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Summary: Peter Gottlieb interviews Ben Erving, a son of a poor Alabama farmer. Following the death of his grandfather and at the urging of his father, Erving moved north and settled in Bell Vernon as a teenager where he quickly found work as a coal miner for the Pittsburgh Coal Company. Erving later also found work with the American Wire and Steel company, helping maintain the furnaces, but realized his job would soon be lost to mechanization. Erving then moved to working in the J&L Mill and would work there for twenty-four further years until 1962, helping maintain the mill’s boilers. Inspired by their success in the coal mines, Erving would become involved in union activities as an assistant grievance man. Generally, Erving was content to remain in his position, deeming it profitable enough to buy a house and raise a family. The interview concludes with Gottleib asking about Erving’s spirituality, to which Erving notes that he was a Methodist Christian but later converted to become a Baptist.
START OF TAPE ONE
Peter Gottlieb: Could you tell me where your parents were born? 
Ben Erving.: Bullock County, Alabama.
P.G.: Did they ever come to Pittsburgh?
B.E.: Well, my father did.
P.G.: I see. Did he come here to work? 
B.E.: Yes. 
P.G.: Uh huh. Do you know when that was?
B.E.: Well, something around 1914, 15, something maybe.
P.G.: Uh huh, Excuse me, just a minute, Mr. Why did your father decide to move here?
B.E.: Well, I don't know at that particular time, because I was quite young, right?
P.G.: Uh huh. Did he bring his family with him?
B.E.: No.
P.G.: He didn't. 
B.E.: No, he came alone.
P.G.: Uh huh. Can you, do you know about what kind of work he got up here?
B.E.: Coal mining.
P.G.: Oh, I see. Was that in western Pennsylvania?
B.E.: Yes.
P.G.: Uh huh. And you said that you've been here since you were eighteen years old. Did the entire family move up at that time?
B.E.: Well, no. I came up, see, my mother and father separated, so I stayed with my mother until she passed. And after she passed, I was with my grandparents for a while, and then I came up here.
P.G.: Uh huh. How many children were there?
B.E.: Only two. 
P.G.: I see. Did your mother work?
B.E.: Well, on the farm.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: We were farmers. 
P.G.: Did, was she remarried at that time, or she was taking care of the farm by herself?
B.E.: Well, she remarried.
P.G.: Uh huh. Had your father been, been on the farm before he left? 
B.E.: Oh yeah. 
P.G.: Uh huh. Can you tell me something about the farm? What kind of things you grew?
B.E.: Well, where's the [unintelligible 2:36-2:37] they grew, pretty much everything, cotton and corn, peas and beans. Well later, yeah, the boll weevil came in and that destroyed the cotton, so they switched then to what they call for commercial use of there with beans. Have a little furry bean that, oh boy, if you didn't be careful before the frost rolled on it, it was dangerous. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: So, they raised, farmers mostly raised that for commercial use.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did your people own that farm? Or were they renting?
B.E.: Well, they rented.
P.G.: Uh huh. Do you remember the man who owned the land?
B.E.: I can’t recall that.
P.G.: How big was it? How many acres did you have?
B.E.: Well, I think it was around fifty or sixty acres.
P.G.: Mhm. Let’s see, did you have any jobs working for wages before you came up to Pittsburgh?
B.E.: Yes, I had one job. I worked at the sawmill.
P.G.: Uh huh. Do you remember how old you were at that time?
B.E.: Well, when I first worked there, I was around fourteen years old.
P.G.: Did you keep that job right until you left? 
B.E.: No. I Kept it for a while and then after that, they use up all the lumber right in that station and moved other places. I went back, devoted my time back to farming.
P.G.: Uh huh. So, you were most of the time helping your people.
B.E.: Parents, my grandparents farm mostly.
P.G.: I see.
B.E.: But in spare times, when I would work at the lumber yard.
P.G.: Were you able to go to school up until the time you left?
B.E.: No. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: I only finished the sixth grade and entered into the seventh.
P.G.: I see, and then it was necessary for you to work?
B.E.: Work the farm, yeah.
P.G.: As you remember your, well, either your mother, father or your grandparents. Can you tell me something about the kind of person that they taught you to be? What kind of values that they wanted you to follow?
