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T h i s

Litt le Light
o f M i n e

Mary Ann Heimann

In early 1989, the Pittston Coal Company, the nation's largest coal exporter, abruptly cut
off health beneÞts to its retired and disabled miners, forcing a strike which the company
hoped would drive the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) out of its mines.

For the next ten months, the southwest Virginia coalÞelds were under virtual martial
law. Thousands were jailed and the UMWA was Þned over $65 million. But on February
19,1990, strikers overwhelmingly approved a contract restoring pension beneÞts, granting
fully paidhealth coverage, and protecting union jobs. With this victory, U.S. labor emerged
from the long night of the 1980s.

This is a portrait of the people who made it happen.

# Z i H i H I S L I T T L E L I G H T O F
I Mine." I had heard that song
I many times before I visited

Dickenson County, Wginia, in June of
1989, and I heard it sung many times
while I was there, but I never attached an
image to it. It was only after I returned to
Los Angeles and began trying to organ
ize the jumble of thoughts and impres
sions I brought back that it suddenly
came to me why This little light of
M i n e . "

I had to ßy into the Tri-Cities Airport
near Bristol, Tennessee, on a propjet and
drive for four hours to get to Clinchco,

Virginia. I wondered why they would call
a town Clinchco, but that was before I

learned that the Pittston Company took
over the ClinchÞeld Coal Company in
1956. Just shorten that down a bit and
you get Clinchco.

And that was my introduction to the
domination of almost everything in Ap-
palachia by the coal companies. Even the
streets are named after company super
visors from the early days, when the
towns were directly owned by the coal
companies.

The highway from Tennessee runs
through a narrow valley with mountains
rising on each side. As it approaches
Dickenson County, it begins climbing
the hills. Except where they are clus
tered in towns, houses are mostly in

Mary Arm Heimann is a member ofUAW District 65 and treasurer of her local in
Los Angeles. She is a writer for Unity newspaper.
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Summer day in Trammel, Virginia
This town has been hard hit by the economic problems in the coal region. Miners and their

families have lived here for generations.

hollers (valleys) that run along the side
of the road. Houses stand alone, each
constructed in the center of a ring of
woods that has been cleared to allow for
the house, shed and garden. The nearest
neighbors are only a few hundred feet
away, but trees keep them hidden from
view.

I stayed with Mildred Deel and her

husband, Jim. Mildred delivers the mail
along the mountain roads and Jim is a
r e t i r e d m i n e r . T h e i r h o u s e i s s u r
rounded on three sides by thick stands
of cedar, and on the fourth side is a
garden. Their daughter's family lives just
through the woods, and the cemetery
w h e r e h e r a n c e s t o r s a r e b u r i e d i s

nearby.
The intense quiet seemed worlds

away from the excitement of the picket
line. Miners used to walk the ten miles to

get to the mines. They would come home
at night to renew their strength in the
peaceful solitude. Sister Mary Keane and
Sister Loretta Scully, who live in Dante,
told me they have worked at resettling
miners and other mountain people who
had to move away from the mountains for
lack of work or other reasons. "They just
can't get used to being that close to their
neighbors. They get depressed."

But solitude does not mean isolation.
Mildred's phone rang every Þve minutes
with news of someone being arrested, or
a car wash for the Student Auxiliary, or
someone who asks, "Did you hear Sena
tor John Warner on TV say that miners
are a hard people to work with?" And, of
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Rally of 1,500 miners in Carbo, Virginia, April 1989
Workers at Pittston's 30 mines and coal processing plants went on strike to protest

cuts in medical beneÞts, and to defend union mining.

course, almost every house has a CB
(citizens band radio) to keep track of the
state troopers.

A sense of history
Mi ldred in t roduced me to Mr. and

Mrs. Reedy and their son Dennis, who
invited me into their home, which I soon
found out was unusual. The house had a
museum built onto the back. Dennis has
been collecting things since he was six
years old. The walls were Þlled with the
implements of mining. A glass case held
the hats with hooks that miners wore in
the '30s and '40s. A separate shelf held
several generations of lamps that at
tached to the hooks. Mr. Reedy pointed
out that a Tittle light," a candle really, was

the onlylightthe miners had duringtheir
long shifts underground.

