soft-coal firms used the percussive puncher in
the late nineteenth century and replaced it with
a chain-breast machine early in the new century,
to be followed by short-wall mining machines
around 1910. Anthracite was much slower to
implement such innovations, in part because of
a more difficult geology with steeper veins and

deeper mines.*

Labor relations represented the final and, in
many ways, greatest operational challenge. Dur-
ing the decades following the Civil War, the deal-
ings between labor and management were among
the most rancorous of any American industry.*
While the bituminous companies in the Central
Competitive Field negotiated a contract with the
UMWA in 1897, anthracite’s owners opposed
any union recognition.* Workers remained pro-
foundly aggrieved about their inability to bar-
gaining collectively and thereby address problems
such as low pay, excessive dockage (pay deduc-
tions for rock and other impurities), and, in many
cases, company stores and doctors. Within these
acrimonious relationships, individual contracting
and the subcontracting system emerged as one of
several objections in the anthracite strikes of 1900
and 1902.

The Strike of 1900

Numerous labor actions hit the anthracite re-
gion in the late nineteenth century, including the
aforementioned boycotts of 1894 and 1897; the
infamous strike and massacre at Lattimer, Penn-
sylvania, in 1897; and wildcat strikes at various
northern field collieries in 1899.% The hostilities
peaked with the UMWA-sanctioned work stop-
page on September 17, 1900, which lasted forty-
seven days. Although the union had only eight
thousand official members, over one hundred
thousand men and boys from throughout the
coalfields joined the walkout.

The strike of 1900 involved three key issues:
wage rates, industrial relations, and work organi-
zation. Prior to the shutdown, a group of union
representatives met on August 27 and drafted
a statement containing nine demands. The in-
dividual contract stood as the document’s main
non-wage request by stipulating that there should
be “no more than one breast, gangway or working
place for one miner at any time nor more than an
equal share of cars and work for any miner”* The
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clause reflected the workers” antipathy toward the
subcontractors’ “hoggish” behavior and preferen-
tial treatment in securing better workplaces and
more empty cars. It also pointed to the wide re-
sistance to the reorganization of work inherent in
the plan.

As the talks unfolded, UMWA’s negotiators
removed the individual and special contract from
their priority list. The union’s strategy became ap-
parent when President Mitchell sent envoy Dan-
iel J. Keefe, president of the International Long-
shoremen’s Association, for pre-strike talks with
the operators’ chief mediator, US. Senator Mark
Hanna of Ohio. For that exchange, the union nar-
rowed its demands to five: reduction in the price
of powder to $1.50 per keg, abolition of company
stores, abolition of the sliding scale, modification
of the dockage system, and a pay increase of at
least 10 percent.”

UMWA’s leaders probably decided to take the
subcontract off the table for two reasons. First, at
that point in time, only two or three firms actually
used the device. Second, the UMWA’s neophyte
status, coupled with Mitchell’s cautious leader-
ship, prompted an emphasis on bread-and-butter
concerns such as wages and work hours. Chal-
lenging what was essentially a property right—a
company’s ability to dispense mineral contracts—
was seen as a step too far.

However, the companies refused to bargain
on any of the issues and, indeed, argued that fall-
ing demand required a pay cut. Because of an
impending national election, however, the own-
ers yielded to political pressure applied especially
by Hanna, who was also serving as chairman of
the Republican National Committee.® They
agreed to a 10 percent wage increase and some
minor concessions. The tactic apparently helped
William McKinley win re-election with Theo-
dore Roosevelt as vice president. Politics aside,
the mineworkers celebrated their first significant
victory in more than fifty years of attempted col-
lective bargaining. For decades, they celebrated
the October 29 return-to-work date as “Johnny

Mitchell Day”

The strike of 1900 was a watershed moment
for another reason. If previously the operators
could boost profits directly by lowering wages, or
indirectly through tactics such as larger coal cars,
higher powder prices, and greater dockage, the
presence of the UMWA meant that the old meth-
ods would no longer apply. In order to remain
competitive—which included a pattern of high
returns to stockholders—the companies would
have to realize new technological, managerial, or
organizational efliciencies. As Frank J. Warne cau-
tioned in 1901, “if there is any one thing certain
as to the future of the anthracite coal industry it
is that the cost of mining must be reduced more

and more.”®

The Strike of 1902

Despite the success of the strike of 1900, sev-
eral unresolved grievances led to over one hun-
dred wildcat actions during the following five
years.”” Meanwhile, the Morgan railroads con-
tinued with monopolistic designs such that their
subsidiary mining companies produced nearly
two-thirds of the output in 1902. The industrial
tensions culminated in another union-authorized
strike in 1902, which labor historian Selig Perl-
man declared “the most important single event in
the history of American trade unionism until that
time.”>!

