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Mining in Mexico
Oral History Project

Robert C. Byrd
By W. NoeI McAnulty, Jr.

January 22, L996

Today is January 22, L996. rrm in Las cruces, [New Mexico] at

the home of Robert Byrd. wetre going to visit  with Mr. Byrd.

about some of his experiences in the mining industry in Mexico

and elsewhere. Mr. Byrd, can you just brief ly describe how

you got invorved in mining...something about your early

training and early experiences?

werl, after the war r went to New Mexico Tech. rt was the

school of Mines then. And after r went to Mexico in september

o f  1951 .

Was that your first job out of school?

That hras my f irst job, after. r went down as a junior

engineer, r guess it  was called, doing principarry surveying.

And the plan generally was you worked a year in the

engineering office and then you went underground as a shift

boss. welr, after the second year r was stir l  in the

engineering off ice and r ended up then taking the georogistrs

job that left.  (chuckres) And r stayed in that job unti l

they got a geologist, which rrras practically another year, I

quess. And they brought a good geologist in.

So your formal training was as a mining engineering?

fn min ing.  I rm a rn in ing engj -neer .  In  t19154 f  was

transferred to Taxco in the Huayapa section as a shift boss.

And I was in charge of finishing the shaft, which I had no

B :

M :

B :

M :

B :



M :

B :

experience in, but thatts arright. They had a good crew.

(chuckres) And so we finished the shaft and then we did the

deveropment there in Huayapa. And r was there for two years

and r moved up to, r guess, assistant foreman. And, actually,

thatrs where r met Bob Lirn6n. He was transfered down there

as assistant superintendent.

And from Taxco r went to south Africa with Newmount to

otKiep. And thatrs north of capetown up in the desert. And

r was there three years as assistant mine superintendent, but

actually r did more of the nining superintendentrs job because

the rnining superintendent was crippled. He couldnrt get

around and r did arr the leg work. And there it was rearly

interesting and it  was guite different, of course. The rnining

and everything was very advanced, ds far as r was concerned,

compared with Mexico. And r was there three years and then r

quit. r had to be there on three-year contract. Then r left

in [19]59 and came back to the states. My ordest was ready to

go to school and r didnrt want to send him out to capetown to

pr ivate school .

And I came back and f went up to Grants, New Mexico,

which was about the only place you courd get a job at that

tine because copper was on strike. And r was up there a

littre over a year and then r went back to Mexico. r went to

Parral as mining superintendent.

And when was that about?

rn the beginning of  [19]61.  And r  went  to  parrar  as min ing

super in tendent  and. . .

At La Prieta?M :



B : At La Prieta. And the forrowing year r was made assistant

superintendent. r think r was there untir the beginning of

ei ther  [19]G4 or  [19]65 and r  was t ransferred to  santa B6rbara

as assistant superintendent. And r was there for two years,

nearly three- over two years. And r was transferred back to

La Prieta because they lrere bringing in another

superintendent. And that was in t19l65. And the other

superintendent, he used to be my boss in charcas, a fel low

named Bill Marsha11. And then he came there and he was very

sick. He had cancer. He arrived in september and he died a

couple of weeks rater. And then they made me superintend.ent

in La Prieta. As far as the rnining was concerned, it was very

low grade. rn fact, in [19]59 they decided they hrere going to

crose it  down, but they kept hanging on and hanging on. rtrs

hard to kiI I  these old mines.

And so, r remember, when r got there, r think Bob Lin6n

was Northern manager then. And he told me the only thing he

wanted was one peso prof i t ,  (chuck les)  which was. . .  .  wer l ,

we did arright, actualry. we ended up naking some money in

[19]65. Thatrs when they nationalized and then the government

was putting a lot of money in there on development and on

everyth ing eIse.  And r  went  there,  as r  sa id,  in  lLg67) .  And

vte were, arso, start ing the f lori ta mine, f lori ta rni l l ,  where

we treated the tailings. And the government put in a rot of

development assistance and we started to open the ord veta

Grande again,  that  had been crosed s ince about  Lg2g and. . .