I was told that if a miner mistakenly put
even one rock in a load of coal, which
they dug by hand in those days, he
wouldn't get paid for the entire load. And
in that dim light, to distinguish coal from
rock would have been close to miracu
lous.

Dennis then held up a belt with a
Social Security number stamped on it, "to
make for easy identiÞcation if you were
killed," he explained. He went on to say
that miners had to pay for everything
they used, but they weren't given cash.
They were paid in scrip, a type of money
redeemable only at the company store. It
was used until 1958.

M i l d r e d s h o w e d m e t h e C l i n c h c o
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United Mine Workers rally in St. Paul, Virginia, August 1989
AFL-CIO Pres. Lane Kirkland, UMWA Pres. Richard Trumka, and UMWA Vice-Pres.

Cecil Roberts (left to right) at solidarity rally.

Women's Auxiliary serving food at Camp Soiidarity
Women played a crucial role in sustaining the strike, including organizing picket lines,

demonstrations, and outside support.

Local high school students joined together to support the strikers.
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History Book that Dennis had written. I
found that Appalachia was originally

populated by American Indians, but by
the early 19th century, pioneers began
settling in the area to farm and hunt. The
key to opening up Dickenson County to
coal mining was the completion of a rail
line, owned by ClinchÞeld Coal, in 1908.
The company constructed the town of
Clinchco in 1917, which included, in
addition to row upon row of look-alike
houses, a company store, company the
atre, company church and company
doctor's ofÞce. Greek, Italian and Hun
garian immigrants came to live in the
t o w n . A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s w h o h a d
worked on the construction of the rail
line also settled in Clinchco. The com

pany built a separate church for them.
In those days, the miners were like

slaves. As Don McCamey, secretary-
treasurer of Distr ict 28 of the United
Mine Workers of America, told me,

'They had you lock, stock, and barrelÑ
you lived in their house, traded in their
store and all you got out of it was some
thing to eat." I began to understand the
importance of the UMWA

M o u n t a i n s o f s u p p o r t
The next day we were on our way to

Big Stone Gap, "\Trginia, where union
leaders were on t r ia l . I asked Idel la

Mullins, Mildred's cousin, what the main
issues of the strike were. "It's not the

moneyÑwe can live with what they give
us. We're Þghting for the retirees and the
widows, the old people." Pittston had
taken away retirees' and widows' health
beneÞts in the dead of winter.

This really struck a nerve, because
most of the miners' lives had been de

stroyed in one way or another by the
mines: black lung, bent limbs, injury.
Said Don McCamey of his father: "My
dad's knees are like an elephant's tuskÑ

This Little Light of Mine

a pad formed from kneeling all day in an
area 27 or 28 inches high. He was
crushed up in the mines several times.
He has no feeling below the elbows. My
mother accidentally poured boiling wa
ter for coffee on his hand and he didn't
even realize it until later in the day when
he pulled his hand out of his pocket and
the skin was hanging off three Þngers."
In his opinion, Pittston cut off the bene
Þts precisely because it would anger the
miners and eventually provoke a strike.

As we drove along, Idella pointed out
"I support the UMWA" signs in almost

every store window. One such window
belonged to the Odd Shop in Clintwood,
where we stopped so I could buy some
camoußage, the "uniform" adopted by
striking miners. Because the lines are

The Odd Shop in Clintwood, Va.
Most local businesses supported the strike,

some even posting bonds for
ar res ted s t r i ke rs .
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drawn so visibly, it's important to show
which side you are on. Most store own
ers know that Pittston takes its proÞts out
of Virginia, but the miners spend their
wages here.

State troopers, who invaded Dicken
son County like a foreign army, can't get
gas at many service stations, and few
restaurants will serve them. When we

passed the Ole Shay Inn, I was surprised
to see nothing but state troopers' cars
parked there. It turns out the owner's
father is a mine worker and his brothers
work for the UMWA. Local legend has it
that the father told his son, 'Tou might
just as well hook yourself to the bumper
of the last patrol car as it leaves. Nobody
from this town will ever eat here again."