The contest pitted an emerging union power
with 125,000 potential members against an estab-
lished industrial giant having a capitalization ap-
proaching $200 million ($6.36 billion in 2021).>
The strike began on May 15, 1902, and lasted 163
days. A number of issues from 1900 remained,
including the individual contract, but Mitchell
and the UMWA limited their demands to five: a
20 percent wage increase, a 20 percent reduction
in work hours, payment by the ton, full recogni-
tion of the UMWA, and an established grievance
procedure.® The last item was accompanied by
an individual-contract-related clause:
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The anthracite mine workers should not
be compelled to make or sign individual
agreements but should have the right to
form such organization and choose such
agents and officers as they desire to act
collectively instead of individually when-
ever they deem that their best interests are
subserved thereby.>

Company negotiators opposed any wage in-
crease or UMWA recognition, while favoring the
same hours and car payments. They also wanted
to boost productivity well beyond the culturally
sanctioned stint of two or three cars per man per
shift. In April 1902, at a pre-strike meeting be-
tween operators and union leaders, Erie Railroad
president Eben Thomas—whose firm owned the
Pennsylvania Coal Company and the Hillside
Coal and Iron Company—articulated his col-
leagues’ position, which ruled out the closed shop
and a standardized wage rate while insisting on

no deterioration in the quantity or quality
of work, and that there shall be no effort
to restrict the individual exertions of men
who, working by the ton or car, may for
reasons satisfactory to themselves and
their employers produce such a quantity
of work as they may desire.>®

On the workers’ side, representatives from the
local unions at the Pennsylvania Coal Compa-
ny—the largest user of the individual contract—
secured the passage of an anti-subcontracting
resolution duringa pre-strike UMWA conference
in March 1902:

Whereas The [sub]contract system which
some of our men are subject to at present
and which an effort is being made by the
companies to put in force in several of
their collieries under a large scale, which
is detrimental to our organization.

And Whereas, Those working for said
[sub]contractors are violating the laws of
our Union in every respect. ...

And Whereas, This system of work has
caused more men to become traitors to
our organization than any other system of
work ever introduced into our coal fields,
and subject[s] our men who remain faith-
ful to us by being cut short in their cars to
supply [sub]contractors on days when the
collieries are idle.

And Whereas, The Erie Coal Company are
[sic] the foremost in having this system put
in force as through this system they can
have their coal mined [for] thirty per cent.
less by giving it out to [sub]contractors
who will make at least thirty per cent. on
each man who works for him [sic]. ...

Resolved: That this convention takes into
consideration the danger of this [sub]con-
tract system especially under the Erie Coal
Co., and [will] force said company to give
up said system of work and have our men
work at the same, as it has worked before
the [sub]contract system was introduced.

And be it further

Resolved That we the employees of the Erie
Co., ask this convention to stand by us in
whatever stand we may take to abolish this
[sub]contract system.>

Some local unions imposed penalties on
members who took the subcontracts. For exam-
ple, Pennsylvania Coal Company miner William
Zarn secured an agreement to rob pillars in Feb-
ruary 1901 and, to fulfill his obligation, he em-
ployed thirteen laborers. The union local called
him to a meeting and, after a reprimand, voted to
let him quarry ten cars a day for two months. The
local president directed the driver boys to provide
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him only six empty cars a day.”’

At the Delaware and Hudson Coal Compa-
ny—the second-most committed to individual
contracting—much of the strife involved “head-
ing men” who garnered agreements for “develop-
ment work” excavating tunnels to access new veins.
Their work often required the removal of fresh
coal as they proceeded. In November 1901, at the
firm’s Jermyn Colliery near Scranton, unionized
workers accused the heading men of overproduc-
tion. The driver boys began delivering only a “fair
share” of empty cars, and when the company dis-
missed a group of drivers for the slowdown, all of
the employees walked out. After negotiations, the
boys were rehired and mining resumed, but the
union local passed a motion stating: “Unless all
heading men cease loading more than their share
of cars you will be expelled from the union.”®