B.E.: Well, now I can't explain so much about my mother, maybe that’s because I was, I was only about eleven years old when she passed. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: But one thing that my grandmother always taught me, she says there’s twelve months in a year, for six months, you tend to your business, and the next six months, let the other fellows be in this alone. So, if you don't be careful, at the end of the year, you gonna find something that you should have did that you didn't do. 
P.G.: Oh.
B.E.: Always be aware and mind your own business. That's one of the main things, yeah.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: That taught me, and it'll follow me down through the years.
P.G.: Did they stress religion to you? 
B.E.: Oh yeah, very much.
P.G.: Uh huh, so you always went to church?
B.E.: Oh yeah.
P.G.: Uh huh. What about education? Did they think that it was important?
B.E.: Oh yeah.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: I thought it was very much [unintelligible 7:04-7:05] that I'd get the education. But after persuading of years, things, they began to get up in age, and things wasn't going so well, and our books, we had to buy them, and that was, that's why I quit school when I did, on account of not being able to buy the books, and the books were very expensive at that time.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: At that time. Well, you wouldn't see it as expensive, that amount now, but at that time, when wages was very, very low.
P.G.: Right. You mentioned that at a certain time, the boll weevil, you know, came and made it difficult to grow cotton. Did that have anything to do with you moving up here? 
B.E.: No, no. 
P.G.: I see. 
B.E.: No.
P.G.: Can you tell me about how you came to Pittsburgh area?
B.E.: Well after I lost my grandfather. Grandfather passed away, and so, well, I was young, and father, he was writing to me, and he said he wanted me to come up.
P.G.: Hm.
B.E.: So, I did decide I was -
P.G.: Mhm. 
B.E.: Come on up here.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you stay in any other place between your grandparents’ home and your father's place, or you went straight there? 
B.E.: Mhm. 
P.G.: Was he still in coal mining at that time?
B.E.: Well, no, not at that particular time, because he was working now with C.D. [unintelligible 9:09-9:10] at that time, but he always yearned for the coal mine. 
P.G.: He did.
B.E.: He didn't like, he tried different mill work and everything. Also tried construction work, but he would yearn for the coal mines, and that's where he mostly went back to the coal mines.
P.G.: I see, I see. Why did he want you to come up here?
B.E.: Well, he figured it’d better my condition.
P.G.: Were you living out in Bell Vernon?  Mr. Sima said that he knew you from Bell Vernon. 
B.E.: Oh yeah, I spent about seventeen years down out in, back in Bell Vernon. [unintelligible 10:18-10:20].
P.G.: Are there mines out there? 
B.E.: Oh, yeah, least it was at that time, but they've all went out now.
P.G.: Yeah.
B.E.: People that live in there now, they travel to different places, in search for a fair wage.
P.G.: If you can remember back to when you first came up to Pittsburgh. Was this the first time you had been in a northern city? 
B.E.: Yes. 
P.G.: Do you remember, what, if anything, seemed very different from you, to you between, let's say, living in Alabama and living up here?
B.E.: Oh, yeah, it was quite different, because I came right off with a farm right into the city, and it's a big difference in farm life and city life. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: Pittsburgh has made a big change since 1923.
P.G.: I believe that.
B.E.: When I first came into Pittsburgh, they were working on Liberty Tunnel.
P.G.: Is that right?
B.E.: They completed that.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: And also, they hadn't started to work on their Liberty Bridges yet at that time.
P.G.: Mhm. But what impressed you most about, about Pittsburgh as a, as a city? Do you remember there's any one thing that that you know, it seemed very different or new to you?
B.E.: Well, one thing that impressed me very much. You can look at the steel, the iron, all that I have seen up in the previous year was all finished and hard and everything and come and seen it running like water.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: It was very amazing.
P.G.: Yeah, uh huh. Well, can you tell me something about the, the jobs that that you got, when, when you moved up here?
B.E.: Well, when I first came up here, the first job I had, Father had quit working over at the [unintelligible 12:47-12:48], and there was a little coal mine that a friend of his had operating, little trucking mine, and wanted him to be the foreman out there, a little place, out at that time, it was along Ed Brook Avenue, between Brookline Avenue and the, it was called Catholic Challenge Boulevard at that time. 