The s ta te aga inst the un ion
When we Þnally reached the court

house, we found a lively picket line made
up of miners, their wives, nuns, teachers,
and the Student Auxiliary. Inside the
courthouseÑwhere Ceci l Roberts,
UMWA International vice president, and
John Cox, International representative,
were on trial for allegedly leading rolling
picket lines (cars driving slowly to im
pede the progress of the coal trucks)Ñ
the room was Þlled with people in camou
ßage. The judge soon called a recess, so
he could ßy by helicopter to the highway
to see the rolling picket lines for himself.

Back out on the steps, I talked with Jeff

Laner, a miner Þ-om Westmoreland Coal.
He was wildcatting because Westmore-

'fe
| >
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Miners demonstrating during famous 1902 Pennsylvania coal strike

Marching in three-piece suits, the miners demanded to be treated with dignity and respect.
Their strike shut down the powerful mining industry for months.
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land was Þlling orders for Pittston. "We
haven't had a strike in eight years. Coal
production has more than doubled. We
have had stability, costs are down, and
what do our people get for a reward?
They turn around and sell coal to Pittston
to help break the union!" Jeff has worked
underground for 17 years, and he has
Þrst-stage black lung. He too was upset at
the t reatment of re t i rees. " I 've seen

people who had to carry an oxygen bottle
just to walk to the mailbox, and they (the
government and Pittston) say they
haven't got black lung!"

Over and over, I talked with people
who told me that Rttston and the govern
ment conspire to cheat them out of the
black lung beneÞts for which they fought
so hard. The crippling disease causes the
air pockets in your lungs to close up, until
eventually all the pockets are sealed and
you die.

Jeff told me that when seven miners
were killed in an explosion at Pittston's
McClure #1 mine in 1983, the company
was found to have cut corners on safety
regulations, but was Þned only $47,000.
"If we were on a level playing Þeld," said
Don McCamey, "we could lick anybody."
But the courts and police are clearly
stacked against the miners.

About that time, 25 young people,
dressed in camoußage, Þled out the front
door of the courthouse, arranged them
selves in orderly rows on the steps, and
began singing and chanting. The Stu
dent Auxiliary, mostly teens, were clear
about why they support the strike. As
Lisa Rasnick, a coal miner's daughter,
said, 'We got to live here after this is
overÑdon't they know that? Kids can't
help but get involved." The strike is also
about their future.

Herbert Johnson, a college graduate
and miner who is on strike at McCIure #1

Mine, said, "If you had any other choice,
you wouldn't work underground." But

Coal awaiting rail shipment
Coal is the lifeblood of many Appalachian

c o m m u n i t i e s .

it's hard to leave. "My heritage is here,
my mother and father are here. I grew up
here, my ancestors are here, and mining
is the only industry in this part of the

country. When I graduated in 1975 Þ"om
Council High, there were 600 students.
Now there are 300."

Finally, as we stood outside, the judge
called the court back into session. It
seems he hadn't seen a single car on the
road! But he still found Roberts and Cox

guilty and Þned them each $80,000!
When the men came outside, they were
greeted with hugs and handshakes by
the miners and their fami l ies. Picket

signs carried a statement Roberts had
made earlier in the week: "This is no

longerastrike, it's a people's movement!"
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Strikes are something people
l i v e w i t h

On our way back home, we stopped at
the McCIure #1 picket line. We only
found a handful of pickets because a
court injunction has severely limited the
number of picketers allowed at each of
the 17 mine sites. A yellow wreath hung
on the shack in memory of the seven
miners killed in the 1983 explosion.
Many of the men were whittling pieces of
cedar and talking abouthow many union
miners in the region are out of work.
Some have been laid off due to mechani
zation. But many are laid off, miner
Herbert Johnson pointed out, because
Pittston, since 1986, has poured re
sources into its non-union arm. Pyxis.

This is one of the main strike issues.
There are 4,000 union miners laid off,
and yet they are hiring inexperienced
men off the street for their non-union

operation. 'There is plenty of coal,"
miner Gene Brooks told me. "Everyone
could be working. Pittston has more
mines projected, but they are waiting to
overthrow the union."

At Lambert Fork #2, Þve or six miners
were sitting on wooden benches, also
whittling. They talked about the violence
of Pittston. Vance Security, thugs re
cruited from Soldier of Fortune maga
zine, carried AK-47s at the beginning of
the strike. They would roar through
picket lines at high speeds, then sud
denly stop and jump out of their cars with
weapons drawn.

