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Summary: Peter Gottlieb interviews LeRoy McChester, an African-American steelworker. McChester was born in Arkansas and would originally move to Gary, Indiana to work on a large steel mill before moving to Pittsburgh later in life. McChester worked in the Blast Furnace Department as a water boy, transporting water to the massive furnaces at the mills in Gary. Following his move to Pittsburgh at the urging of some of his family who had moved to the city, McChester would find work at J&L and then U.S. Steel. In Pittsburgh, McChester would encounter a lack of advancement for African-American steelworkers. Though he did not actively participate in them, McChester saw the unions that later established themselves in his mill as a force for positive change and equality that he supported. McChester was a Methodist but later shifted his religion to become a Baptist later in his life. The interview concludes with McChester discussing his belief in not doing any unnecessarily difficult work, arguing that if your work provides for you, it is enough as is.
START OF TAPE ONE
Petter Gottlieb: MC, capital C, H, E, S, T, E, R. Place of birth, Brinkley, Arkansas. Black Man, steel worker by occupation. A Baptist by religion.
LeRoy McChester: I was born in place called Brinkley, Arkansas. 
P.G.: Brinkley?
L.M.: Yeah. In, I left there myself, in 1923. I came to Gary, Indiana.
P.G.: I see.
[bookmark: _Hlk214546265]L.M.: Then I started off as a water boy on blast furnaces, me and several more boys, and I was young, about 16.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And then I went from there to quick can of water. Then I went to blast furnace cinder slapper, that's running this, the scale and stuff off the iron when they get ready to cast.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And I went from there to furnace helper, from there to keeper, and finally, I learned how to blow a furnace. That's mostly a white person's job.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: And then I left there in ‘25, left Gary, I come to Pittsburgh, and I started working for J&L, down south side, and from there I went as a helper on a bar mill. Roll, rolling bars. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: There went to brakeman, there I went to crane man and things like that. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And anytime that you didn't come out the next day, you had to report off and regardless what you was off for, you had to get a doctor's ticket. If you didn't, you didn't have no job.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: When you came back.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: And if you something, that boss would tell you to do something. You didn't do it. You didn't have no job. They fired you right on the spot. No if or then about it.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: if he was late at eight o'clock, whatever hours he was supposed to start to work, if he was late, five or ten minutes, man, sent you back home. You didn't work that day, and from then on, you had it pretty mean, it was pretty rough on the whole system, until the, the union started coming in. And then it was rough then. Just got good in steel mill the last fifteen, twenty, last twenty years more. Last twenty years. Now steel mills is, is up to date. You, you have a job, you have, you late. You just you get there, you're late, and you, you still don't, you got to go through all that no more, because you got a union to back you up.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: In nowadays, steel mill. People look at steel mill now, just like it was twenty, forty, fifty years ago, the average person never been in the steel mill. He don't want no parts of it, because he heard the rumors all down through the history of a steel mill and how bad it was. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Well, in some parts it is still bad.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Some parts it is still bad, take down Alabama and those places it's still rough. You don't make any money. 
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: I worked in the steel mill. Worked for J&L for $3.60 cent a day. $3.60 cent a day. I put in at J&L. South Side, worked $3.60 cent a day. In which it was, well it wasn't too bad, because things weren’t as high as they are now. Now we come down to the Reel McCoy of steel mill. It's very, nowadays you don't have, you know, it's in advance, the union advance, the company is making it better for the men's, automation is taking over. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But it's cutting out to people from work.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Cutting out people from work. I've been working, I work for J&L twenty some years. I'm working for US Steel now, and I've been at thirty-two years, and I'm on I'm doing a job now, three of us doing a job now, where it used to take forty-two minutes to do it, but now it only takes three! Three.
P.G.: Wow.
L.M.: Yes, it's pretty nice. All automatic.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Automatic, before we just blocks, we makes, we make railroad wheels, then we roll the wheel. It ain't for three men running the whole mill, me and two more. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: And it's pretty nice. I'd rather be, I'd rather be there, and it'd be at home now.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: But we closed down. We start up next Monday.
P.G.: I see.
L.M.: We’re down for vacation, and it's nice. I got air condition, I got everything but a television. I don't have to go outside for nothing.
P.G.: Wow.
L.M.: That's why I said, Come in it. He pays good money.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: Everything pays good money now.
P.G.: Well, I'd like to - go ahead.
L.M.: Yesterday, was other the day is payback. It might have some you find a job that you can make $800 in two weeks’ time.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Great home pay was $619. So, you come a long ways from three dollars a day up to now.
P.G.: That’s true.
L.M.: But it's all based behind the union. Can't get away from that union.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Get away from that union, you're lost. And so that makes a big difference.
P.G.: I want to come back and touch on a lot of the things that you've already said, but I wanted to ask, go back to, you know, your childhood in Arkansas, and ask you a few questions about that. 
L.M.: Mhm, yeah.
P.G.: What kind of work did your parents or your father do when?
L.M.: My father worked in a mill, was it, was a mill, was called a hidden mill, made valve tops, you know, and things like that. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And then he got his eyes hurt, and then he would be, he bought a farm. Then we went on the farm.
P.G.: Oh, I see. What kind of crops did you grow on-
L.M.: We grew cotton and corn, cotton and corn and all your foods that you could eat.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did your father own the farm himself?
L.M.: No, he was sharecropping. He was sharecropping. 
P.G.: How many children were there? How many children did your parents have?
L.M.: There were three of us, two boys and one girl.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And we had it pretty nice, but myself, and I was sixteen, I get the urge, I had that urge to leave there, and leave home, which I was working every day in fields and things and mills and things. So, I said, “Well, if I can do this work here, I can do it someplace else.”
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And so, in 1923, September the tenth, I left there.
P.G.: And you were sixteen?
L.M.: I was sixteen, and I didn't run away from home, nothing like that.
P.G.: You told your parents you were gonna leave?
L.M.: Yup. Mhm.
P.G.: Have you held any kind of wage-earning jobs before you went to Gary? 
L.M.: Yeah, in the south, not in the north, yeah.
P.G.: Right. Can you tell me something about those jobs?
L.M.: I sawed, I worked at sawmill jobs, went on, set dogs on the carriage, and salt on the carriage and sawmill, sawed lumber.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I worked on labor camps. I ring-rolled it. Well, I did some of everything that you can name in my lifetime for his workers, outside of a coal mine.
P.G.: Uh huh. Was it customary for boys as young as you were, time to do that kind of work? 
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: It was. You must have started working at a very early age. 
L.M.: About ten, five cents an hour. That's what I was getting. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Ten years old, making five cents an hour, fifty cents a day, working in a mill.
P.G.: Uh huh. What, what would you do with the money that you earned at those jobs?
L.M.: I brought it home to my mother. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: My mother give me 25 cents, I was rich man. I had lots of money and was taking [unintelligible 9:46-9:47] and behind, and then that's one reason I left the South. Only kind of work, hard work and getting that work, and didn't save anything. I left and came to [unintelligible 10:04-10:05], and from that start that I left and I sent my money back home to my people, and they killed it from there.