ThaL was in Chihuahua or in Zacatecas?

No, Do, no. The veta Grande was the mine that ASARco was
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working around lt9l29 and then they moved everything in to La

Prieta. That was your main mine then.

Okay.  Right  there in . . .

And then in Veta Grande they had principalry sirver with a

ti t t le lead sulf ide. They had a rot of oxide up there. And

so we went back to try to open the old areas, which was

interesting.

So then when did you leave La prieta?

I  le f t  La Pr ie ta in  lL9J67.

I n  L967?

No ,  Do r  no . . . so r r y .  f n  J9 l74 .

I n  l L9 l74 ,  okay .

r went there in [19]67, thatrs when r made superintendent, and

I left in lL9)74 and went to Leadvit le.

Okay.

And r was in Leadvil le untir the end of t19l78 and then r was

transferred to Nicaragua at the Bonanza Mine, the AsARco mine

that was in conjunction with Rosario. wert, Rosario had

thirty-five percent or something. Anlrhray, I was there until

the revorution started in about the middre of t19169, in

earnest. rn November, they took over the country in July, r

t h i nk ,  o f  [ 19 ]69  and . . .

[  ] - e  I  69  o r  l Le lTe?

No, sorry, 11,9J79. And then in Novernber, or the end of

october, they nationalized the mines and they booted everybody

out .

And then from there r went to casa Grande in Arizona.

And r was put in charge of the shaft they were sinking with
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the s inkers.  And they were a canadian out f i t  ca l red,  werr ,  iE

used to be the canadian Mine, t.hen they had an off ice. They

cal - l -ed i t  the Amer ican Mine serv ices or  someth ing.  r  don, t

remember exactly, buL they did the sinking. And about, t ,he

time we got to the level and st,arted drif t ing out from the

leve 1 there toward the lower body they ran out of money and

they  sen t  me  to  Bo l i v i a .

r l- ived in cochabamba and we had a t. in mine t.hat was over

toward oruro ca l led. . .  And the lead z inc was ca l led euioma.

And r  was the manager  of  eu ioma Mines,  they ca l Ied i t .  weI l ,

i t  was ca l - led Bol iv ian Lead.

Was that. an ASARCO company, t.oo?

Yeah, i t  was an ASARCO company owned in conjunction with a

group t.hat owned about forty-two percent, somewhere along

t .here,  o f  Bor iv ians.  And r  was there unt i r  the beginning of

t19 l  85 .  And  then  they  so ld  to  ano the r  Bo l i v i an  ou t f i t , .

Tha t ' s  when  r  re t i r ed .  r  don ' t  t h ink  r  I e f t .  any th ing  ou t .

wel l - ,  Ie t  me go back and ask you,  whac were your  f i rs t

impressions of charcas when you went there as an entry l_evel

engineer?

well-,  i t ,  was al l  completery new, you know. you end up in san

Luis  lPotos i ]  and then you catch t .he t ra in  t .hat  goes ouL.

They 've got  two t ra ins out :  one in  the morning and one at

n ' i  n ] -  t -  n - ' l  Fu-LgrrL. ArrLr to get of f  in charcas you have to know where to

ge t  o f f  because  i t  j us t  pauses  somet imes .  ( chuck les )  WeI l ,

i t  used to .  So the same way going down they, re going out .  o f

Charcas.  You could go nor th e i ther  to  Moncerrey or  go south

to san Luis .  And we used t .o  go to  san Luj_s.  we p layed tennis
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against the local country club, r guess, or people down there.