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: It was right there, would go to the end of the car line. They had their two-trolley pole car. They would go to the end and let down one and put the other one up in order to come back. There's no turning around at the end of it, would roll right down the hill, about three about blocks. Also at that time, there was a mine sitting right in the corner of Brookline Avenue and West Liberty Avenue.
P.G.: Is that right? Probably all houses around there now, right?
B.E.: Oh yeah, it’s well built up now, it's a commercial family home where that was sitting there.
P.G.: So how long did you, did you work there in the mines?
B.E.: Well, we only worked there for half a few months. And then my next job was American Steel and Wire company down at 15th Street. and now Smallman.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: Is run from 14th Street to 16th Street Bridge. You would -
P.G.: Right.
B.E.: That was a steel mill in that one, belongs to the American Wire company now. I worked there about six months. But one of the thrilling points about it, when we went down to get a job that morning, there was, oh, I guess, about fifteen or eighteen of us in there when, when the agent come looked over the group, he only picked out two men he wanted, and that was my father and myself. We went in to get, sign up, when we got down to the age, my father was too old, and I was too young. So, I went back about a week later, and I got a job.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: I worked there about six months, and they closed down and moved out of Pittsburgh.
P.G.: Mm.
B.E.: And then from there, we went down in Kentucky, place called Jenkins, Kentucky, working for the Consolidated Coal Company. We worked there for five or six months, and then we came back to Pittsburgh, and our next job then was up at the Clarksville coal mines. And at that time a miner, the boss would make him mad. He couldn't go so, so we worked there for about six months and my dad, he got angry with the foreman. We left there and then went down. Next job we had, we went down West Virginia, Brady, West Virginia, and worked down there for a while. 
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: So, then we came back, back we were living. We never moved down there. We just went down and we went back down there, and we were still living in Pennsylvania.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: So, we lived there and came back to Maxwell, Pennsylvania. Little mine, called a little [unintelligible 17:40-17:41] mine, my father always liked to work small mines. He didn't have large companies.
P.G.: Why was that? 
B.E.: Well, I don't know he did, well, I guess one, he could have his way, work like he wanted moreso than he would in the large mine.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: So, we worked there until they run out of work there, so we left there. That's when we came in the Bell Vernon area.  We started working for the Pittsburgh Coal Company, Arnold Number Two. So, we moved in there. That was time, that was in 27’, latter part of ‘27, they striked, was on then. call out police riding around and everything, so. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: Well I was young, and so I wanted to ramble around. So, I left there in the latter part of 27’, I went down in West Virginia, down in the place, Eversville, West Virginia, mine down there. In fact, that same mine in April, in April, in 27’, had explosion there, and they were just beginning to open up. And the good mines were making money and everything, so I went down, then I went to work. I worked there for three years, and then I came back and started working again for the Pittsburgh Coal Company. Been sitting around Bell Vernon, around it’s been seventeen years.
P.G.: How did you hear about these different jobs in Kentucky and West Virginia? Did you just go down and look for work, or did you know that they might be?
B.E.: Well. Well, my father, he had worked in Kentucky beforehand, and we had friends down there that he was corresponding with.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: But westward, well, also the first West Virginia trip that made me have friends working down there, and he came back and told us how it was working. So, in the next West Virginia trip I guess, I was young, just out looking for work.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you have a car or - 
B.E.: No. 
P.G.: How did you travel?
B.E.: By train. 
P.G.: Uh huh. Uh huh. Were you riding the freights? Or were you buying a ticket? 
B.E.: Both. I did both.
P.G.: How did you like coal mine work?
B.E.: I like it very well.
P.G.: Uh huh. Would these be deep mines? You'd be down working at the face or -
B.E.: Oh yeah, mhm.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: Well now, take, in the Evansville mine. It would take anywhere from thirty to forty-five minutes to come from the, the walk from the face of the mines out.
P.G.: Mm.
B.E.: Well, I worked the two. Well, I worked the three mines of the Pittsburgh Coal Company. The one, I just only worked for a short while because I got laid off there. Well, the Arnold Mine, it would take right around an hour, a little better, to come out. And also was the Summer Mine, of the [unintelligible 21:57-21:58], which I worked there for about eighteen years there, and it'll take anywhere from an hour, little better than hour to walk out.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: That is coming out the main hall as though they had an air shaft. If it felt like walking about a hundred- and fifty-feet up steps.