P.G.: When your father left the heading mill where he worked, did you move very far to a farm? Or did you get one right in the same area?
L.M.: About two miles, two and a half miles out of town.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: Yeah, yeah.
P.G.: What did your parents think when you left to go to Gary? Did they oppose it? Did they whinge -
L.M.: Only told, ran it by my mother. Nobody told it but my mother. She always wanted no trouble with my father, he was, he was, well, he didn't want me to go, and he didn't want to say no, so he told me “Say, well, if he ever need, if you ever either need me, I'll come get you. I ain't gonna send for you.” That kind of made my fellows fall when you say you wouldn't send, but he said, “I'm coming to get you myself.” So that's that was that. That's all I wanted to hear. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: I know he would come. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So, from that day this, he ain't never come to get me. He been, but not to get me.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: He’d been around, but not to get me.
P.G.: How, why did you decide to go to Gary rather than some other place? 
L.M.: Well, I swear. And when Gary, well, you know, you hear it talked just like a Pittsburgh, it's a steel center. Well, Gary was a steel center too.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Gary had the biggest steel mill in United States.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: Well, at that time, it wasn't, U.S. Steel didn't have anything to do with it at that time. It was a Gary, Illinois steel company at that time.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And so that's why. And then I had some people had left my home and moved into Gary.
P.G.: I see.
L.M.: And that's why I went to Gary, because it was good jobs there, and then I knew people from my home was living there.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: So, it wasn't too hard, you know what I mean?
P.G.: Mhm, right.
L.M.: Yeah. It wasn't too bad. 
P.G.: Yeah. 
L.M.: Because I around people that I was raised up with, and around people that's, you know, old as my mother was, that she knew and everything, and so it was just like, you know, at home.
P.G.: Yeah, uh huh. Were these people that you knew from Arkansas, your relatives or-
L.M.: No, no, just friends, just friends.
P.G.: And had you first heard about Gary through their letters?
L.M.: From them.
P.G.: I see. Did any people that you knew, did they ever go to Gary and come back to the town that you lived in and maybe spread their roots?
L.M.: No, no. Everybody come to Gary stayed away from there. I tried to get my people to move, to move away from the south.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And they, but they wouldn't. And so I said, well, the next thing I know to do is say your goodbye. And I sent money back home, and they practically, my sister and I, but two of us, me and my sister. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But yet and still, at that time and up until now, they practically own the town.
P.G.: Really?
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Your family?
L.M.: My family, because I had that in my, in, you know, in my heart was back, get away from there and get a good job or something like that, those homes and things and why you couldn't live before you know, I'm gonna buy them. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I bought them.
P.G.: And so, you have that ambition.
L.M.: That’s right. We bought them, we bought them. So I started after my sister and brothers got grown. They come in, and money was coming in right and left all the time. So now my sister, we own two barber shops there. We own about a thousand acres there, about six houses. 
P.G.: This is all in a little town of Brinkley. 
L.M.: Yeah, mhm. 
P.G.: So, you've done very well for yourself.
L.M.: Yeah, we did very good, very nice. 
P.G.: What, what do you remember that you took with you when you left Brinkley?
L.M.: Had nothing but a white shirt, two white shirts, I had nothing, nothing. 
P.G.: Mhm. Did you have to buy anything special for the trip when you left or did you have-
L.M.: No, only what I had, didn’t have money to buy nothing actually.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: Went with just what I had.
P.G.: When you came to Gary, did you live with your friends? 
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Did they have room to put you up?
L.M.: Yeah, they had room to put met up, had a room with them and board, and was getting room and board from them, and I was working away in Gary that time, eight dollars a week, three meals a day, room and board, eight bucks a week.
P.G.: Yeah. Were there other men who were living with your friends at that time? 
L.M.: No.
P.G.: It was just you. 
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Who, did anybody help you to get a job in the mills and Gary?
L.M.: Yeah, my friend that I was staying with. Yeah, they, at least they showed me where the permit office was, take me to the employment office.
P.G.: And were the mills hiring men when you came in? 
L.M.: At day and night at that time.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: Day and night, faster you go in there, you got a job because as fast as you went in, somebody coming out, killed. Arm cut off or some part of their body was missing. Yeah, there was no come here at eight o'clock, you can go there anytime. Four o'clock morning, man, say you looking for job? That's all you need to say, yes.
P.G.: Did they give you any kind of physical checkup?
L.M.: No, no, no, no, no, no. All they wanted to know where you all who came and did you have a strong back, that’s all. A strong back and a weak mind, that's all you need.
P.G.: Yeah. Did they make you sign any forms or anything like that?
L.M.: Oh, yeah, that, yeah, they make you sign papers. You know what I mean, that you was working for them, you know, like that. Yeah, they made you do that. You had to do that before anything else, wasn't no, no doctor in before, no doctor, no that kind of stuff. In five minutes time, you went to the Employment Office, and in half an hour's time, you was on the job, if you want to go on it that early
P.G.: Mhm, and they, they put you in the Open-Hearth Department?  
L.M.: I was in the Blast Furnace Department, Blast Furnace.
P.G.: And can you describe to me what kind of work was involved in being a water boy?
L.M.: Well, what nothing’s been involved in being a water boy, but that water, water and lemons. Water boy, he had, took a yoke around his shoulder, with two buckets hooked onto that hanger, steel hanger that's hanging down. And he went from about from here, well, I’d say, about two blocks at this water from a pump, a hand pump, you pump that water out.
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: Then you bring it back. And you carry two buckets on each furnace. And that was one, two, three, four men on that furnace. And sometimes you had to go back and get two more buckets, all to fill them up, you know, all for them to get enough water.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And in the mornings, when you start, you go to the storage room, you get a whole case of lemon, whole case of lemon, and bring them and put them on each blast furnace. And as you bring that water, you cut them lemons up in that water. That’s for the heat, that was for the heat.
P.G.: Was the job of being a water boy the kind of job that they would give young, a young person like you?
L.M.: It was a job. Yeah, it was a job to give a young person like me, because that's the beginning of you learning. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: See, you can't water to this, this part, this on this job. And then you stick around up there and talk to the fellows, and they show you how to do this. And you learn how to do that. You know what I mean, when you think you done learn enough, then you go to the boss, say “I don’t want to be no water boy no more.”
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: “I want to be on the furnace.”
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: And then you went on the furnace, if you wanted to.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: The water boy was rougher than the furnace. 
P.G.: It was.
L.M.: Because you never did, never got enough water. You couldn't bring it fast enough.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: Now there was a steady go. You just quit. That's all, you didn't bring them no water, then you go talk to men on the furnace and make friends with them, and they will show you what to do, how to do it, you know all of that. And that's the way. It's beginning of you learning how to steel mill.
P.G.: Right. Do you remember the men who worked on the on the furnaces when you first -
L.M.: Well, I remember, but I couldn't tell you their name, that’s for sure.
P.G.: You know, were you aware of whether or not there were they were foreigners? 
L.M.: Yes, they were.
P.G.: All of them?
L.M.: Mostly all of them.
P.G.: Were there very many black men? 