Shortly thereafter, a small group of angry
workers entered the mine and destroyed the tools
of three heading men—Michael McHale, Harry
Gilbert, and Henry Richards—who had disre-
garded the notice.”” The driver boys commenced
delivering empty cars to them, but several laborers
refused toload the coal. Convinced that the union
was behind the disturbance, managers closed the
Jermyn Colliery on December 31, 1901. They
reopened it two weeks later, after receiving as-
surances that no further “harassment” of the sub-
contractors would occur. Nevertheless, the union
continued to pressure the headers to maintain the
two-cars-per-man stint, and when heading man
John Sobey refused to cooperate, incensed work-
ers sabotaged his home with dynamite.

The operators saw the output limits as defiant
and uneconomical acts. In testimony before the
Strike Commission of 1902, company officials
decried the “spirit of insubordination” among the
men, particularly since the strike of 1900. Penn-
sylvania Coal Company’s superintendent, Henry
McMillan, complained that his workers disre-
garded his entreaties to produce “that extra car
of coal”®" Theodore Hogan, a foreman at Penn-
sylvania Coal Company’s Avoca Colliery, com-

plained that since the strike of 1900, his men were
no longer producing three cars per shift working
alone and five cars working in pairs. He threat-
ened disciplinary steps to stop the behavior, but
UMWA District 1 President John T. Dempsey
warned of retaliation, so Hogan relented.* The
company was forced to hire fifty extra employees
to attain its desired output. At one Lehigh and
Wilkes-Barre Coal Company mine, the union lo-
cal was alleged to have passed a resolution limit-
ing production to six cars for a three-man crew,
when previously it had loaded seven to fourteen.
Cutbacks were also documented at the Delaware
and Hudson and at the Delaware, Lackawanna
and Western Coal Company.®®

The organized militancy against higher yields
challenged the companies” authority and profit-
ability. Subcontracting thus became enmeshed
in a broader conflict over workplace control and
competitiveness. Yet for the mineworkers, out-
put and wages were not the only considerations.
When owners cited cases of men producing be-
low capacity, union members replied that fairness
in sharing work and distributing empties, along
with the possibilities for leisure and family life,
were also paramount concerns.® Fulfilling one’s
quota and going home early was seen as one of the
few perks in an otherwise difficult and dangerous
job.

The strike of 1902 received broad public sup-
port. With recently-inaugurated President Theo-
dore Roosevelt acting as intermediary, and with
Morgan and Mitchell assenting, the parties agreed
to arbitration under a seven-member Anthracite
Coal Strike Commission appointed by the presi-
dent. The Commission’s final ruling, released in
March 1903, granted a 10 percent wage increase
and a work-hour reduction from ten to nine. It
also established the Anthracite Board of Concili-
ation to adjudicate grievances.

The workers saw the strike as a success for the
UMWSA, although the settlement did not address
the individual contract or union recognition. Par-
tial acknowledgement of the union would come
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in 1916, and full recognition in 1920, but indi-
vidual contracting remained a source of continual
agitation and controversy throughout the period.

Persistence of the Individual
Contract and Subcontracting

The UMWA called for an end to the indi-
vidual contract in every labor-management ne-
gotiation between 1902 and 1923 —that is, 1906,
1909, 1912, 1916, 1920, and 1922. For example,
in 1906 the union’s first demand was “that no
contract miner shall have more than one working
place at the same time,” nor employ “more than
two laborers at the same time.” However, for the
stated reasons, the union’s leadership did not press
the matter, so the practice continued.

Because of the mounting protests against
subcontracting and other issues, coupled with
the UMWA’s seeming inattention to the work-
ers’ many complaints, the Industrial Workers of
the World (IWW ) entered the anthracite fields in
1907. The men at Pennsylvania Coal Company
were especially supportive of that radical organi-
zation, particularly the large Italian (including Si-
cilian) contingent. The IWW promised to elimi-
nate the subcontracting system and to address
matters such as dockage and safety. The union’s
drive climaxed in a general strike against PaCC in
1916, which, according to union organizer Arturo
Calvini, had one main source: “The [sub]con-
tract system of the Pennsylvania Coal Company
caused the unrest”® But the company broke the
strike and thereby retained its status as the field’s
only major non-union operator. The IWW soon
abandoned the hard coal fields for other mining
outposts.®® Yet, workers™ dissatisfaction with the
UMWA did not go away and reappeared in wild-
cat strikes and other forms of protest over the next
fifteen years.