P.G.: Uh huh. Let me go back and ask you something about the American Wire and Steel Company. What kind of job did you have in that mill?
B.E.: Well, I was called, at that time, the limestone boy. 
P.G.: Limestone?
B.E.: Mhm. 
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: I loaded limestone and ore, and feeding ore and charging ore, had both kind, the, the charging ore, it was small, had small lumps of dust, like the feeding ore. That's when they get ready to make the [unintelligible 23:17-23:18] and so forth. They put that in that large, these large pieces. [unintelligible 23:23-23:26]
P.G.: Mhm. You working around a furnace, then?
B.E.: Yes. 
P.G.: A blast furnace?
B.E.: Open-hearth. 
P.G.: Is that, you kept that job all the time that you were with them?
B.E.: Yes. 
P.G.: Uh huh. 
B.E.: Mhm.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: Only when the blast went out, when one of the open-hearth furnaces burnt out would I’d be at the Labor Department then until it was repaired and then was back on. But my regular job was fun this way.
P.G.: Uh huh. And at certain times, in other words, you'd have to shovel in these limestone or charging ore?
B.E.: No, I guess, loaded into a charging box.
P.G.: Oh, I see.
B.E.: Went to the boxes.
P.G.: Oh I see. Do you remember the men that you were working with there? 
B.E.: No, I can’t.
P.G.: Were they, did white and black work together?
B.E.: Oh yeah. [unintelligible 24:22-24:22].
P.G.: Uh huh. Do you remember whether there were foreigners there?
B.E.: Yeah, there were some foreigners there.
P.G.: Did they work together with other people? 
B.E.: Yeah, we all worked together. 
P.G.: They didn't have this, foreigners separated out into different gangs?
B.E.: No, nuh uh.
P.G.: When did you start working at the J&L mill? 
B.E.: 1944.
P.G.: 1944?
B.E.: Mhm.
P.G.: So, you had been in the mines up until that time? 
B.E.: Yeah
P.G.: I see. Why did you decide to, to come into the mill?
B.E.: Well, one of the main reason, it was mechanicalizing the mines and taking all the best coal, machinery, and everything, and so I decided I would try the mill out.
P.G.: Did you actually lose your job to a machine?
B.E.: Well, no, I never actually lost it, but I’d seen that that's what it was going to be.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: Yeah, that was going to be all the best places they were placing machines in there instead of the men's, the men would have the worst places where there's heavy slate.
P.G.: Why did you choose the J&L mill? 
B.E.: Well, when I first came, I worked at St. Francis Hospital for a few months. I was working in the boiler room over there, and so when winter time came, and the weather was cold and I wasn't making much money over there, I thought I would come to J&L and try the mill out for the winter. I was intending to work all the winter in the summer, and found myself in the mill, staying there for twenty-four years and five months.
P.G.: You didn’t have any friend who told you about, you know, that there might be a job here?
B.E.: Oh yeah, I have some friends telling me.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: Yeah, there’s some, run into some good fellows that I knew and everything, and it was, telling me they were working over here, and they were hiring and so forth.
P.G.: Mhm. What part of the mill did you get work in?
B.E.: Well, I first started in the boiler house, room, boiler department, steam efficiency department.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: At the time. And so, I worked in there for about four years, and then they built their new boiler house and everything. So, they cut off, they couldn't use all the men they had, and so I went into the, down in the Labor Department, the Maintenance Department.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: Worked in the Maintenance Department from ‘49 up until ‘61 and then, it was ‘62. I, I can't think of the name department now, but anyway, being work up the front offices of [unintelligible 28:35-28:36].
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: That's where I retired from. 
P.G.: Uh huh. When you say maintenance, is that also janitorial work? 
B.E.: Well, maintenance, that's every kind of work.
P.G.: Wherever they need you? 
B.E.: Wherever they, mhm.
P.G.: What kind of work does a person have to do when they're working in a boiler house? What would actually be involved in your job?
B.E.: Well, now in the boiler house, there was the water tender, the fireman and the ash man, them was the men that, in the boiler house at all times, water tender, he had to take care of the water in the boiler, see if it's not too high, too low. 
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: And the fireman, he had to take care of the fire. 
P.G.: Yeah.