And it was a lot of fun.

what were the living conditions like in charcas? was there a

camp there, a colonia?

r was always down there in Mexico, except in Taxco, in a

mining camp. And, actual1y, in charcas the food was pretty

good. The meat, you know, theytd cut a chunk off.  I t  was

hanging off of a nail ,  r guess, but the vegetables seemed to

be pretty good. And during sernana santa they brought fish in

and it  was pretty good. Then we had a felrow in camp, zac,h

Taylor, that had a garden. He suppried vegetabres to just

about everybody. (chuckles) rt was quite a nice pIace. r

really enjoyed it  there.

was the operation at charcas fair ly large in the earry

[  1e  ]  50s?

well,  r was in a smarr mine called La Bufa, but they had the

big mine, the Mineria Generar they carled it ,  i t  was quite an

extensive [operation]. rt  was an o1d operation. rt was

fal l ing quite a bit and they had a rot of problems with their

fill and their heavy ground and so forth. But r was in La

Bufa where they did strictly shrinkage as far as r remember.

Then they had another one ca11ed Morelos. rt was further

away- They were doing shrinkage. The production was very

l i t t le there, but f had to measure and so forth.

what about in Taxco? That was an underground operation there.

Yeah, it was underground. And they had two or three mines:

Jesus, that was in Huayapa, and then they had the bigger one.

r was in al"I except in Jesus. r never did go there. But they

M :



did top s iz ing in  Huayapa.  In  upper  IeveI  they had a fe1 low

named Zamaripas from San Pedro. They were just a I i t t le sout,h

of San Luis . I  t .hink Lim6n was there, too . But, there, I

remember, one thing. You know, they had they had these

elect r ica l  s torms that  would just  b low you out  pract ica l ly

there, 1rou know. And t.hey had these o1d crank phonesr 1rou

know, and the sparks f lying and you had to go through Frai le

and they connected you to  Pedr iga l .  That  was an o ld mine

where everybody met to get on their vehicles. And it  was just

l ike a park ing lo t .  And the communicaLion was pret ty  Iousy.

( chuckl-es )

Were the miners a l l -  Mexican nat ionals?

Yeah .

What. was the makeup of the technical st.aff?

In Taxco?

In  Taxco .

In  Taxco we had Mexican sh i f t  bosses.  And when Bob l l , imon]

wenL t .here he was ass is tant  super in tendent .  But  they had some

good  sh i f t  bosses .  And  the  sa fe ty  bosses ,  t hey  a lways  were

Mexican.  That ,  was about  aI I .

How would you assess the qual i ty  o f  the Mexican miners?

Wel l ,  such as Taxco,  God,  i t  was a hand- t .o-mout .h operat ion.

I  remember the p ip ing we put  in  there.  OId Foster  was

superintendent and he wouldn,t give you anyLhing. you had to

pu t  s t . r i ng  on  the  th reads  to  keep  i t  f r om leak ing . . . you r  a i r

] ines.  And you ordered three seLs of  t imber  Lo work on sunday

and he 'd cut  i t  to  ha l - f  o f  that  so (chuckl -es)  there coul -d be

a  se t  and  a  ha l f  t he re .  r t  was  j us t  au tomat i c .  Bu t  i t  was
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i n te res t i ng .

There was th is  o1d Mexican sh i f t  boss that  I  knew down

there,  Lemos was h is  name,  ArLuro.  He was f rom Chihuahua.

And he brought the best food, I think, and he used to bring

enough for  ha l f  a  dozen.  He was a great  b lg  fa t  fe11ow. And

I  used to  just  about  g ive mine away,  throw i t  away,  and eat

wit.h him because he had enough for everybody. God, he had

good food!  And he was sor t  o f  l ike the godfather  there,  you

know.  He  looked  a f te r  t he  m ine .  When  they 'd  ge t  any  new

supplies in he managed to geL a hol-d of i t  and you had to go

to h im (chuckles)  to  work i t  out  o f  h im,  such as va lves.  And

if you had to get any you had to account for everything. And

old Lemos,  he contro l led that .  He was a lways around when the

t ruck  de l i ve red  the  supp l i es .  ( chuck les )

Sounds l ike the supply  sergeant .  (chuck l_es)

Yeah,  but  I  l iked o l -d  Ar turo.  He was a good feI Iow.  Then I

go t  a long  we I I  w i th  a l l  t he  sh i f t  bosses .  I  l i ked  them.