L.M.: Well, there’s a very few.
P.G.: I see.
L.M.: Very few. But you know what I mean, it's different departments where it was more black and it was more foreigners.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But most of them hard jobs, most of them hard job was foreigners and colored people.
P.G.: Mhm. Which departments were the black people most represented in?
L.M.: Well, they most represented in the labor gang. 
P.G.: Would that be in the open hearth or? 
L.M.: That’s all I know is that the general labor gang. It takes all the whole shoot match. You know what I mean, no part of the general labor gang. You work here, the boss tell you to go to this, such a place at this department and do so and so.
P.G.: Oh, I see.
L.M.: Go to on the blast furnace. For instance, they got a coke mess on the blast furnace. For instance, blow it, unload all that coke out the furnace, and it's all overflow like that. So wasn’t just a particular department but a general labor gang. And then they had some labor that, they wasn't in the General labor gang, just worked around the furnaces, sweep up.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You know, things like that, flow and under the underneath of the platform, where the cast iron at in those labels, so he had of them, couple doing that, you know, they weren't connected with the general labor gang at all.
P.G.: Do you know any specific reason why you weren't assigned to general labor gang? 
L.M.: Because I never wanted, I never wanted to have a job that the man telling me what to do all the time.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I was always going to job that this is my job, and after, if I don't know it, and you have thirty days to learn it. And if I learned in thirty days, you don't have anything to tell me anymore. You know what I mean. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Come around, we talk and things like that. I know my job.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But a labor gang, a labor gang, he don't have nothing. The man tells him everything to do, when to go and when to come.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And so, I never liked it back. 
P.G.: Mhm. Did you ask to be a water boy when you went in?
L.M.: Yes.
P.G.: You did?
L.M.: Because I never seen a steel mill before.
P.G.: Did, had your friend told you to ask for being a water boy?
L.M.: You know, well, he didn't tell me to ask for wild boy, but he told me that would be my best bet. You know what I mean, until I learned how to do something in this, in the mill, and then when I learned how to do something in the mill, then I can quit being a Water Boy and go take this other job.
P.G.: I see. Did the boss, the person who hired you, did he - did you tell him that you wanted to learn working?
L.M.: Well, the boss never hired you. Upon an office. What you call, don't do nothing but hire you.
P.G.: Yeah, personnel. 
L.M.: Yeah personnel, now they call it personnel.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But at that time, he didn’t
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: So, he, that's all he did.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: He didn't even go out. He didn't go out in the mill or nothing. That's all he did. He would hire you, and he would sending you to different departments because the bosses of different departments and called Employment Office for men.
P.G.: Mhm, mhm.
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: And this was, this would have been the first time that you had ever been in a steel mill. Do you remember what your reaction was to see that? 
L.M.: Hearing death. Hearing people, scared to death.
P.G.: Do you remember what, how it seemed to you when you were first in there? 
L.M.: I was looking and watching, and that seemed nothing like that, all days in my life, and I would follow the other folks, you know, other boys, you know, and they say, “Well, you take that bucket to that furnace, a number five furnace. You take it to number six.” you know, saying like that. But I thought after a couple of days, I got used to it, yeah. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But now, when I went in different, other view, or by being a water boy, you could carry so much water to the furnaces, and then you, you get tired yourself, then you take a rest.
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: And then you could go, you know, from different departments, you know, and see different things and different works. And so that's what I did.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And I did that for a while, about a year.
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: I wanted to be sure myself of when I go to the man and tell him I want to turn loose this bucket.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: That I'm capable of taking over something now.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: And so that's what happened.
P.G.: Uh huh. I want to come back to something I asked you before you said that there were mostly foreigners that were working in ‘round the blast furnaces, were you aware of what part of Europe they might have come from?
L.M.: No, I don't. I really don't, not now, but they come from all around.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: They come from all around. Been so long ago. 
P.G.: So, there would have been a lot of different nationalities all working together there?
L.M.: Yeah, all they come down, been down there, Mexicans too.
P.G.: Working in the blast furnace? 
L.M.: Working in the mill too, blast furnace, old furnace, strip yard, rolling mill, and it was all mixed up.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Want a job yesterday, you want a job, you can get a job. It was main, the main item was trying to stay alive.
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: That was the main thing, because there wasn't no safety and then people didn't know about no safety rules.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Amber lights run night and day, half an hour, he was taking somebody out there with a arm, a leg, a head cut off or something. 
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: Y’know, It was just, just like on a battlefield. 
P.G.: Yeah. Did you see a lot of men get hurt? 
L.M.: I've seen men get burnt up.
P.G.: Mhm. But would you say that generally, this was due to how fast they were made to work, or because -
L.M.: No. It wasn’t how fast they make them work, It’s how, In other words, if you would say this here, this part here needs fixing, and this needs fixing, they had things just go out one year and leave the other, that was all. Didn't nobody fix it. Because nobody to make them fix it. You didn't have no safety rules or nothing with no safety in, with no safety, you did your own safety work, and if you tried to do it the wrong way a step, put your foot on something that you that you ain't got no business putting your foot on, you just lost, that's all. You just lost, because I've seen men falling in one of them mills. Yeah, I've seen several people get burnt completely up. So I've seen people would get their hand cut off, leg cut off, eyes knocked out.
P.G.: Okay.
L.M.: People at that time were nice but it happened.
P.G.: Could you describe again the different jobs that you had while you worked at Gary after you were a water boy. Where did they put you after that?
L.M.: When I first started, [unintelligible 27:06-27:07], I had a helping job. I had a Keeper's job, and I went from there to crane work. I was a craneman, mhm.
P.G.: How would, how would you go about getting these jobs?
L.M.: You would just go.
P.G.: You would just go and ask him. You, would you ever ask a friend to help you, somebody who might know the boss better than you do?
L.M.: No, no, no. And one thing about the boss said, the boss, the bosses didn't have no friends, [unintelligible 24:42-27:45] bosses was like a jailer or somebody in the army. 
P.G.: Do you remember who your boss was when you first began when? 
L.M.: Yes, I did. I never forget his name. His name was Thetto Betto He was from Alabama.
P.G.: Was he a white man? 
L.M.: Yes, he was, yeah, he was from Alabama.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: He was a nice man, too, very nice. But that’s who it was, name was Betto. Thetto Betto. They had brothers, couple brothers in Alabama with lawyers.
P.G.: You said that when you were working as a water boy, you would try to learn a job that you could go to, you know, And was there any particular reason why you picked out cinder snapper.
L.M.: Wanted more money.
P.G.: How much were you getting paid?
L.M.: Fifty cents an hour.
P.G.: And how long were they asking you to work there?
L.M.: Eight hours.
P.G.: Yes, just eight-hour days.
L.M.: More money, that’s right.
P.G.: Yeah. How much more would a cinder snapper get? 
L.M.: Well, he was making. He was making around five dollars a day. 
P.G.: Five dollars.
L.M.: Yeah. He made a little more than you did. And then the first sample, he made more than the cinder snapper and the keeper, that's the man that taps the furnace, he made more than anybody, and that's why he tried to work up to, to the highest-paying job. 
