Mining Coal During the Depression
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For some years in the 1980s and ‘90s Bob Caldwell had
his students at Deloraine Collegiate interview an elder and
record the conversation on tape. From these interviews came
dozens of stories—ranging in theme and character. We accessed two of these recordings and are using the words of Roy
Dow and John Lischka to paint a picture of what it was
like to mine for coal on Turtle Mountain . . .
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You had anywhere from 4 or 5 minutes
to get back out of your shaft.”
The men were paid piecework. The
going rate was $1.00 per tonne of coal,
but the workers had to pay for their
own equipment and black powder.
Roy Dow reported that “if you worked
extremely hard and had very good luck
you made $15 a week which was extremely good money in those days,
but awfully hard. Long hours and hard
work. It was just a matter of survival
and we had to do something. At that
time there was so very little employment. Whatever opportunity presented itself to make a dollar, we
would take it. And there were only a
few and we couldn’t be choosey.
“We would start work usually before 8:00. We’d get up probably at
6:30, get in to breakfast around 7:00.
We were all piece-workers. We could
go to work as early as we wanted to,
although the men running the machines had their regular hours. We had
to more-or-less follow their schedule
as it was no use going down there
when the machines weren’t running to
pull the coal up. They were pulled up
in half-tonne cars that were hooked 3
or 4 together with a chain. They would
go up the incline by steam power. And
if we went to work late, if we did that
too often, they’d find someone else
because the boss would want that
shaft producing. So it was usually from
8:00 until about 6:00.”
The tunnels at the Henderson mine
were deep. John Lischka estimated
that the mine ran anywhere from a
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By the early 1940’s the Henderson
was sold locally, straight from the
mine was the only one in operation on
mine site.
Turtle Mountain. Salter closed down
Row Dow described the quality of
due to reduced economic viability
the coal they brought out of Turtle
while the Henderson mine struggled
Mountain clay as “a real good grade of
for a few years before closing in 1943.
soft coal. It wasn’t in any way to be
By this time labour was beginning to
classified with the Alberta hard coal,
be difficult to find. Roy Dow attributed
but for here it was a day-time coal. It
that to the war: “People that would
didn’t do too well to hold a fire overhave found it necessary to go into the
night although many did use it in their
mines for a buck were in the army,
furnaces.”
and they were doing far better in the
Despite the differences between
army than they could do in that rattheir managers, the workers of the
hole.”
neighbouring mines got along just fine.
Outstanding in the memory of John
There wasn’t much time for socialising
Lischka is the strong friendships that
or recreation in the work camp,
grew between men working in the
mines; men who had each other’s lives
 A gang of miners at the Salter mine circa 1933.
in their hands. “There were really
strong friendships; very good fellowships among the workers. There almost had to have been because there
were different jobs as a coal digger
that you couldn’t do alone. You always
had to ask one of your workmates to
come along side of you to help. I liked
the fellowship down in the mines.”
Sources:
British Geological Survey. “Fireclay: Mineral Planning Factsheet.” (2006). Retrived 17 Jan 2013.
<www.mineralsUK.com>
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