Now, you mentioned that after leaving Taxco and you worked in

south Afr ica that  that .  was qui te  a b i t  more modern operat ion.

rn  wha t  sense  compared  to  the  m ines  you  were  accus tomed  to . . .

Wel l ,  i t  was probably  a d i f ferent  type of  ore body.  There

were large bodies and we benched and long holed. when r went

there we were doing down hoIe, but after that we changed to

jus t  r i ngs And we would bl-ast whatever we needed f  or

product ion.  we st i l l  brasted too much.  And we had qr : -zzr ies

down bel -ow.  And we l -e f t  these huge open stopes.  r  mean,  they

were huge.  For  example,  the b ig body there in  O'OKiep was

abou t  700  feeL  l ong  and  300  fee t  w ide  and  abou t ,  oh ,  5oo  fee t
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high.

And what were you mining?

Copper. We had to take out...  .  Our grade there was supposed

to be L.42 percent and it  was al l  long-hole dri l l ing and we

had a good grLzzLy systen set up down below and they were

pu l l ed  down  to  the . . .

Now, trere the miners that you rdere working with, were they

natives?

Yeah, they were natives there.

How wourd you compare them as far as their generar work force

in training and so forth to the rniners you were used to in

Mexico?

Wel l ,  in  South Afr ica. . . I  have to  te l l  you someth ing,  what

they do in  the gold f ie lds.  We d idnr t  do that  a t  OtKiep,  but

in the gold f ields they bring these people in, the natives,

and they spend three months training them. And, I mean, they

classify them if theyrre mechanically incl ined or not, and

they try to place them where theyrll do the best work. And

they go through a rigorous training then. They have to put

boo t s  on  and . . .

I visited up there once with an Anglo friend. I went

underground and I saw, must have been, about a hundred and

some odd people in an area. They were loading cars by hand.

And f asked the fel low with rne, you know, ItWhatrs going on

there?rr  He said,  r rWel l ,  that rs  par t  o f  the t ra in ing. r r  And

they had doctors down there checking to see how they would,

you know, respond to being underground because over there,

part icularly in the free state, i t 's quite deep. your primary

M :
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shaft is 5,OOo feet- And then they have their sub-vert icals.

They go down deeper in some of them. And itts hot. And then

they added refr igerated air. They had modern...at that t ime,

back in the [19]5Os. I thought they were very, very advanced.

But now the conditions at OrKiep r^rere not nearly as severe?

No, we were very shallow there. Our lowest level was about

4OO feet. And then we went down in an old rnine down to about

7OA feet. This east of OtKiep had been worked back in the

1870s by the Dutch. And they had awfully... the water was very

acid, except occasionally yourd f ind what they called sweet

water. They always marked and made sure. They controlled

that .

But I went down in an o1d rnine in the old lower level

when we were opening it. And the mud was about knee-deep.

And you walk along on the track and then yourd break because

you didnrt know where any of the raises were. But, you know,

the raises were exactly where they had marked on the map. We

had the [dp, see? And they were awfully good, or correct, in

their rnapping.

And they brought tirnber there from Australia. And in the

old shaft on the station sets they had twenty-inch square

tirnbers, beautj-ful tinbers. The pumping system was the o1d

Cornwall pump. I guess tha they brought this timber and

displaced the water up and worked it all the way up to

sur face.  They had the oId. . . i t  was just  for  d isp lay there.

It had the old steam engine..

