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WHITLEY CITY, Kentucky (LNS)—
Just north of the Tennessee border
along the Cumberland river stand the
dark coal mines of McCreary County,
Kentucky's poorest. Some of the
militant labor struggles in U.S. history
have taken place in this area.

For 28 months now, miners from
Justus mine in the town of Stearns
have walked the picket lines through
two of the worst winters on the books
And the prospects for a settlement
appear no closer today than they did 23
months ago when negotiations broke
off.

The strike began in March, 1976 at
the Justus Mine, which is owned by
the blatantly anti-union Blue Diamond
Coal Co. of Knoxville, Tennessee,
when miners voted to have the United
Mine Workers of America represent
them in contract negotiations. Mine
safety, not wages, is the burning
issue, as Black lung, poor ventilation
and deadly explosions have left an
untold number of dead miners. So
when the company refused to sign a
UMW A contract, the miners voted 151
to 1 to go on strike in mid-July, 1976.

Another cold Appalachian winter
has decended upon this struggling
community, where over 45% of its
14,600 residents live on an income far
below the poverty level. If it hadn’t
been for the determination of the
miners and their families in
conjunction with outside support, the
strike would have been lost long ago.

“UMWA Is Here To Stay"*

As 1 approached Whitley City,
driving over atrociously rutted roads,
the scenery gradually began to confirm
what rumor says, that Blue Diamond
has stripped an ugly patch through
this entire area, polluting both the
Kentucky and Cumberland Rivers. As
a result of the strike, the County's
economy (the Stearns mine was the
county's biggest employer) has hit
rock bottom. For those who lived
through the Great Depression, this is
what it must have been like...

The sign outside the union hall in
Whitley City, Kentucky s5ays,
“UMWA is Here to Stay.”” That's the
the  Stearns miners  are
determined to have it. 1 entered the
bullet-riddled union hall where
women, their families and wvarious
supporters gathered. 1 brought boxes
of clothing donated by North
Carolina’s Polk County Women’s
Democratic Club and piled them in the
corner. People from other community,
church, and student groups came from
the surrounding states to express their
solidarity, hear speeches and eat lunch
Pictures, posters, and newsclippings
covered the walls of the union
hall...and tape held the bullet-
shattered windows together.
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Major Issue: Safety

Stearns miners know full-well that

underground coal operations are

dangerous and that coal mining injury
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Striking miners and their families are arrested for blocking the entrance of scab workers

and death rates are more than twice as
high here than in other industrialized
countries. And as for Blue Diamond,
say the miners, they are the worst
offender.

“l was on the bargaining
Committee,”” recalled miner Darrell
Yonover, ‘*and anytime we brought up
the issue of safety the company would
jump up and cry, ‘Let’s not beat a dead
horse.” We went through the complete
national contract and they didn’t want
to talk about any of the proposals.
They proposed a contract that was less
than the one we rejected down there.

**We feel they've violated our rights
by preventing us from having a union
of our choosing, violated our rights as
citizens of this country.”” So far the
company has denied a UMWA safety
committee because it would allow the
miners, as one company spokesperson
put it: ‘“‘to take over the safety
program under their own rules.”

What is most troubling to the
company is that a victory at the Justus
Mine would have a contagious effect
on other organizing efforts in the
region, including Blue Diamond’s
other mining operations. For this
reason, says Gerry Conroy, a Catholic
priest supporting the miners, ‘‘The
miners today are on strike not just for
themselves but for miners throughout
Appalachia. What we need is a
contract that says the miners have the
power to decide the safety
conditions. "’

Of all the coal companies, Blue
Diamond sticks out like a sore thumb
when it comes to flagrant health and
safety violations in the mines.
According to the Federal Mining
Enforcement and Safety Administra-
tion (MESA), the frequency rate for
(non-fatal) injuries at the Justus Mine
in 1976 was about 31% above the
national average. And the frequency
rate for disabling injuries was 72%
above the national average. Just six

months after Blue Diamond purchased
the Stearns Mining Co., MESA
records show 98 assessed violations—
almost 100% increase since its
takeover.

Blue Diamond also operates two
other mines in Souteast Kentucky,
including the Scotia Mine in Letcher
County where 26 miners were killed in
2 explosions in 1976. Despite this
tragic explosion at Scotia, which had
similar safety and health violations as
Justus, Blue Diamond carried on
business as usual at the Justus Mine.
Following the disaster, the company
suppressed a MESA report which
openly blamed Blue Diamond for
safety violations, faulty ventilation and
missing inspections. All told, MESA
records show far over 1,000 violations
for 1976 and the first half of 1977 and
Blue Diamond's Scotia and Leather-
wood mines.

Right now 75 to 80 scabs are
working at the Justus Mine without a
contract and thus no safety provisions.
**The miners over there working the
mine know the need in terms of
safety,’” said Vanover, ‘‘They have the
highest accident record of any mine in
the country. We are determined to
have a union contract and work in that
mine with a safety committee. We
don't forget our injuries.”

Outside the mine, striking miners
have a 24-hour picket of six miners in
the front and four in the back. They
have been limited to those numbers by
a court injunction. The injunction bar-
red picketers from carrying arms,
though company guards are not so
limited.

As soon as the company started to
send scabs in to work the mines in the
fall of 1977, heavy fighting broke out
between the striking miners, scabs,
and state troopers. Eventually all hell
broke loose; there were numerous
injuries; one pregnant woman was

severly kicked in the stomach and
some 80 strikers were arrested.
Regarded by the miners as *‘company
hostages,”” 11 strikers were jailed for
56 days.

Stearns Miners Remain Strong

The miners remain strong and
spirited in their fight to win a UMWA
contract from Blue Diamond. The
miners are drawing 3100 a week from
the union, but with fuel, electricity,
clothing and health costs way up, and
with Christmas around the corner, it's
not enough to make ends meet.

In the past, Stearns miners have
raised over $300,000 in relief funds
from around the country. They are now
down to $900. **Without you [outside
support], we wouldn’t have been able
to keep this up,” added Vanover.

““There are Stearns support
committees in a lot of cities across the
country...It’s the only way to survive
economically and morally,”” said
Conroy. *'There’s not a man or woman
or child whose lives are not going to be
influenced by what happens here
today,”" he continued. ‘‘If Blue
Diamond gets away with killing
people, saying in effect, ‘we only care
about the coal you're sitting on, and
we'll get it at any cost,’ then it's Blue
Diamond today, Jericho [another coal
company] tomorow, on up to
Washington.”” a
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Send contributions to: Stearns Miners
Relief Fund, Old Post Office Building,
‘Whitley City, Kentucky.
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