At a UMWA Tri-District convention in
preparation for the 1916 labor-management ne-
gotiations, union representatives from Pennsyl-
vania Coal Company succeeded in keeping the

individual contract at the top of the UMWA’s de-
mand list. Some delegates remonstrated that the
subcontractors and their crews were excavating as
many as thirty chambers in one shift. When the
talks with the companies were settled, the UMWA
had, as mentioned, gained partial legitimacy as
the miners’ bargaining agent. That achievement
was gratifying in its own right, but it also buoyed
union president John B. White, who believed that
the acknowledgement “destroyed the subcontrac-
tor with his padrone system.” White’s sanguinity
proved unfounded, however, for it soon became
apparent that the system would persist until it was
specifically prohibited in a formal labor-manage-
ment compact.

White’s padrone (Italian for “boss”) reference
referred to a contract-labor system common in
Sicily’s sulfur mines and used in various other in-
dustries during the nineteenth century.”” Reports
of padronism in anthracite dated from at least the
mid-1890s. Terrance Powderly, former president
of the Knights of Labor and mayor of Scranton,
testified in 1895 that “the ‘Padrone’ system does
exist in every large and small center, and particu-
larly in the mining regions.” ®®

During the 1910s, Pennsylvania Coal Com-
pany employed a large number of Sicilian subcon-
tractors, who hired their countrymen as labor-
ers in an exploitative manner reminiscent of the
padrone structure. The company’s large Italian
workforce reacted strongly against the subcon-
tracting system in large part because of that as-
sociation. Indeed, the Sicilian-born employees
(over one-quarter of the total) fought against the
plan during the 1910s and 1920s because many
had resisted similar arrangements in their coun-
try’s sulfur mines. As their strong backing of the
IWW’s campaign indicated, the Sicilians wanted
no part of a subcontracting system in their new
home, particularly one again spearheaded by or-
ganized criminals.®’

Following the IWW’s defeat in 1916, Penn-
sylvania Coal Company expanded the individual
contract, which resulted in another major revolt
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in 1920. That uprising occasioned a seven-month
strike that finally brought the company’s ten thou-
sand employees (along with the two thousand
workers at the other Erie Railroad-owned firm,
the Hillside Coal and Iron Company) into the
UMWA. The victory—at a time when workers
in various other industries were fighting “yellow
dog” and other types of individual contracts—
brought the closed shop to all of anthracite’s ma-
jor producers.”” Just as importantly, it saw the
removal, albeit temporary, of the subcontracting
system from the Erie companies’ operations.”!

For the labor-management negotiations of
1920, the UMWA again demanded “that the mak-
ing of individual contracts in the mining of coal
be prohibited.” The wide differences between the
parties led to another impasse, whereupon Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson appointed the Anthracite
Coal Commission of 1920 to investigate. That
body granted workers a 17 percent wage increase
and recommended UMWA recognition, which
the companies had little choice but to accept.
However, many of the union’s rank-and-file did
not agree with certain aspects of the decision and
thousands walked out in an eighteen-day “vaca-
tion strike.””*

The individual contract remained one of the
1920 coal commission’s most contested issues. In
its final report the body decided to uphold a com-
pany’s prerogative to sub-let mineral rights. Neal
J. Ferry, who served as the mineworkers™ repre-
sentative, issued a minority report that addressed
the matter. Although he confirmed a company’s
legal right to issue contracts and subcontracts,
Ferry asked the commission to “declare in favor
of collective bargaining as a general principle and
against individual contracts that tend to supersede
or substitute for the basic award or agreement.””

Thus, the union’s first demand in 1922 again
asserted that “the making of individual agree-
ments and contracts in the mining of coal shall be
prohibited.””* A stalemate this time led to a pro-
tracted strike of 163 days that was arbitrated by yet
another federal body, the US. Coal Commission,

appointed by President Warren G. Harding. That
commission’s final report ruled that a corporation
had a constitutional right to issue contracts. It
cited cases such as Lochner v. New York (1905), in
which the U.S. Supreme Court struck down a law
limiting the workday to ten hours on the grounds
that the measure infringed on a company’s free-
dom to contract within the meaning of the due
process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.”