B.E.: Well, the ash man, he had to come along and, oh boy, [unintelligible 28:38-28:40].
P.G.: Uh huh. The boiler was heated with coal?
B.E.: Coal.
P.G.: And when that had been burnt up, the ashes had to be taken out?
B.E.: Taken out, mhm. 
P.G.: What position did you have?
B.E.: Well, I was the ash man, well, I was both. I was fireman. I was ash man, and then was a fireman, then an ash man, I went back.
P.G.: Was a was a fireman considered a better job than an ash man?
B.E.: Oh yeah. 
P.G.: Is, oh, and was the water tender a better job than the fireman? 
B.E.: Yeah.
P.G.: It was. So, you began as an ash man, and then you became a fireman and went back to being an ash man?
B.E.: Mhm.
P.G.: I see. Were the, were the other ashmen there also black, then in the boiler house? 
B.E.: They were both.
P.G.: They were both?
B.E.: They were both, no one is both, both white and black, same way with firemen.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: At first, it would be water tenders, I first went there, they were all white. But later on, they integrated you.
P.G.: I see, Uh huh. What about the maintenance gang was that, was there a majority of black men there, or?
B.E.: Well, it was pretty much on a equal basis, sometimes it was more black than there were white men. Sometimes, because we will go and come, we wouldn't stay.
P.G.: Yeah, uh huh. Do you remember there being any foreigners working there in the boiler house with you? 
B.E.: Oh, yeah. 
P.G.: There were. Did you, were there any problems with being able to understand their, their language, or anything like that?
B.E.: No, it wasn't very much a problem.
P.G.: They are, did they speak a foreign language or, could they?
B.E.: They could speak pretty well but get angry. 
P.G.: I see.
B.E.: And they would talk to themselves in their language. But when we begin to talk with the others we would use, I guess the best way, English. 
P.G.: Uh huh. Do you remember your foreman in the boiler house? 
B.E.: Well, let's see, there was Spanger, he was a general foreman. And I can't think of what Jimmy's last name was. He was his assistant, and there was Davis, Hughes, Snyder, Maisie. Some of are lacking [unintelligible 33:03-33:04]. 
P.G.: Were these all white men? 
B.E.: Oh, yeah, they were all white, mhm.
P.G.: I see. Did any men from the boiler house ever work up to being foreman while you were there? 
B.E.: No. 
P.G.: You said that when you first came to J&L, you were only planning to stay for the winter, but you end up staying for quite a while. Did you ever think about leaving after you had come to J&L, to go and get a better job?
B.E.: Well, I'd been here for, been there for about eight or nine months. I got disgusted and started wants to leave and everything, talking with Eddie Mickles, I was just a grievance man, and also a couple of the foreman.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: I came back, I stayed off for a week, I came back and went back to working.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you have any other kind of job in mind when you left?
B.E.: No, nothing yet. We're quite, quite young then. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: And didn't like the proceeding.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: So, go find whatever I could find.
P.G.: Uh huh, Tony said to ask you about the time that you almost got fired. Was that the same time?
B.E.: No, this was, this was in ‘48 that, we were working on a twelve to eight shift, and so, I was ash man, and that was my second round on ash man collecting ashes. So, we were working at Range M, and so they have a different type of boiler at Range M than they had at the other boiler houses. They was, they had space in the bottom where we had to run a buggy, had a little iron buggy that we would run on a steel rail that we would push underneath of it, but underneath the bin and open up and have it come down in the bucket. So, they had some boilers off and everything. So, when we went down, Betty and I, went down to start, to put in ashes, well, this boiler wasn't on, so we would work it so, and [unintelligible 36:25-36:26] was never firemen for the boiler on. He would come now, he would come to the top of steps and holler down and let us know that he was on this. But this fellow, he didn't do so, so, so well, we always would take the ashes out, so the boiler would be, the bin would be empty once, and now they get ready to spot it up. And so, we'd worked on around the ash at this boiler, when I open the chute, ashes come down. And about time the boiler got empty, here come hot ashes out of it. So, I had to scramble back out the way to keep from getting burnt. So, when it come, when, we finished, we came up and I told this fireman, I said “Now, listen here, you know, you almost got me burned back.” My shade did catch your own fire, but having on a world, world safety shade, it didn't burn, so I told him about it. “Next time you do it”, I said “It's gonna be you and I”, and he grabbed, well, what we call a, I forget now what we call it, but anyways, a little piece of iron, it was a straight piece of iron, it had two little forks on, that the water tender used to turn the larger wheel with, it would make it kind of complicated by hand. He just take everything. So he grabbed one of them and [unintelligible 38:25-38:33] and that's when the little argument started, and everything, so he come out of, I don't know how the [unintelligible 38:48-38:50], but he come out with two red hides. They don't fire me, but you didn't fire him, and so, I was off from about the twelfth of December until the fifth of May, for the union filed a case, and I went back to work.