Now, the rniners that actually worked at the OtKiep Mine, were

they as well-trained as some that worked at,.
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B : I think they were. You know, the l-aws in South Africa are

very s t r ic t .  And just  anyone. . . for  instance,  w€ had our

dr i l lers .  They dr i l led of f  the face,  but  they d idnr t  b last .

They had what they called the ganger that went in and loaded,

along with his helpers there, they loaded the blast. So when

he f inished dri l l ing herd go home, which was alr ight.

And long-hole dri l l ing, they worked on a per foot thing,

And then when they blasted, why, we made our big blast on the

weekends, We blasted nidnight on Saturday and then go in

Sunday morning and rnake sure that it, was safe for Monday.

And we pulled pillars once in this big stope when we

finished. And we ended up with a bridge that went from one

side to the other. It was just arched over. And we had a

heck of a lot of ore st i l l  hung up there, so I dri l led off one

end and they cantilevered it and then blasted it and it came

down. And then the whole thing came in. It had arched itself

there.  And we must  have. . .  .  (chuck les)  f  dont t  know how

many hundred thousand tons we had in there of waste. But, you

know, i t  was an norite. Granite was our host rock, and it  was

good, but i t  arched. And you could hear...you could stand and

hear these things come down and go (imitates sound of falling

ore) i t td make a heck of a noise. ff  you hrere ever confined

in an area yourd probably get air-blasted out, but i t  was

quite an experience.

Now, what were tiving conditions like in South Africa? Was it

a mining camp you lived in?

B: WelI, I  l ived in a rnining camp. And the vegetables were

absolutely lousy and the only meat you could get was something

M :
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like mutton or some tough critter, you know. And the meat was

pretty lousy and the vegetables were lousy, so..

(chuckles) You could get carrots.

what about the facilities? How would you compare the

faci l i t ies at this rnining camp in South Africa to Charcas, for

example t ot even to the housing faci l i t ies and...

The housing, therers not much difference.

Not  much d i f ference.  Did they prov ide schools  and. . .

No. In South Africa they didnrt because they had their

African school. And I donrt remember i f  they had any English

school or not because a big part of the people working there

were African so they sent them to their national schools they

calred it .  we sent our son for six months there one semester.

And thatrs when we decided wetd better leave or else send him

to Capetown. Although the kids, you know, they pick up

languages fast.

So then when you came to Grants, now, what was like that,

part icularly after two stints in foreign countries?

To me, Grants was probably the worse mine I ever worked in my

l i f e .

Just the condit ions of the mines?

Just the condit ions, the sandstone and the shale beds and al l .

f t  was just  ter r ib le . . .and water ,  o f  course.  f  took over  a

mine, Section 30, and when I went over to take it over in

February, f  guess it  was, they hired me f irst as chief

engineer or sornething just so Itd get to know the place

because the manager of mines there was from south Africa. He

was a Canadian, but he had worked over in South Africa and

B :
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then Lrerd retired and gone back to canada and then he was in

charge of mining.

And they had there tr,.ro chunks they had on the skips

there- They had the skips then a large cagle where they

lowered their trackless equiprnent. But they had these two

chunks of ice they must have weighed, phew, six or seven

hundred pounds. And fwhen] the skip would come up theyrd just

teeter there on the edge. And the first sunday, of course,

everything was, you know, six or seven days a week, r pul led

those two things out. r got a front-end loader in one sunday

and brought my cages up and r purled them out of the way

because r was afraid (chuckles) theytd go down rny shaft.

But then somewhere down in the shift, before we got to

the f irst lever, werd gone through a bed of shale and the

shaft was actuarly froating in there. rt had no brocking, ro

noth ing and r  had the. . . i t  was ter r ib le .  r t  was Kerr  l lccee

was the one that ran it .  oh, i t  was tough. rrve never run

into such tough nining in my 1ife, never. rt  seemed l ike

everythingl was just problems al l  the t ime.

so then when you went to work in La prieta, now, La prieta was

a b ig,  b ig  rn ine,  too.

rt was a big mine there. And r had a feIlow there named

Montes, Roberto Montes. They carled hirn the assistant

superintendent. Herd been there for years. rn fact, he had

herped negotiate the contract when they unionized back in the

[19]30s,  but  he was a fa i r  person.  He was a good person.