Recognizing the topic’s intractability, the
UMWA took a different tack for the 1923 talks,
led by recently-inaugurated union president John
L. Lewis. It demanded that individual contractors
conform to the negotiated wage rates and work
rules. When the operators agreed to the idea, a
truce was achieved and both sides approved an
article requiring that “no contracts shall be made
with individual employees at less than the pre-
scribed scale rates or not in keeping with custom-
ary practices.”’®

Based on the provision, a union local at the
Hudson Coal Company (formerly the D&H)
filed a grievance with the Anthracite Board of
Conciliation in 1926. The complaint argued that
the use of individual contracts for machine min-
ing violated the labor-management accord. But
Charles F. Neill, the board’s umpire in Washington,
D.C., delivered a blow to the complainants when
he ruled in favor of the company. Neill concluded
that the negotiated agreement did not prohibit any
type of individual or special contract. Moreover,
central to Neill's decision was the agreed-upon re-
moval, during the 1916 bargaining, of two workers’
demands: a complete end to individual and special
contracts, and a prohibition against contract min-
ers having more than one working place.”

Because of the 1923 armistice, the UMWA did
not mention individual contracts during 1925 con-
tract discussions. However, the parties’ inability to
resolve other differences led to anthracite’s longest
strike, 170 days, which carried over into 1926. The
contest garnered little public support and, due to
the recurring strikes, eroded numerous markets.
The final settlement merely extended the existing
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labor contract for five years.

By 1928, Pennsylvania Coal Company’s work-
ers had exhausted their tolerance of the subcon-
tract and were ready for another confrontation.
They initiated a bitter wildcat strike that lasted
from mid-January until late May. The closure pit-
ted the workers (who called themselves insurgents)
against the company and its organized-crime af-
filiates in a battle that resulted in four murders,
numerous beatings, dynamitings, and several oth-
er acts of violence. The company eventually over-
came the walkout—in part because John L. Lewis
and the UMWA did not support unauthorized
labor actions—and proceeded to expand subcon-
tracting at all ten of its collieries.”®

By the late 1920s, it had become apparent that
the 1923 truce was not enforceable, and so the effort
to abolish subcontracting recommenced in subse-
quent negotiations. The UMWA realized a partial
gain in 1936, when the operators went along with
the requisite that all subcontractors sign the labor-

The Forest City Breaker, Pennsy

management agreement.”” In 1939, union officials
and owners’ representatives passed what seemed
to be a path-breaking resolution stating that “spe-
cial and individual contracts in the mining of coal
where now in use shall be eliminated.”®® But the
declaration was not binding and was largely ig-
nored by the operators.

At last, in the 1952 agreement, the union suc-
ceeded in abolishing the decades-old structure in
the northern field, where it was mainly used. Ac-
cording to an official UMWA statement:

It is with a great deal of satisfaction that
your officers inform you that they have
succeeded in abolishing the system of
special or individual contracts in District
No. 1. The long-sought goal of the Union
was attained only after years of unrelenting
efforts. As far back as 1920, an anthra-
cite commission appointed by President
Woodrow Wilson declined to eliminate

(Courtesy of the National Canal Museum, Easton, PA.)
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the system.... Hardly a convention or a
joint conference passed, however, without
the UMWA renewingits fight against the
system which had such a baneful effect on
our contractual structure.®!

The Leasing System

Yet, the goal that had occupied three gen-
erations of northern field mineworkers came as a
hollow victory, for the large companies had since
instituted a more complex and sweeping coal-ac-
cessing plan called the leasing system. It spread af-
ter 1935, when the Pennsylvania Coal Company
and another major coal corporation, the Lehigh
Valley Coal Company (LVCC), began “putting
out” large coal tracts, and even entire collieries, to
a new type of independent producer—relatively
small, incorporated firms often headed by former
subcontractors. Initially, the lessees were required
to sell their freshly mined coal to the lessor, which
processed and sold the final product. Later, some
leaseholders built their own processing plants,
called breakers, but had to pay the lessor a fixed
annual “rental” fee, plus a royalty on each ton
mined.®

By the late 1940s, Pennsylvania Coal and Le-
high Valley Coal had leased out virtually all of
their collieries. Between 1939 and 1959, for ex-
ample, the former sublet properties to an average
of forty-four independent operators each year.*
The latter dispensed some fifty leases annually be-
tween 1932 and 1952.%¢ The field’s other major
producers—Glen Alden, Hudson, and Susque-
hanna—began moving in the same direction.*
Some independent lease-holding firms such as
Knox Coal Company, Volpe Coal Company,
and several Pagnotti companies—all with orga-
nized crime affiliations—rose to become among
the field’s larger producers, as the former giants
downscaled operations and relied on their lessees
to generate income.® Leasing spread to the other
anthracite fields following World War IL.¥