P.G.: Yes.
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Were all these jobs still in the Blast Furnace Department?
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: So, they stayed there, stayed there all the time.
L.M.: Yes, I stayed there, but I learned other jobs outside of that, but, and did ‘em. And did ‘em.
P.G.: Did you have an advantage over other men because of an education that you had?
L.M.: Yeah, yeah, that education I had really helped at the steel mill.
P.G.: I meant, you know, in public school.
L.M.: Oh no, nuh uh.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I didn’t get above fifth grade, public school.
P.G.: I see, and after that you were working.
L.M.: Yeah. Y’know sometimes I went, only went to school about three months out of a year.
P.G.: Mhm. Yeah.
L.M.: Rest of them days, rest of them months, you were working. 
P.G.: Mhm, and once you move to the North, you spent your whole life working you didn't try to -
L.M.: Mhm.
P.G.: When you became a crane man, did you finally leave the Blast Furnace Department or were you still there?
L.M.: Yes, I left the Blast Furnace Department. I started off in the Blast Furnace department, then I left Blast Furnace Department.
P.G.: Does a crane man get more money still than a keeper does?
L.M.: No, you don't get any more money. But I wanted the experience, it was no hard job.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You said you're standing up or sitting down.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: and other people down under you, doing your work. No more money, but just the experience in that, in that hard work. See, I don't believe in hard work, if I can get around it.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: I don’t believe in it. they said, won't hurt you. But I don't like it. I don't want to take the chance. If I can get away from hard work. I'm gonna do it. But still, I want money. I want the job, I’ll earn it and I’ll do it, besides the job I have now. 
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: You know, I went to school six months for General Electric, They sent me, sent us the school, sent me and two more fellas to school for six months. General Electric, all of it was to run this mill, almost to operate this mill, yeah so that’s the way it is.
P.G.: Did, was there somebody who you know was willing to teach you these jobs all the time that he had to be a keeper?
L.M.: Yeah, in those days, people [unintelligible 32:00-32:03] they know you didn't know, and they would learn it, it ain't like it is now, don’t know how they call you crazy for liking machines, you’re learning nothing.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: But in those days, you have no trouble about learning nothing, because the people would help you, colors and the whites.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: They would help you. He would help you.
P.G.: How did you have time to learn these other jobs? If you had a job that you were supposed to –
L.M.: Between spells of my water boy as a thing job. Get tired of canned water, I quit, and going somewhere else, and you know, put in time, do his job. Help him do his job. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: That’s the way I learned it, “Help him do his job.” 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: He showed me how to do it. I said “you sit down for 15 I'm gonna do it. You look and if I'm not doing it right, you tell me. But how you go sit down. I'm gonna do your job.” Cautiously, and you could do it.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Could help the guy do it, help him sit down. It was a big help to him.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.; And an experience for you.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: So that's the way you learn.
P.G.: Did you have the same Foreman that you mentioned before the whole time that you arrived at Gary, or did every time you change jobs, you had a new boss?
L.M.: I had a new boss every time I changed jobs. I only changed bosses once, one time, rest of time, he was the general foreman. He had foremen under him, but he was a general foreman.
P.G.: I see.
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Were most of these foremans American? Did they ever have a-
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Did they have a black foreman in the mill at that time?
L.M.: No, no, no partner, no.
P.G.: Were there any foreigners,
L.M.: Yeah, mhm. Yeah, because the average American man couldn't, couldn't understand the foreigner. No way, he couldn't speak English. So, you had to have a foreigner, honest, to talk to, talk to you in like my boss.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Like my boss, he was from Alabama. He don't know what you're talking about.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You know what you're talking about, man the moon. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So, at that point, had to have his, his nationality, he had to have man, a foreman who could tell him what to do and how to do it. 
P.G.: So, there would always be a foreman for these different groups?
L.M.: Yeah, yeah, always a foreman for different groups and always a man in Employment Office can talk it.
P.G.: I see. 
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Did you stay with the friends that gave you place to live the whole time? You stayed in Gary?
L.M.: No, I didn’t.
P.G.: Did you move out on your own?
L.M.: I moved out on my own after certain length of time. 
P.G.: Do you remember how long that was that you stayed with?
L.M.: A couple years, then I went out on my own. All and I went out on my own. 
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you rent rooms yourself? 
L.M.: Yeah, no, I rented the room for myself after I left them, because they was, my friend’s, mother, they were religious type of people, you know what I mean? I'm young, but I don't want to, be go out and have a nice time. Come home, bring if I want to bring somebody home with me, okay.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: So, I said, “Well, I’ll treat them nice and everything, and I will got me a place of my own where I can do what I want to do.”
P.G.: Yeah. Was this still in Gary?
L.M.: Yeah. 
P.G.: What kind of town was Gary, as you remember back then?
L.M.: Gary was a, at that time, it's nothing when I say about big as uh, let’s see, the biggest things was the town part. And everything there was cheap. If I'd have been using my hands, you could’ve bought Broadway, could buy a lot, a whole lot for 50 Cents. Well, it wasn't nothing but saying.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Ain’t nothing was saying, but you could buy for fifty cent, fifty dollar an acre.
P.G.: What kind of things did you like to do when your free time, when you first were living in Gary?
L.M.: You don’t want me to put that on there, no. I liked, like good times. Good times.
P.G.: Uh huh. Were there a lot of bars and saloons and things there?
L.M.: Well, no, no, no whiskey in, nuh uh.
P.G.: Oh, that was during prohibition though, wasn’t it?
L.M.: Yeah, wasn’t like that, you gotta drink Moonshine. Wasn’t called whiskey, called it Moonshine. Homebrew beer wasn’t bothered with nothing like that.
P.G.: Did you join a church when you were in Gary?
L.M.: I didn’t, I didn’t. I didn’t have time for that.
P.G.: Did you join any kind of a lodge, Masons, anything?
L.M.: No. I worked, I didn’t have time for nothing like that while I was there.
P.G.: Were there black churches in Gary?
L.M.: Yeah. There were black churches there.
P.G.: What kind of place would friends, groups of friends, get together with in Gary, where there were no bars, you didn't know -
L.M.: Were no bars, you got together in people’s homes, either they had a dancing hall there, you could get together there in people's homes, different homes. They would, you know, have a get-together party.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And that's where you go to have a party.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: That's the way you got together, different ones at homes. Things like that. 
P.G.: Do you remember whether or not any of the black people who were living in Gary at that time used to talk about the difference between black people who come up from the South and black people who were born in the North? Anybody make any differentiation? 
L.M.: Mhm. Yeah.
P.G.: What kind of things would they say?
L.M.: They would be, say just as much difference in the people that come up from the South to the North, and the people were raised in the North this much wasn’t different from that.
P.G.: And what kind of things would be different? 
L.M.: It's like you, if you would walk up to a fellow, say he was raised there, raised in Gary, raised in Chicago, and you in the way you dress, in the way you talking while he knew he knew you from the South. He knows that. Well now you go to asking him different things in different favors. Well, he lied to take you and take you out there somewhere and knock your block off and take what you got. 
P.G.: Really?