P.G.: Ah.
B.E.: And the best of all, I was paid for it.
P.G.: Did they ever discipline that fireman, can you tell?
B.E.: Oh, they did. Yeah, they just separated him, and they gave him, I think, about three or four days off or something like that. And he, that’s why they have such a strong case against me. The one thing about one thing that I guess the general foreman thought he could get away with was both of them was Masons.
P.G.: Oh.
B.E.: That's the only thing that I thought, that I think that he thought that he could get away with.
P.G.: Uh huh. And you, you weren't a Mason at that time?
B.E.: No.
P.G.: Have you ever belonged to them? 
B.E.: No, never did. 
P.G.: Have you ever belonged to any kind of Lodge? 
B.E.: Oh, yeah, I have Joined the Knights of Pythia and also the Elks, but I'm not active in either one.
P.G.: Oh, so the union backed you up in this incident here. 
B.E.: Yeah.
P.G.: When you came to the mill in 1944, was there a situation in there at the time in which you had to join the union? 
B.E.: No.
P.G.: You didn't have to join? 
B.E.: No.
P.G.: Uh huh. But did you join?
B.E.: Oh yeah. I joined because when I was in the coal mine, we had these in coal mining, in 1933, I was in the reorganizing of the United Mine Workers.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: And I've seen what a great change that union and affiliation had meant to the men.
P.G.: Uh huh. Were you involved in organizing mines?
B.E.: Well, no more than just going on the picket line and so.
P.G.: So, you had had some union experience before you came. 
B.E.: Oh yeah.
P.G.: And you were interested in the union.
B.E.: In the union, yeah. 
P.G.: Did you know anything about the steel workers before you joined them, what kind of organization they were, or did you just think that if it was a union, you ought to belong to it?
B.E.: Well, I have read a good deal about the steel workers because the steel workers was a branch, branched out from the United Mine Workers. 
P.G.: That's right.
B.E.: And I had, they had, kicked off, kick off but count on us to help organizing steel workers.
P.G.: Did you ever hold any union office?
B.E.: No. 
P.G.: You didn’t? Didn't you tell me you were assistant grievance man?
B.E.: Well, assistant grievance man, oh yeah.
P.G.: Uh huh, is that? Isn't that a union office? 
B.E.: Well, I don't know. I wouldn't exactly call that a union office. I would call a union office being elected, you know, by the public. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: I guess, see, that's a, well, that's a department office. See I was only the assistant  grievance man in the department from which I was working in.
P.G.: Uh huh. How did you get to be the grievance man? Did somebody, was that, was that appointed or?
B.E.: Yes, I was appointed by the, the grievance departmental, grievance man, each department carried their own grievance man.
P.G.: Mhm. Was the grievance man in each department chosen by the men in the in the department?
B.E.: Yes, well only, they were chosen by the men in each department, but they were voted through the local office here.
P.G.: Uh huh. What was your duties as assistant grievance man? What did you have to do?
B.E.: Well once whenever that a worker here, he’d have this feud with the foreman and everything. So, I would always get in the [unintelligible 44:38-44:39], and we would go to the phone and talk this grievance over.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: And see if we couldn’t solve it. Well, if the foreman and the man and I couldn't solve the grievance, well, then we'll turn it over to the grievance man’s partner.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: And he would take on from there.
P.G.: So, you would be the first person - 
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Peter Gottlieb: So, you would be the first person that somebody with a complaint would go to?