The colliers who worked for the different

northern operations saw the subcontracting and
leasing systems as devices to lower wages, dis-
cipline and exploit workers, and weaken if not
destroy the UMWA.* According to Knox Coal
Company laborer William A. Hastie, “in order to
break the union, or to weaken it, they installed
that [sub]contracting system.” John Usefara, a
laborer for the Morgan Bird Company, a lessee
of the Glen Alden Coal Company, agreed: “They
did the leases to get rid of the union.”

Some on the management side have not dis-
puted this claim. Charles Adonizio, whose father
and uncle began as subcontractors for Pennsylva-
nia Coal Company in the 1920s and then moved
into colliery ownership, believed that the bigcom-
panies initiated the leasing system because “they
wanted to get away from the union . . . [which]
started to come in there strong in the twenties.”
Mining engineer Alex Chamberlain, whose fam-
ily had been in the coal business since the mid-
nineteenth century, concurred: “It was a way of
companies insulating themselves from labor.”*

An over-emphasis on productivity and a taste
for illegally mined coal led to numerous accidents
among the leascholders. Workers characterized
many of them as “scavengers” who ran “butcher
shops” and “slaughterhouses.” Alex Chamberlain
described their mining methods as “rip and tear.”
Quick-take mining encouraged the deception of
government inspectors, as miner Joe Costa re-

called:

One time I drove a slope for Pagnotti
[Coal Company] up in the back here [in
Swoyersville, PA] and we robbed all the
pillars and, when we heard an inspector
was coming, the superintendent told me
to blow it up. I said, “What about the
shaker chutes [loading machines], should
we get them out?” He said, “Forget those
chutes and close it up. It will look more
like a real accident” We closed it up [blew
it up] so the inspector couldn’t go down
and see what we were doing.”
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According to evidence uncovered by the
Pennsylvania Industrial Commission of 1938, of
the 138 northern field operations studied, “many
of these mines, in the judgment of the Commis-
sion, do not even pretend to comply with any part
of the mine laws.”! Leasing had become so wide-
spread that, by 1942, the northern field claimed
104 separate lease-holding companies. As late as
1952, the number stood at 76.”> The premiere
lease issuers, Pennsylvania Coal and Delaware
and Hudson, had been joined by the other major
operators in an epidemic of tenancy. As such, one
of the most consolidated industries in the nation
in 1901 had, by mid-century, become one of the
most decentralized. Thus, while in 1919, 60 inde-
pendent firms (i.e., not owned by a railroad) were
producing 21 percent of the coal, by 1952 some
376 independents (the great majority of them
leaseholders) generated 54 percent cent of the to-
tal output.”?

As Mr. Costa and the state commission of-
fered, the new regime became riddled with cor-
ruption. Bogus inspections, short weights, illegal
mining, and wage- and work-rule violations be-
came common. What began as a rational eco-
nomic response by the large companies to bolster
a declining competitive position and contain an
activist workforce, precipitated such “irrational”
counter-reactions as recurring strikes, illegal min-
ing, extensive fraud, accidents and disasters, and
the involvement of organized criminals as sub-
contractors and leaseholders.”

UMWA District 1 officials were drawn to the
corruption. The Knox Coal Company’s unlaw-
ful mining under the Susquehanna River in 1959
caused a breach in the riverbed that drowned 12
men, flooded vast underground workings, and
ended deep mining in the middle portion of the
northern field. The company, which began with a
lease from Pennsylvania Coal Company in 1943,
was originally owned by alleged mob boss John
Sciandra and later, illegally, by UMWA District 1
President August J. Lippi.”

The UMWA and the Subcontracting
and Leasing Systems

The UMWA avoided major confrontations
over the individual contract during the strikes of
1900 and 1902, and during negotiations for de-
cades thereafter under John L. Lewis, who served
as president between 1920 and 1960.°
preferred to emphasize wages, benefits, and other

Lewis

tenets of business unionism and, like John Mitch-
ell before him, sought to avoid challenging the
companies on matters such as work organization,
individual contracting, and lease-holding. But
Lewis finally spoke against the leasing system at
the Tri-District Convention of March 1939, in
New York:

Some of the great coal companies have fol-
lowed the practices of leasing out their coal
lands and their collieries to individuals
and companies of doubtful responsibility.
They have failed to include as a stipulation
in those leases that those lessees should be
responsible to the degree that they will
pay the rates under the industry, and as a
result the chaos has been intensified and
large operating companies have found
themselves in the unique and paradoxical
position that they have been unable to
compete in the open market, with the les-
see mining coal upon their own property
and paying them a royalty for the right

to mine.”’