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Did they, they treated people from the South that way?
L.M.: That's right, because they know you didn't know. You didn't know why, what you were if you were asking him.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: And he figure that you got some money.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Because you look at and tell the way you dress that you got some money, because you ain't got, you come from the South too, and nobody with you, you know, you got some money, even if you were up here working there until you learn the town, learn the people.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: And get only order of living like them. You know, I don't say do what they doing, but get to the place where you ain't got to ask nobody nothing,
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: Because you're going to asking people something, you're not going to get the right answer.
P.G.: Mhm. What,how, what was different about the way a black person from the South would talk? Let’s say or about what was different about the clothes they would wear?
L.M.: Because he wasn't dressed right. He didn't wear a necktie. He wore a cap. You know he were wearing a cap; you know when he wore a cap, he was from the south. In the shoes you wear, you knew he was from the South because he wasn't wearing the right kind of shoe. Mostly people in the south at that time didn't wear no necktie and wore a shirt with a crossbar in it.
P.G.: Oh, I see.
L.M.: In a cap, and then more broad-toed shoes. Yeah, it looked like safety shoes now.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.; But he know you weren’t, he know you just got in there.
P.G.: What about the speech? What about the talk?
L.M.: Well, talk is different. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You talk, speech is different until a certain length of time, until you get used to the climate and air and stuff like that, then you help speech to change. Yeah. And then nowadays, it's different story altogether, because the people from the South had done and overrun the North anyway, so in the N\northern person that didn't in them days, in those days, he's dead anyway frankly.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: He was dead anyway. So, the generation of the generation of the young people in the North generation of the young people from the South, it doesn't make any difference to him, because they're all dressing alike now. 
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: They're all dressing like in the South.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: You don't go, you can't go. Now about high dressing, high looking now.
P.G.: Right
L.M.: Because all them doing the same thing. In South, looking just as fine as the people in the North, but better so, because the people in the South dresses better, because the northern people, besides the southern person, he, he just got to the place where he could dress and all the man, he been that away all the time, so that South is out-dressing the colored northern people every day. 
P.G.: Now, did uh -
L.M.: With the southern, southern people ain't been used to clothes for so long, but so long been used to overalls. In the North, people, they love overalls down in the south, been wearing them all my life, yeah, people in the North now going to them blue jeans, things. The southern people think they’re the best things in the world. [unintelligible 42:33-42:47] So that makes them different. 
P.G.: Did black people from the South tend to socialize together? 
L.M.: Mostly. Yeah, yeah.
P.G.: They wouldn't mingle with black people from the North unless-
L.M.: Unless they could help it.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: Unless they couldn’t help it. Back in those days. Yeah, they stayed mostly to the South, because at those days, it was so many crooks and thieves and confidence men telling he was scared.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: They were scared of the Northern colored man, and they were scared of the northern white man, they were scared, because they get tricked out to money. You gonna get, you coming in here selling me something, and I ain't seen it, but your talk is so good that I get maybe cost fifty dollars I give you thirty dollars part of it. I will never get nothing for it, and me saying you'll never see you no more. 
P.G.: Right. Did that ever happen to you? 
L.M.: No, I learned mine real early, real early. 
P.G.: Were you sending any of the money that you earned back to your parents?
L.M.: All of it, except when I needed for rent and food. And my food came with my rent, I was only paying eight dollars a week. So, all that went back south, for about four or five years. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Then after that, I come with some branching out for myself.
P.G.: Had your parents when they were bringing you up, had they been strict about you going to church?
L.M.: I had to go to church, yeah. I went to church every Sunday, twice a day, I had to go to Church. [unintelligible 44:32-44:36] I went to church every day, every Sunday, and in the week too. 
P.G.: Was that Baptist?
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: What about education? What did your parents think about education? Did they stress that?
L.M.: Yes, my approved of education. My mother was a high school graduate. My father wasn’t.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So, they were fine with education. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: The thing about it was hard to get. 
P.G.: Sure. 
L.M.: It was hard to get. What can a kid learn in three months?
P.G.: Right. 
L.M.: The rest of the time he had to work.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: School was out, was no school. What could he even learn?
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And then after later years, it changed, my sister, and they all got better education because they’re younger than I am. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But they know about it. They know about it
P.G.: Do you remember anything else about what your parents taught you to be and how they how they brought you up?
L.M.: My parents taught me to be religious, respectful to older people, in every way I was raised right. Now, all the wrong come after I left home.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And there wasn't no wrong there, and anybody that knew my people could whoop me. Then I went, when they tell my mother, when they tell my mother, I get another woman they see out there fighting or doing something you got no business, they whoop you and then they go tell your mother why they whooped in what you done. And when you get home, you get another killing.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: That makes two, yeah that’s right. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: And I never, and I appreciate it too, because I believe if I hadn’t, I believe a lot of things I would have did would have caused me a lot of problems.
P.G.: Mhm.
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L.M.: I appreciate it now, but other things I didn’t. 
P.G.: Was that, did that have anything to do at all with why you left home?
L.M.: Mhm. It sure did, yeah, it did. I couldn't do what I wanted to do.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: When after I left home and everything and seeing how the world was going and how the world was living, and then after certain length of time, I changed, changed myself, then I found, I think she was right.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: She was absolutely right in every way; in everything she did.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And everything that she made us do. You were right again.
P.G.: How long, how long did you stay in Gary? 
L.M.: Well, I stayed in Gary ten years.
P.G.: Until ’33 then.
L.M.: Yeah, I stayed there a while.
P.G.: Did you get married there? 
L.M.: No, I never got, I got married right here in Pittsburgh.
P.G.: I see.
L.M.: Been married twenty years, that’s all.
P.G.: How, why did you leave Gary?
L.M.: Well, my, I had a brother here, older brother and [unintelligible 1:13-1:15], and my mother every time a mailman knock on the door, there were letter and boxes. She wanted, but my brother was married but I wasn't. So, she wanted me to come to Pittsburgh, and you know, we get together, be in one time, one city together. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And so, she wanted me there and everything and so I decided to come over to Pittsburgh. And I left Gary, and I got a letter. They gave me a letter, everything to bring with me here. The steel company, the steel mill that I wanted a job in, I can get a job.
P.G.: Uh huh. Did you ever lose your job because of the Depression?
L.M.: No.
P.G.: You didn’t.
L.M.: Lost time but not losing a job.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: At work, waiting two days, three days to get paid, two weeks, two weeks. They draw a couple days on pay late. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: As far as the Depression is concerned, J&L had a company still around the South Side, and if you had no money, go and buy food, groceries and stuff, they'll just sing.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And nobody, nobody sent you no bill, because if you work, then you pay it.
P.G.: Mhm. Were times pretty hard in Gary, when you left?
L.M.: Oh no, they were good. The good times in Gary have been a town that have a recession or something like that. It was always something there to do, and that mill around in the air, and there next door, little noise there. In Gary, other around places, it was pretty nice.
P.G.: So, you came to Pittsburgh and you got a job in J&L?
L.M.: Mhm. Got a job in J&L one day, quit it the next.
P.G.: Why was that?