Ben Erving.: In general, yes. Sometimes they would not stop at me. They [unintelligible 0:21-0:22] to me. Figure I wouldn't do the job right or something like that. But I always, when a man come up with a grievance after, come on, let's go in and get it settled. Some of them didn't want to go in and face the foreman and everything, but I figured it was necessary, if, for the individual to go in, and nine times out of ten, we can get things ironed out. 
P.G.: Mhm. Mhm.
B.E.: But if the individuals don't go in, well, the individual out here said one thing the foreman said, nothing. You don't know that’s where you stand at, but you get them both together, then you can understand the situation very clearer, and if you can't, if you, whichever way it goes, if you agree or can't agree, you know.
P.G.: Right.
B.E.: Just what the, it's all about. 
P.G.: Yeah.
B.E.: But one said one thing, once said another, that makes it difficult.
P.G.: How long had you worked at J&L before you became an assistant grievance man?
B.E.: Well, I had worked about, let’s see, I had about seven years, I believe it was seven years before.
P.G.: In the boiler house, were, were, was the watermen, the firemen, and the ashmen, do they all belong to the union?
B.E.: Oh yeah.
P.G.: Oh, I see. Let me see here, in your experience as a assistant grievance man, was there one kind of particular problem that kept on coming up, that gave, that created trouble between the foreman and the men under him, in the boiler house?
B.E.: Well now, well you see, I wasn’t a assistant in the boiler house. I was an assistant in the Maintenance Department.
P.G.: I see.
B.E.: And there was one problem that always come up, that was a man's laying off, not reporting for work and so forth. So, it was my desire and my determination, give the man a schedule. See, we didn't have no schedule. We didn't have day-to-day schedules. Give the man, men a schedule, and they would know from week to week how they're working. Because I say it's like this. You take a man, he knows what days he's gonna be off and everything. If something come up, if you don't have to take care of just then as well, I'll be off [unintelligible 3:39-3:42]. And also in business, maybe some businesses be, traced back, and they want you down at the eleven o'clock in the days. Well, I can't come, sometimes I’m working. I'll be down there sitting here today, surprised. So, I'll be off. Well, you can always well, make arrangements to that effect, but you don't know when you gonna be off and like that. So, it makes it complicated, a man just taking layoff most anytime, because they always get the, now, have no schedule always work a day that he would have been scheduled at all. 
P.G.: Do you feel that in any, at any time that you were working at J&L’s, that you were ever discriminated against and treated unfairly?
B.E.: Well, no, not exactly. In fact, I knew my limitations and everything, so I wouldn't try to go over that, but I have seen and [felt or fought] for others whom I thought was discriminated against, and everything in order that they might advance.
P.G.: Uh huh. Do you mean to say that you didn't think that you were qualified for certain kinds of, certain kinds of work?
B.E.: Yes, certain kinds, mhm.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you ever, did you ever want to get into the mill there where they actually made the steel? 
B.E.: No, I never. I never tried that, because I knew that, well, I guess I could have learned and everything, but I let the, always let the fellow that had the younger fellas that had more education and everything in order for them to advance. I stayed on my level.
P.G.: Were you pretty satisfied with, with the job you had there? 
B.E.: Oh, yeah. Yeah, I was very very satisfied until, well after I began to get older, my muscles and so began to ache, so I asked them for lighter work. That's when I went into the, went in as a janitor for an officer. I can’t take the words apart, what the heck, I dunno.
P.G.: Do you think that your job was able to provide pretty well for your, for your family?
B.E.: Well, pretty good, because during the course of the job, paid for my home, that was, where, I swear, from when I actually started working at that, that was ‘50, ‘57. I paid for my home. Then that period of time from ‘57 to ’69, and working with paying off my third new car. 
P.G.: Would you say that? Because of your job, I haven't asked you if you had any children, but that that your children were able to have a better life than the one that you had?
B.E.: Well, with children was all grown. I only had one child.
P.G.: Uh huh.
B.E.: At that time that she was grown and everything and married. 
P.G.: All in all, when you look back, do you think that you were pretty successful in your life?
B.E.: Well, I think so, yeah think so. During my lifetime, I was in jail only once and never had no serious fights [unintelligible 8:46-8:48].
P.G.: You were telling me about the lodges you belong to, the organizations that you're a member of. Did you join a church in the Pittsburgh area?