They had made him sometirne a salaried ferrow, but he was good.

Just ask hirn questions on the ord part of the mines. And r

13
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used him. I took hin up to Veta Grande. He had worked up

there- He was l ike a walking dict ionary. Herd teII you

anythingr. And I had hin look after mainly the safety side

because he was so good. As a matter of fact, Frisco had asked

him once over to arbitrate a labor problem. And the men liked

him. Everybody liked him because he was honest. He was good.

End of Side A

Beginning of Side B

IYou were talking] about nining experiences. You were talking

about the La Prieta Mine in Parral and some of the general

problems of just gett ing fanil ia with such a large mine. What

were the working conditions like at La Prieta? Was that

pretty labor intensive?

Wel l ,  Ie t  me see.  Yeah,  i t  was labor  in tens ive.  I tm t ry ing

to think how many people we had, you know, working

underground. I was trying to come up with that, but f donrt

remember.

When I went there you had a machine man and you had a

helper .  And l i t t le  by l i t t le . . .  .  Because our  men in  La

Prieta were a lot better union wise than they were in, l ike,

Santa B6rbara, a r ich mine.

Now, better in what sense?

They hrere more understanding.

Okay.

M :

B :

M :



M :

B: Or they didntt give us the problems that they had in Santa

Bdrbara. Santa B6rbara was a r ich mine and, of course, they

wanted everything. And we finally worked in La Prieta. We

eliminated one helper and, f inal ly, we el iminated both

helpers, so we could work with less people and then produce

the same way. We took what the helpers got on the bonusr w€

put in with the drillers, and they became quite happy. But

when I tr ied that over in Santa B6rbara the union...the two

miners I had in the stope, they suspended then for two weeks.

So we went back to zero again. (chuckles)

WelI, you mentioned that the profi t  margin was very sl im at La

Pr ie ta.

Yeah.

La Prieta. Was that just because the mine was essential ly

getting to be mined out and you were having to mine at lower

and lower grade parts and deeper and deeper...and more

expensive nining?

Yeah, it was rnined out. When I arrived down there they were

just about finishing up sinking to the twenty-five

1eve l . . .wh i ch  f r om the  22 ,25 ,300  f ee t  and  t hey  we re  j us t

finishing on that. And you had a lot of water. We pumped

around 3,OOO, 3,300 gal lons a minute there.  And in  the upper

Ievels when they started out on their development they hit a

fault and they had water go in. And they had to drain that

out. They got up to 8,000 a minutes in those faults. But

then they would go down.

M: But  by the la te [19]50s and the earry  [19]60s the prof i ts  were

pretty low in most mines in Mexico, werenrt they?

B :

M:

B :
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B :

M :

B :

M :

Yeah-

Was that just due to low metal prices?

Yeah, r wourd irnagine that. r donrt even remember the prices.

Or there were some high taxes with the government. Wasnrt

that part of i t?

Yeah. weII, you see, when they Mexicanized they el iminated

part of that tax, so they said. I  mean, you didnrt have to

nationalize, but then you would pay through the nose so you

were just about forced to. And even now the raw is you have

to Mexicanize. Arthough if  you go in and open a mine now r

believe that you can open it and then recoup your money plus

whatever profit that they al1ow, but then you got to

Mexicanize. so you got to hire yourself a Mexican rawyer, a

good one f irst, dD honest one.

what do you remember about the living conditions there at La

Prieta?

Oh, they had a nice place there.

They had their own camp right in the rniddle of town.

Yeah, and a fence around it .  I  think A. A. Brown did that

back when they moved in there. He laid out a good camp with

real nice houses, I thought.