L.M.: Because I didn't like the way they did the job. I didn't like the way they did everything down in on Second Avenue, down at blast furnace down there.
P.G.: Oh, around Hazelwood?
L.M.: Yeah. [unintelligible 3:47-3:52] They had a blow pipe along with that fringe there and they blow furnaces to the rock and coke and stuff up on the floor. You have to get, get on the stepladder, something to look over it, and now they want you to clean up all that coke mass and get ready for the next cast in three or four hours time, that's too much. I quit, walked out, man. I never seen nobody cast like J&L, long day, and they go there every day the blow pipe stopped up, and you got to get a hammer the bar and chip that out, chip that, all that sun and stuff out of the pipes and thing. So I quit it, working one day and quit. And the next day I went to South Side. Got a job over there. 
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: There's two different far mills, one with an office on Second Avenue, and one was on Carson Street, and one was out in Hazelwood. You go to either one and get a job. Wasn't no trouble getting no job at Southside. I quit that Second Avenue, I quit the blast furnace, I’ll never blast furnace again. I told, them “man, no, ain't gonna do that. Go ahead, go first to the rock and roll. All the coke out of there gonna be cleaned up, that kind of stuff, nuh uh.”
P.G.: Why had you gone there in the first place? Is that the part of the mill your brother worked in?
L.M.: No, my brother worked in the mill, my brother worked out in Hazelwood, Half-Type Tank and Steel Company. He made hot water tanks.
P.G.: Oh.
L.M.: Yeah, he made hot water tanks, just went down there because it was closest, we were all to living there, living down Fifth Avenue, and so was both of them. I was staying with him, in five minutes time, I can meet and I can be in work.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: I would go down and go to the blast furnace, I know what I'm doing.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: What can't do that.
P.G.: What kind of job did you get over on the South Side? 
L.M.: A Staffer, staff in furnace, and I worked as a chipper, working at a chair, cutting steel.
P.G.: Mhm. Were they, were they working pretty steadily at that time when you came in? 
L.M.: Yeah. 
P.G.: They were. Was, do you remember there being very many differences between the mills in Pittsburgh, you know, in terms of who was working there, how many black people were working there, and how many foreign people, as compared to Gary?
L.M.: Well, compared to Gary, it wasn't. You couldn't compare this place with Gary. No kind of way.
P.G.: Why not?
L.M.: Because Gary's too big. It's 28 miles long, three miles wide.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Couldn’t ever compare to Pittsburgh, all the people who work with J&L and US Steel all put together wouldn't run Gary. You know, that's too much, 28 miles long, 3 miles wide.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You start from Gary and go all the way into Chicago.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: All one steel mill.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So that makes you couldn't hardly do that. But after all, here, it had a pretty good in, that people was, it was pretty well even, pretty well balanced out even. Wasn't the one thing wrong with this mill here, J&L at that time, J&L was Jim Crow, yeah, the colored man couldn't get no good job in J&L.
P.G.: So, did that mean you had to take a worse job here than you had in Gary?
L.M.: That's right, I had a worse job there than I had in Gary. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M>: Gary was no color.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But yes, U.S. and J&L it was, it was color line, yeah, it had that. That’s one of the reason I quit US and J&L, was no advancement.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: The job you get you get going any higher is a rolling wheelbarrow in the labor gang, you die with that same wheelbarrow in your hand. You ain't going no place. But now you can. But at that time, you couldn't.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You couldn't, so I quit J&L and went to U.S. Steel.
P.G.: What mill?
L.M.: I worked at Homestead one day. One day, that's true. I worked in Homestead one day. I got hired for one job, and they give me another.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: And they give me a job to brick or brick shed or whatever you call it, so I never forget it. Oh, H2 out there. I work one day and quit. So, somebody tell me about they was Iron Out Prescott Steel. So now I got to go by the U.S. Steel, where I work at, that down here in McKees Rocks in the bottom. So, I got to go right by there or to get to Prescott Steel. So, I seen sign that says U.S. Steel, “I said why don’t I stop in here to see what they got on their mind?”  So, I stopped. Man asked me, what would I, what could he help me with? I said, “I want to get a job.” And so he come and asked me about different what could I do, and things like that. So, I told him, so fill out the blank application that was on Friday. He said, “Can you go? How about going to work this afternoon, four o'clock?” I said, “No way, man. No way, I'll be here Monday morning.” He said, “Okay” and I’ve been there ever since, and I worked myself all the way up, I'm up as far as you can go in that place.
P.G.: Did you have to start at the bottom there?
L.M.: Well, you might want to say, you might want to say, yes. 
P.G.: What kind of job did they put you on there? 
L.M.: Well, I knew it was a machine. It was they don't, they have all hydraulic, automatic hydraulic presses and things, run by water and stuff, you know what I mean. Well, I know all about that stuff to start with. And so it was, it was easy, it wasn't too much. It wasn't no kind, it wasn't hard for me to move. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Wasn't hard for me to move at all. No kind of way. 
P.G.: I see.
L.M.: Because I could overcome people. I will come people have been there twenty, thirty, years. I overcome them. They put a simple reason. They didn't know, they didn't know what to do, and they didn't know their job.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So, I will overcome them, I move. In ten years’ time, I'm making them nearly as much money as the boss man once did. That's the way that went. And then after that, then they brought in that job, right. The job, right, See, your job, right, It's like every evening though, I'm holding you with your company and I, but I can't take that job away from you if I get laid off or something like that. I'm just laid off. I can't go bump you off of your job.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: But before you could.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: You can do that.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And so now you can hold a job now in two and three and four different departments of a mill to get if you lose your job. If this job here is closed down or something like that, your main job closed down. You got rights to go over there and get and meet you off of that job, because I ain't never give, give up my rights. You know, to leave that job. You sign papers for the job now. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Now you sign papers for a job. So, you hold rights on maybe two or three jobs.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: If you hold rights on two or three jobs, you ain't never laid off.
P.G.: Mhm, right. Did you move down here to, to the Rocks, to McKees Rocks after you got this job? Or where, did you stay there with your brother?
L.M.: No. When I got here, my brother went elsewhere, my brother had no relation here.
P.G.: I see. So, how long was it between the time you moved to Pittsburgh and the time you got this job?
L.M.: Oh, it was a long time, quite a few years.
P.G.: Oh, I see. So, you worked in J&L for quite some time,
L.M.: Yeah, yeah quite a few years man, I got this job. I quit J&L in 1942, I quit J&L in 1942 just as soon as things got good, while color people could make a move. I quit J&L, and then I went got this job, and I've been on this job down here ever since.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Thirty-two years on this one job.
P.G.: So, you were in J&L South Side when the Union came in there? 
L.M.: Yeah, when they first come in. I was in J&L South Side when it first came in the first couple years. Then it didn't mean a thing.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: It didn't mean nothing. But now it’s different.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: But again nobody understand it.
P.G.: But what do you remember about the way you know, how the union got established in the mills?