UMWA vice-president Thomas Kennedy,
originally an anthracite worker, also rarely criti-
cized the companies regarding organizational de-
cisions. However, he eventually denounced the
leasing system’s negative bearing on the “payment
of wages, the maintenance of working conditions,
[and] the stabilizing of the price” He acknowl-
edged that “most companies in the anthracite
industry” were engaged in leasing and demurred
that the arrangement “has done more to bring
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about instability and chaos in the industry than
anything else I know of.”**

Dissatisfaction with the UMWA'’s leadership,
rising unemployment, wage-rate violations, exces-
sive dockage, and the growth of individual con-
tracting were among the factors that precipitated
a powerful dual union movement in the northern
field in 1933. Called the United Anthracite Min-
ers of Pennsylvania (UAMP), it was headed by
mineworker Thomas Maloney and former District
1 president Rinaldo Cappellini. The dissidents
gained the support of over one-half the field’s fifty
thousand workers and, through a series of strikes,
paralyzed mining operations between 1933 and
1935. The shutdowns attracted the attention
of U.S. Senator Robert Wagner, Pennsylvania
Governor Gifford Pinchot, and U.S. Secretary of
Labor Francis Perkins.”” Drawing on their work
culture and family-oriented dispositions, UAMP
members challenged management by demanding
the equalization of work—or job sharing—and
an end to the individual contract.!”® Concerted
efforts by Lewis, the District 1 UMWA, the com-
panies, and the Roosevelt Administration helped
foil the association, which disbanded in Novem-
ber 1935.1%1

August Lippi gained Lewis’ full confidence
during his District 1 executive tenure between
1951 and 1965. Even after he had been indicted
and convicted of labor law violations, manslaugh-
ter, conspiracy, and income tax evasion related to
his illegal Knox Coal Company holdings, neither
Lewis nor his successors, Thomas Kennedy and
W. A. “Tony” Boyle, called for Lippi’s dismissal.
Moreover, District 1 members boosted his salary
and reelected him as president two more times.
Although most of Lippi’s guilty verdicts were
overturned on appeal, authorities eventually con-
victed him of income tax evasion and bank fraud.
In November 1965, he resigned from office and
entered Lewisburg federal penitentiary to serve
two concurrent three-year terms.

Six UMWA union local leaders faced a series

of trials, convictions, and prison terms in connec-

tion with the Knox Mine disaster. The charges
arose from “sweetheart contracts” and other fed-
eral labor law violations.'” It became apparent
that the UMWA’s district leaders not only ig-
nored workers’ grievances, but arranged crooked
deals for themselves, the epitome of which was
Lippi’s ownership of a coal mining company that
held extensive leases. Two other Knox owners
were convicted of income tax evasion, serving less
than two years each in prison.

Once the largest in the UMWA, District 1
never recovered from these scandals. The inter-
national union office ordered its disbandment in
1969 and assigned its remaining members to a
new district, No. 25, headquartered in Hazleton,
Pennsylvania.

Epilogue

After a brief resurgence during the 1940s to
meet the energy demands of World War I1, anthra-
cite’s final collapse came in the 1950s and 1960s,
following the Knox Mine Disaster of 1959 and
the nationwide switch to alternative fuels. One
of America’s first major capitalist enterprises—
which had yielded billions in profits, employed
up to 160,000 men and boys, and produced over
100 million tons in 1917—was, by 1960, a mere

103 Production has

shadow of its former stature.
continued, with a handful of small, independent
producers. New industries, such as shoes, cigars,
and ladies’ garment manufacturing, filled some of
the income loss, as did government transfer pay-
ments for black lung disease, Social Security, and
disability and unemployment compensation.'**
However, the trauma of having lost #h¢ major em-
ployer—notwithstanding its exploitative and vio-
lent history—was one feature of deindustrializa-
tion from which the ten-county anthracite region

has yet to recover.'®
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