Now, what was the makeup of the staff there in the early

[19]6os? were they a l r  s t i r l  fore igners in  the technica l

s taf f?

No, when I went back in

that hras Canadian. And

Mexican that frd known

Mexican.

[19)67 f got a mine superintendent

then I got an assistant that vras a

in Taxco. But most of them were

B :

M :



B:

M:

And were these people that had been trained through ASARCO or

they . .  .

Most of them had.

WelI, how would you assess their capabil i t ies?

Oh, f thought, they were, we1l, just l ike any place. Yourve

got some good ones. Yourve got some thatrs not as good' But

I thought they had some Cracker Jacks that really knew things.

Theyrd get a l i t t le carried away, perhaps, in some things, but

they were good. They were sound.

Wel l ,  before the Mexicanizat ion. .

i n  abou t  [ 19 ]65 .

Now, ASARCO Mexicanized

1 9 6 5 .

Were there conflicts? What were just the general attitudes

I i ke ,  sdy r  f r om [19 ]61  t o  [ 19 ]65?

You know, I never noticed any in La Prieta. I  didnrt notice

anyone that was against.. . I  think our shift  bosses were

Mexican. And our carpenter shop, it was Mexican. And our

niII ,  they had- who did they have as a ni l l  superintendent

there? They got a Mexican there. He was of I tal ian descent,

but he was Mexican. And the chief engineer was Mexican. In

fact, I donrt rernernber when I hras there, really, any other

gringos around. f was about the only one.

Do you remember any particular changes? What l/ere the

principal changes that you remember with ASARCO after the

Mexicanization after 1965?

WeIl, the set up, as I understand, was that when they

Mexicanized the Mexican partners had a managerial agreement

with ASARco for five years with an option for another five

B :

M :

B:
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years. And so they exercised the option for ten years. Then

af ter  that ,  then,  un less. . . I  th ink therers only  one person I

know, one gringo, that stayed down there.

So what were those? I mean, under that administration

agreement that they had were those changes rnainly in Mexico

City in the principal off ices? Or what changes did you see on

an operational level, l ike at La prieta?

You just got more Mexican young people in there. That was the

only thing I could see. In Mexico City they kept- f  donrt

know when they rnade a change- their mine manager down there,

chuck campbeIl. r donrt renember when he left, but he stayed

down there at least five years. And Bob Lim6n was down there.

They had Marlow. He was the southern manager and he reft

sometime, r donrt remenber just when, but they were replaced

by Mexicans.

what was the quarity as far as training, the technicar

abir i t ies, of the people that were coming in, sdyr after the

Mexicanization? Where they sti l1 well-trained?

oh, yeah. r think the schooring down there is f irst-crass.

r know some rear good ones. r know some rousy ones, but r

know some good ones. Itrs just l ike up here, you know, you

get goods ones and bad ones. I didnrt really have any

complaint with standards of the Mexican engineers.

How would you compare when you later worked, then,

Nicaragua? Te}I me something about what were things like

Bonanza.

weIl, in central America they had these ex-patriates they

carred them. My son is in Honduras, now, and hers been down

1 8

B:

M :

l-n

at



M :

B :

M :

B :

M :

B :

M :

B :

there nearly three years. But these ex-pates, they sort of go

around. They work at all the praces, you know, and then rnaybe

into northern south American there in colombia, for example.

And they always seem around there. And that was where we got

rnost of our outsiders.

Now, what nationalities, generally, would they have been?

Oh, God. I had a German, I had a Spaniard, I  had a peruvian,

I had a Chilean. And I had them from aII over.

Now, these were engineers?

Yeah, they were engineers. They were good in their wdy, but,

I mean, they signed a contract for two years, or whatever it

is, and you didnrt know whether yourd get them back or not.

They might go over to the other mine. (chuckles)

What about the miners? Were they locals?

our miners at Bonanza were arI Mosquito rndians. we had no

Spanish descent in there. They were aII Mosquitos.