L.M.: Well, you had people, you know, that go around and talk and have meetings, you know, things like that, even outside of the gate, up in your neighborhood or thing like that. You know what I mean? Go and organize unions, you know. And then a lot of people lost their job because they joined the union. A lot of people lost their job because they joined the union while working in the mill. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And then, then after they met, after the union got so many members and shown up, got all the knives, and then they pinned comes to pinning the company down, and that's the way it started. Now it takes, it takes a whole lot of red tape to get you, to fire you now. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: The union, have to have something to do with it, even going, have all whatever, who's right, who's wrong, it's going through arbitration, and people that don't even work in the mill.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Knowing have nothing to do with them. That's what they union has, those kind of people to study your case and look at your case. It's like lawyers. Now it takes a lot for you to get fired in a mill advising, if you right nothing wrong, it's gonna take nothing.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But if you right and you feel that you right, it takes a lot to get you fired.
P.G.: Was there an organizer working in your part of the mill on the floor talking?
L.M.: Mhm.
P.G.: Did he try to sign people up while they were working or during breaks?
L.M.: Well, twelve o’ clock you have lunch breaks.
P.G.: Is he the person who did, did you sign union card?
L.M.: Yeah. I signed the union card.
P.G.: So, so was this the man who, you know, got you to sign?
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Do you remember who he was?
L.M.: No I don’t know.
P.G.: You don’t. Was he a black man or?
L.M.: No, white. Was no black men at the start at all.
P.G.: Yeah, was he a foreigner or, do you remember who was he?
L.M.: No, I don't remember whether was foreign or not, but I know he was white.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: And lot of people got, a lot of people, folk got fired for doing it too.  [unintelligible 16:28-16:30]
P.G.: What was the main reason in your mind that you wanted to see union in there?
L.M.: To stop, to make more money, and stop, to pushes the bosses from riding it.
P.G.: Did the people who were trying to persuade men to sign cards, would they say that this is what they were trying to do?
L.M.: Yup, that’s right. and the boss is really wrong. There's no doubt about that matter, there’s no doubt about that. And some bosses, well at least I didn’t run across them, but I've heard people say that they only pay they, they had to give their boss so much money, that he wouldn't let them work. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And I know it's true, because there's too many people have said so.
P.G.: Did you ever hear anybody connected with the union or organizing for the union back in those years say that in order for the union to be successful, we have to forget the differences between a foreigner and American and the black and the white. 
L.M.: Yeah,nhm. They talking now. That's right.
P.G.: But they -
L.M.: If they had none, the union wouldn’t be anything.
P.G.: But they said it then too.
L.M.: Yeah, but then nobody believed it could be done. Nobody believed that could be done and finally got that away. 
P.G.: Why did you say that the union didn't make any difference for the first few years?
L.M.: It was because it wasn't strong enough.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: It wasn't how, it wasn't strong enough. They didn't have enough members, enough membership. They didn't have no money. So, without membership and money, you ain't, you ain't strong nowhere. You got to get that membership. You got to get that money without that.
P.G.: Yeah, do you remember? 
L.M.: Without that, you ain't, you didn't tell nobody else. 
P.G.: Do you remember how they tried to get the money, how they got it?
L.M.: Yeah, they got so that you would pay it yourself, or whatever you had donation. They call it donation to the union at that time.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And then after they after the first couple years, they come as they got strong enough, and then they passed [unintelligible 18:53-18:55].
P.G.: Did you ever become active in the union, doing volunteer work or holding any offices, or anything like that? 
L.M.: No. Never did.
P.G.: Anybody ask you to? 
L.M.: No, they don’t have to ask you to run, you run just like you run for president, the mayor of Pittsburgh. You want to run, you have to attend so many meetings.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: You got to attend thirteen meetings, thirteen meetings out of a year or something like that before you can even run for the full Office.
P.G.: Yeah, mhm.
L.M.: So therefore, I never did, because, I don't know, I just never did. I just never did. I think at that time, I don't know how much they make now, but that time, at that time, it paid around six dollars a month, paying off with greenish men and things like that.
P.G.: What part of the mill did you say you were working in at the time that the Union became established?
L.M.: I was working at the J&L, at the strip mill.
P.G.: Strip mill?
L.M.: Blast, not blast furnace, strip mill.
P.G.: Did you have, you know –
L.M.: Booming mill, as they call it, booming mill.
P.G.: Did you have much, much trouble there between the company and the union after, when the union was first getting established?
L.M.: No.
P.G.: Were there, were there strikes, walkouts, that kind of thing?
L.M.: Well after it got started, it did.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Lot of strikes. Last strike I was on lasted six months. And after that, then we had to strike every two years, every three years, always to get a couple pennies, you know, for wages. Stuff like that, benefits, things like that, so it worked out. So I say, I know, I know careful strikes any way, because you never make up that, never get that money back, but you have to do it. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: For the company to give you more anything, I'll give you this, volunteer, give it to you, have to show some some action for it. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: But now it's different. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: This is, this is the best contract the steel mill ever had in my estimation. People say it's no good, but I think it's nice.
P.G.: Do you remember what the strikes, what, what the men were striking about just when the union established?
L.M.: Money, they want more, they want more money. They want better paychecks. They want better insurance. At that time, you had to pay your own insurance. Now the company pays your insurance.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: They pay it by itself, and all of that, better hospitalization, everything.
P.G.: Were there any kind of shop floor problems, like disagreements between bosses and kind of thing?
L.M.: Yeah.
P.G.: Did that, that led to strikes?
L.M.: No. My, they could, they settled that through arbitration.
P.G.: Yeah. Even, even back then, when the union was first getting started, they didn’t?
L.M.: No, we didn’t have anything. We got in trouble with the boss, you were just in trouble with the boss, for the union wasn’t strong enough, but now you get in trouble with the boss now, the union back, take over. Unions take over. Take it over and find grievance. All the departments in all, all the departments in a steel mill, got their own grievance man. He's working right along with you.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: The grievance man here. So, anything go wrong, he's right there. He got to go look for him, for he's working.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: [unintelligible 23:13-23:15] so that makes a big difference, now.
P.G.: When you decided to move from J&L back to U.S. Steel, wasn't there a problem with you leaving a job that was considered defense work? 
L.M.: No.
P.G.: There wasn't?
L.M.: No, there was no problem because at that time ‘cause J&L. They might, they've been making stuff for armament stuff and not this product, was no trouble at all. I quit J&L in ’42, and started on this job in ’43.
P.G.: Weren't you old enough to be drafted? I mean, we're net - 
L.M.: Yeah, started out here in certain telling I’m right. You know what I mean, this was they would be, I had been doing work for the army. That kept, had kept me out of it.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: Out of me and a lot of others, and we making bullets and everything else.
P.G.: Did you, after you went to find a place to live of your own in Pittsburgh and you weren't living with your brother anymore, where did you go to, where were you living?
L.M.: Well, I moved up street far up, Fifth Avenue on 2400 block on Fifth Avenue.
P.G.: Did you ever, been? Did you stay there until all, I mean, all the while you were working at J&L?
L.M.: No. I was worked from there, I go down on a street called Full Side, down off of Crawford Street, family there, met there. And then I moved on Center Avenue, 1730 block Center Avenue.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: After that, I'm not working J&L now. I’m now here, at U.S. Steel. 