It was the same in 1939 when the
UMWA was trying to organize Clinch-
Þeld Coal. The governor then was John
Battle, also a lieutenant colonel in the
state militia. He lined up patrol cars at the
#9 bridge to meet the union forces who
had come to support the organizing
drive. He said, "If you cross over this line,
ni kill every damn one of you," and each

of his men held a machine gun. Finally, in

1945, after years of intense struggle,
ClinchÞeld Coal was unionized. But they
never stopped thinking of ways to break
the union and return to the days of total
cont ro l .

"They are trying to go back," Herbert
said. "It used to be a mule was worth
more than a man because it was more

expensive to replace."
It came to me suddenly that history

would have a special meaning in a place
like this, where people stayed put. Be
cause small femily cemeteries are every
where, people's ancestors are buried
within visiting distance. The past is an
active part of the present. The suffering
of the earliest miners is kept alive not

only in the memories of the retirees, but

Gail Gentry, injured in 1978 accident

During the strike, Gentry blocked a coal
t r u c k w i t h h i s w h e e l c h a i r . H e w a s t h e

2,000th person arrested.
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in the communal memory, through the
telling and re-telling of stories. I began to
understand better the intensity of the
anger against Pittston, for this battle over
control of the miners' lives and commu

nity has really been going on since 1917
when Clinchco was Þrst constructed by
the ClinchÞeld Coal Company: Pittston
always pushing back in time and the
miners always pushing forward.

Dis t r i c t 28 , UMWA
The next day, I drove with Ronnie and

Shenia Rasnickto the District 28 regional
ofÞce in Castlewood. I had to take pic
tures from the car, because anyone wear
ing camoußage can be arrested for stop
ping on the highway. About every half
mile, we saw state troopers. It felt like we
were in occupied territory. But we also
saw yellow ribbons (signs of support)
tied to mailboxes, UMWA posters or

hand-painted signs about the strike on
the front of almost every house we
passed.

At the union hall, people continuously

dropped in, some from out of state, to
offer help to the strikers. Don McCamey,
who like his father had worked in the

mines, told me, "You get over 30 years
and they're through with you. They want
the Þrst ten years of your life. It's not like
an auto plant. You've got to work at differ
ent locations to economically clean out
the coal. Mines are mined out and new
ones open up. When you're over thirty,
they put you in a mine with a limited life
span, and when it Þnishes, they cut you
off and you hope and pray you will get
another job."

Don is certain Pittston has been get
ting ready for the strike since 1984, the
year Paul Douglas took over. "They've
been planning to do us in for a long time.

They put excessive numbers of foremen
on their operations before the strike

U M W A V P C e c i l R o b e r t s a t t r i a l

Roberts was charged with breaking a court
injunction. His courage won him the

respect of the strikers.

came about. It was their theory: well put
one-third more foremen on and get them
familiar with the operations. And then
when the strike comes, 40% of our union
people don't want the strike and will
cross the picket line, and with the added
foremen and with the 40% that will cross
and the 20% to 30% scabs we're going to

pick up, well have a 100% labor force and
we won't miss any coal.

"The only thing that was wrong was
that nobody crossed the picket line. The
40% never materialized. The scabs are, in
most cases, very undesirable people, and
in many cases not experienced. They're
from out of state. Pittston is down two-
thirds in coal production by their own
records that they turn in for coal sever
ance taxes."

He told how the miners had put the
last year of working without a contract to
good use by building support for the

This Little Light of Mine 9



A d i f f e r e n t
k i n d o f

e n e m y

The coal industry haschanged dramatically
over the last 15 years.

During the energy crisis of the
1970s, multinational corpora
tions like DuPont, Chevron and

Royal Dutch Shell, smelling
easy proÞts, bought up much of
the nation's coalÞelds. Seeking
to drive smaller competitors out
of business, they ßooded the
market with coal. In the West
ern United States, they opened
hundreds of new "strip mines"
which literally bulldoze coal out
of the ground, leaving a rav

aged landscape in their wake.
These mines turn out coal Þve
to ten times faster than under

ground mines which predomi
nate in the East, and with far

cont inued on page 11

almost inevitable strike. "In a way,
Pittston has done the best thing for the
union. If we would have done like the last
four years, we would have died one mine
at a time and one group of people at a
time, until we would not have had
enough membership to Þght. We're
gonna beat them. It may take a while, but
we're gonna do it We survived 111 days
(on strike) in 1978 without any strike
beneÞts, and we made it. I believe we can
last a good while longer."