B.E.: Oh, yeah. Well, after I came, well, I've done different churches, like I was baptized at Bell Vernon Antioch. Like previous to that, I had been a Methodist because my mother and grandparents and all of them, they were Methodist. And so, in my young life, I joined a Methodist. But in the later years, I joined Antioch Baptism in Bell Vernon and it got us under the fabulous jurisdiction and regardless of what church you belongs to, you have to be baptized so, and from there, I joined the Monumental Baptist Church in Pittsburgh.
P.G.: Uh huh. Why did you make that change from Methodist to Baptist? Did you prefer one over the other? 
B.E.: Well, no, because I feel like a Christian is a Christian. 
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: Regardless of where you're there. But I was among and all the Baptists, and also the Baptist was the closest church center and everything and so, I guess, and at the time that I've joined the Baptist I wasn't attending no church at that particular time, and so I was there and heard the song and everything and it -
P.G.: Did you ever have any church office of any kind, deacon or -
B.E.: No.
P.G.: Well, I don't have any other questions to ask you, if there's anything that you think that might be important for us to know, that you can remember about your life and your experience, we'd be, we’d appreciate it if you told us about it here. But otherwise, I don't have any other questions.
B.E.: Well, let’s see. Well, one experience I had while working in this Evansville mines right after they, after they exploded, and right after they opened it up and going in the mine, they, it wasn't deep enough. It didn't have run, as they do, in those deep mines and since we all walked in and out and going down through the main way, seeing the harnesses that was on the horses and mules that was destroyed during the, that explosion, and on back in the back of the line, where water had accumulated, I was lucky enough to go in one night with a pumper. I had heard him talk about, speak about it, but in going, going back in there at night, there was, the top human scalp about, oh, I guess about four or maybe five inches in diameter. The hair was still only, the hair was still, his hair was about seven, eight inches long, and that was unnecessary for people in wherever have, to have you know that long, at that length time, that hair in that water was still growing. 
P.G.: Were you ever hurt working in mines? 
B.E.: No, Nothing serious, I guess a little minor, but it was nothing where I’d be off work over a couple weeks at a time.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you, did you stop working in the mines because you were, you were afraid that someday you might be hurt?
B.E.: No, I didn't stop on that account, because I was working in the mine, the person going man to get used to it. I guess I'd walk in and out of this building.
P.G.: Yeah, uh huh. You must have seen a lot of men get hurt while mining. 
B.E.: Oh, I've seen a quite a few. Yeah, I’ve seen quite a few. One of the oddest incident that I've seen was in, this little mine in West Virginia. I was working. I had to finish my work, and I would come out. Was on my way out, and I came back and stopped at a friend of mine and I was helping him finish up. And I heard something fall. I don't know. I just kind of listen, and I heard a man [unintelligible 14:50-14:51], and so rushed over on there, there was just a little small, that's enough to knock him down, and to hold him down. He didn't hit his head or nothing, that part of his body, just as well, from his waist down. And now, [unintelligible 15:12-15:13] man he was man at that time, they didn't punish you for individuals get paid, caught legs and so forth that much. But you see expenses was so high, so they didn't buy them, they'd always have what's called a peg leg and everything. So, we got around this man. So, this man was knocked down, and his good leg is covered up, and his peg leg is laying on top, laid out for money. I thought about every last year. It wasn't nothing laugh at, but it was just a comical the way that happened. 
P.G.: Yeah. I wouldn't think that a steel mill is a much safer place to work than a mine is.
B.E.: Well, take it from a man who has worked in both. One, about on equal basis, not much different. 'Least was at the time that I was working there.
P.G.: Mhm.
B.E.: Now, since they have mechanicalized the mines and everything, I really, I don't know so much about because I haven't been inside of one since 1944.
P.G.: Yeah.
B.E.: But take previous accidents. There is about six in one hand and half a dozen.
P.G.: Yeah.
B.E: Only, only the big difference is, if the explosion come in the mines, there's a very few escape. But the steel mill, they have room to get out the way and so forth, so on, if it don't come direct on the individual.
P.G.: Mhm. Were there very many men hurt in the boiler house or on the maintenance crew?
B.E.: Let’s see. For four years that I worked there, never had a serious accident in those four years.
P.G.: You don’t have anything else? I would just like to say thank you very much for helping us out.
B.E.: Mhm, yeah, you're welcome.
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