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: So, I left, and then they tore the Lower Hill down, now I moved to North side on Jacksonian Street. Then I said, “Well, this don't make too much sense. All this moving is by”, I bought a home up on Terrace and Dusty right behind Mount Musser College. So Mount Musser College and Pitt up there, they wanted this van. So they bought my home. I had this home here built.
P.G.: Mhm. When did you become a member of White Lily Baptist Church?
L.M.: A year ago.
P.G.: A year ago.
L.M.: Yeah, it was a Methodist church.
P.G.: Oh, I see, when did you join it? This church?
L.M.: Oh, about five, six years ago.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: It was a nice church, and they were saying that a lot of friends belonged to it, to that Methodist church, and so I joined it. But always been a Baptist, raised Baptist.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: So, I went back to that.
P.G.: Yeah, was the, was the Methodist Church, the first church that you had joined in Pittsburgh? 
L.M.: Mmm, yeah, yeah.
P.G.: Have you ever belonged to any lodges since you've been in-
L.M.: No, no.
P.G.: You didn't, and were you ever asked to join them and approached?
L.M.: Yeah, I was asked, but I never would do it.
P.G.: When you look back on your whole life, do you think that you've been pretty successful in your work?
L.M.: Yes, I do. Yes, I do. I really do, I really do. 
P.G.: Have you been satisfied with the jobs that you, that you've done, I mean, the positions that you've been able to get?
L.M.: Yeah, I've been satisfied. What I did, I would have been doing.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: Satisfied with the job I'm doing now.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: One thing wrong with them is they seem like they don't want to turn you loose.
P.G.: They let you retire? 
L.M.: Yeah, I'm too young over now. They won't, they don't they, everybody that they try and learn they you know, if you're nervous and got a nervous condition, you might want to forget about it, the way automation is, operates today. And so, we had, two, two men's already that they tried to learn come down with a heart attack behind it.
P.G.: Hm.
L.M.: So, the company, and the president of U.S. Steel. They all in, my superintendent, all of them got together and asked me to stay. Next time I signed papers, and they drew up papers and things were making them how long I work, I don't lose any benefit. That's something very strange. That's something hard you know.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So, I don't, it's a good job. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Ain't doing bad. Sitting down in a big, soft chair, like, bigger, big in this one, nice soft chair, air conditioning on my side of this kitchen. It's really nice.
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: And this machinery, all I have to do sit there and watch the machinery.
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: And if something go wrong, have to stop it. 
P.G.: What, what would you say means the most to you, the, the fact that you don't have to, you know, knock yourself out every day. Or is it the fact that you it's good money, or that people look up to you for the job you have? What means the most to you?
L.M.: The most means the most thing, means the most to me is the money and the way I'm making it. Really loving it. Really loving it. Couldn't beat it nowhere in the world you. Really loving it.
P.G.: When you look around you, can you point to things that all the years of hard work that you did, can you point to things that they've been able to provide for you and your family? 
L.M.: Nope. They had a whole lot of jobs, things I didn’t have, couldn't divide enough for me. That's why I let them go. 
P.G.: Uh huh.
L.M.: But there's some can't, there’s some can’t. 
P.G.: Yeah.
L.M.: Can divide nice money, everything. You know, not say everything, but I make a good living.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I make a good living, any time you make fourteen thousand to fifteen thousand dollars a year, that’s a well-paying job.
P.G.: That’s true.
L.M.: Some don’t have jobs at all.
P.G.: Was there ever a job or an occupation that you really wanted to have, to do to get to it, and you weren't able to?
L.M.: No, I never went out of job yet that I didn't get it. Take me a few days, a while, but I get it. I get it. And that's one of the reasons, that's one of the reasons that I don't care. That's one of the reasons, like I said, I don't care for hard work. I love the money, but not the hard work, in any way possible. I'm not gonna do it. May do it for day or so while, but I'm gonna move that. I'm gonna move up. If there’s any ways to be moved, I’m gonna be moved.
P.G.: Mhm, mhm.
L.M.: For the simple reason I, you ain't got to learn things because they’re things I already know. Well things, some of the things that change, well, you have to changed with the time, but boy, knowing how to steel mill and knowing how to make steel, I know it. I'd make it. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I know that because I've been in it all my life.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: I’ve been in it since I was sixteen years old. I've seen it, I know it, so that makes a lot of difference to somebody learning something off of paper. You can throw that paper out the window when you go into a steel mill, because it ain’t gonna work that way.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: It ain’t gonna work ‘cause that paper. You got to change it. You got to change the whole setup.
P.G.: Did you ever think of moving back to the south at any time for any reason? 
L.M.: No.
P.G.: You never wanted to. 
L.M.: No, never thought about it, don't even cross the mind, and I don’t want to cross it into living down there. Gave it up when I left.
P.G.: You don't think that people down there and so in certain ways, might have nicer life than black people in the North? 
L.M.: Oh yes, yeah, they do. I'll go along with that, yeah. They do.
P.G.: Why didn't you want that for yourself then?
L.M.: Oh, well, I don't know. You get used, you get used to things, and when you get used to doing things. And it's nothing in the South that would, it would occupy my mind and my time, not now. And I don't intend to be out there in no field. 
P.G.: Mhm, mhm.
L.M.: And so that is the thing that, you know, I'm not intending to be in no sawmills no more. Enough of that.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: So, it's nothing down there for me to occupy my mind far, with anything to do. Well, I'm always go back there, things like that, but for me living there now, no.
P.G.: Do you go back regularly today?
L.M.: Yeah. I go back every couple years. My sister, she come up here, thing like that.
P.G.: Did he used to go back when you lived in Gary?
L.M.: No. 
P.G.: You didn't.
L.M.: Wait for that seventeen years before I went back. Seventeen years before I went back there, seventeen years before my mother, father seen me, but just seeing that money on the table, it was pretty good.
P.G.: Well, if there's anything that I might have reminded you of while I was asking you questions, and yet I didn't ask you to talk about that directly, we'd like to have that contributed to, otherwise, I don't have any other questions.
L.M.: Well, I think about coming at all to my idea. 
P.G.: Okay.
L.M.: I know, of course, it does happen, later on, maybe later on, something will pop up.
P.G.: Right, right, well. 
L.M.: Because I’ve did it, I’ve did it, I did it man, I don't think, I don't think it's, a person in this town started in steel milling this young, as I did.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: And it's been good to me. I ain't broke up.
P.G.: Right.
L.M.: And I can move.
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: I ain’t never had a sick day in my life, so it wasn't too bad.
P.G.: No?
L.M.: Even though, even though I said I don't like no hard work, I like money, but I shouldn't like through all that hard work, and I tried to get around, you know, bad, learn something to move me around that hard job. 
P.G.: Mhm.
L.M.: [unintelligible 35:30-35:32] so, that's what I've been doing all my life, and that's all I know to do.
P.G.: Mhm. 
L.M.: I got nothing else to do.
P.G.: Well. Thank you very much then.
L.M.: Appreciate it.
END OF TAPE TWO