Women hold up hal f the

A p p a l a c h i a n s k y
Talking with Shenia well into the

night, I realized that I had spent most of
my time with women. They are such a

Local 1426 picket lin<

Many strikers whittled wood Þgures while maintainin
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vital force in the community. Hiey have
their own support network, and seem to

rely on each other more than on their
men. Shenia put her Þnger on it: you
don't want to burden someone who has
to go underground.

I thought of Mildred, who had taken a
class in photography and then taught
herself to become a Þne photographer,
taking pictures for a local newspaper, the
UMWA Journal, and the high school
football and basketball games. Wherever
I went, people had heard of Mildred and
her camera.

And I thought of Mildred's sister

Ruby, the Þrst woman federal mining
inspector in Virginia. She had been in a
terrible mining accident when her back
was caught in a drilling machine. They

n s o u t h w e s t V i r g i n i a

heir picket lines throughout the ten-month strike.

fewer workers. In Appalachia,
they introduced new technol
ogy like the longwall machines
which have raised output per
worker as much as 50%. Thou
sands of union miners have
been laid off as a result.

As one miner put it, the

people who run the big con
glomerates "don't know or care
what a coal mine looks like."
With holdings in many indus
tries, they can cover their
losses in coal with proÞts from
other areas, or Qike Pittston)
milk proÞts out of their mines
to keep their non-coal opera
tions going. They have used
their enormous economic

power to try to drive the union
out of their mines.

They have been openly aided
by the federal government
under Reagan and Bush.

Reagan appointed mine opera
tors to run the Mine Safety and
Health Administration. The

agency was soon racked by
scandal, and mine deaths shot
up 30%.

The UMWA, which once had
half a million active members,
is down to 70,000. They mine
about one-third of the nation's
coal in an industry that was
once almost completely union
ized. The union is Þghting hard
to stop the operators from sub

contracting out union jobs in
the Appalachian coalÞelds, as
well as organizing aggressively
in the western mines.
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N e w

m e t h o d s

o f Þ g h t i n g

Union miners are used toÞghting their own
battles. But today, ar

rayed against giant multina
tional corporations, they have
found they need to develop new
tactics. So far they have been
successfu l : the UMWAis one o f
the few unions to avoid major
concessions in this ant i- labor

period.
Instead of the industrywide

shutdowns of years past, the
UMWA under P res iden t R i ch

ard Trumka has since 1984

opted for "selective strikes"
which play the coal giants off

against each other.
Trumka has also embraced

the "corporate campaign" tactic

increasingly favored in the
labor movement. This involves

public campaigns against the
cont inued on page 13

told her she would never walk againÑ
but she did.

The next day I sat with the three of
them in Ha rdee ' s res tau ran t . I was

struck, as I watched them laughing and
telling stories about their escapades, at
how the tragedy that had touched each of
their lives had made them stronger and
more alive. I was seeing an old truth
demonstrated vividly: struggle has made
the miners and their families strong.

The next day, I met another woman
Þghter, Katherine Counts. She and her
father, mother, and sister were sitting
under a large shady tree in front of their
mountaintop home. She was living there
to help take care of her father, Clyde, who
suffers from black lung, but has been
misdiagnosed by company doctors as

Sisters Mary Keane and Loretta ScuMy

Showing support at the Big Stone Gap, Va.,
courthouse where UMWA Vice President

Cec i l Rober ts was on t r i a l .
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having histoplasmosis, a rare disease
carried by chickens.

Katherine's own house was destroyed

by longwall mining. (When modern
longwall machines remove coal, nothing
is left to support the mountain, so it caves
in, causing the houses on its surface to
crack and break.) Pittston is Þghting in
court to avoid paying damages to the
famil ies.

I asked Ka ther ine how P i t t s ton cou ld

mine under peoples' homes. She ex
plained that although Pittston owns only
40% of the land in the county, they own
80% of the mineral rights. "We own three
inches of the topsoil and they own all the
rest. Pittston got it from my great-grand-
father. The older people didn't know
what they were doing. They just signed a

Widow and son of John McCoy

McCoy was killed while on the picket line
in another miners' strike in neighboring

West Virginia.

companies' network of corpo
rate support, picketing their
stockholders' meetings, and

targeting the banks which
Þnance their union-busting
e f f o r t s .

For example, the UMWA dis
covered during the AT. Massey
strike in 1985 that Royal Dutch

Shell, which owns AT. Massey,
was using proÞts from its South
African mines to sustain its sub

sidiary through the strike. The
union launched a boycott of
Shell products which is hon
ored today by both the labor
and anti-apartheid movements.

In the Pittston strike, as

Jesse Jackson put it, "The
t rad i t i ons o f Mar t in Lu ther

King and John L. Lewis [the
legendary UMWA leader of the
1930s and *40s-ed.] have come

together." Strikers and support
ers have staged huge sit-ins,
Þlled the jails and clogged the
cou r t s . En t i r e commun i t i es
have mobilized, as African
American communities through
out the Deep South mobilized

against segregation 25 years ago.
In the face of intolerable

provocation, the strikers are
disciplined and extraordinarily
well-organized. As Cosby
Totten, a Þeld organizer for
UMWA District 28, remarked,
"If the union says sit down in
the road, we'll sit. It is a lot
better to have civil disobedi

ence than to have people acting
on their own with no planning."
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At the funeral for slain miner, John McCoy

Marching in the camoußage fatigues worn during the strike, Pittston strikers mourn a miner
killed in another strike in West Virginia.

paper with their name, and Pittston gave
them maybe 50 cents an acre."

She pointed to the cistern in the front

yard. I had seen them everywhere, but I
hadn't realized what they were. "We
don't even have water on this mountain,
because ClinchÞeld ruined all the under

ground water. We have to collect rain
water, and when that runs out, we have
the water truck bring us water. Eventu
ally all of this land could be destroyed."
Her anger was almost palpable against a

company which would destroy both land
and people, then move on without aback-
ward glance.

Camp Solidarity
In the afternoon, we drove to Camp

Solidarity, the gathering place for na
tional strike support. We had to look
carefully for the sign directing us to the
camp, as the troopers and scabs tore it
down at every opportunity. But we got
there, following a narrow, winding road
until we reached a ten-acre ßat area with
a circle of tents at its perimeter. Excite
ment took hold as we saw placards and
licenses from all over: Illinois, Kentucky,
Ohio, West Virginia, Indiana and Tennes
see. Everywhere, men in camoußage
were smiling.

We drifted over to the edge of the camp
to look for some shade and found Burl

Rhea, who was picking on his banjo. He
told us that his family (12 boys and three

girls) altogether had worked more than
200 years for Pittston. His father helped
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Musicians at Camp Solidarity
The strikers helped build solidarity through a wide variety of cultural activities.

organize the UMWA. "Somebody will
have to be killed before they open their
eyes. How many people lost their lives
before they made the roof-bolt machine
s a f e r ? "

After awhile, I started walking around,
taking pictures and talking with people.
There were probably 500 miners there,
and more arriving every few minutes.
They came to staff the rolling picket lines
and give support to the strike. I met
Harold and Joan Anderson from Indiana.

They were celebrating their 45th wed
ding anniversary, and had brought a
check for $72,000 from their local to help
pay the Þnes.

An old clubhouse has been turned into
a storage facility for the food donated by
local stores and townspeople. Miners'

wives and supporters take turns cook

ing. When I asked one woman what her
shift was, she replied, "All day, every
day."

There was an atmosphere of celebra
tion born of the strong feeling of unity
among everyone in the camp. Cheers
greeted each new carload as it pulled in.
Miners from other mines spoke almost
with one voice as they said that their
companies were just waiting to see if
Pittston could break the union. If Pittston
was successful, they would be next. At

dusk, everyone gathered near the club
house, and several miners spoke of the
str ike.

As I was standing there, surrounded

by the green of camoußage, feeling the
people's determination, I thought: the
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