Were there any particular problems in dealing with thern?

No. Every now and then theyrd come marching in and want

sonething because we didnrt have a union there. And on the

surface we had some bracks from around Blue Fields. you know,

thatrs their brack colony that when the sandinistas came in

there they wanted it to go back to the British. They figured

the Brit ish were better than the sandinistas. (chuckles) But

our miners there, f thought, were pretty good. And this

German that was in there, the line superintendent, he had

worked in Haiti and canada. He had worked alr around, but he

had a pretty good group in the mines there. And he treated

them pretty good, too.
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M :

B :

M :

B:

Anything that particularly comes to your rnind about trying to

work in Nicaragua at the time the revolution was going on or

getting started?

we1l, every time that these Sandinistas, the rumor would come

they were corning in, you know, and Ird have a bunch not come

to work. And then if they !{ere gone a week I had to fire

them. Then theytd come wandering back sometimes, you know,

but that was the big trouble.

Were they involved in the revolution or rrtere they just afraid

to  come because . . .

They were afraid. And we had some that were...our chief

engineer was one of them, one of the Sandinistas. As a rnatter

of fact, after they took over he used me and I used hin

because when I wanted something Itd qo through him and when he

wanted something hetd (chuckles) come through me. So thatts

the way we worked.

So the mine continued to operate, then, after the Sandinistas?

Yeah, we continued to operate. In fact, w€ did pretty good

there.  We were rnak ing around 3,000 to  315OO ounces [o f  go ld]

a month. Thatts when it  got up to 80O. And then when f left

we trad around 9, OOO ounces at the Banco Central in Ivlanagua on

hold. And they were supposed to pay. I donrt know if they

did.  I  e tuess they d id because they had the gold. . .g ,OOO

ounces. They made an agreernent, but I donrt know if they ever

paid of f  or  not .

Tell  me something about your experiences in Bolivia. Of

course, Bolivia is another country with a long, Iong mining

tradit ion l ike Mexico. Were there similari t ies?

M :

B :

M :
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B: No, not really. In Mexico, your southern miners and your

Chihuahua miners, theyrre a lot dif ferent. Down south theyrre

more fndian and they walk around with machetes (chuckles) all

the t ime.

Anlnaay, in Bolivia we had al l  Indians in there and theyrd

take off when they'd feel l ike i t .  And aII of them would sit

down and chew their cocoa leaf, which was admissible. That

was part of the contract. And the government runs the unions.

And down there the unions were a lot different than what I saw

in Chihuahua here. Down there when they go on a strike they

start drinking and they get belligerent and they get meanr so

you donrt want to be around then. They blocked the train once

because we got in a bad shape down there because of the money

situation. We went down... i t  was probably twenty-f ive to one.

When  I  l e f t  i t  nus t  have  been  7OO,800 ,  t o  a  1 ,OOO to  one .  I

couldntt pay then. And they wouldntt give me dollars. And we

were getting loans from the bank in pesos, but by the time

werd get the loan, why, then it  wasnrt worth anything. We

couldnrt buy any dri l l  steel because they wanted dollars and

we couldnrt buy reagents and we had hell  of a damn tine. The

miners blocked the government-run train over in cerro Grande

tin mines. They were worse there, probably. I trs l ike they

said,  r rWel l ,  w€ d idnt t  take the t rack out . t r  Because that ts

what they generally do. They really get bell igerent.

And in Quiona, i t ts in a lower elevation and they h/ere a

Ii t t le bit better. They were well isolated. They were away

from anything, you know, but they got drunk. And when werd

leave there in the morning you had to be careful because

2L



somebody night be asleep in the rniddle of the road

l i t t le vi l lages. Therers one of them that we went

part icular ly.  But i t  was quite an experience.

M: What about the technical staff in Bolivia? Were they ex-

patr ia tes,  a lso?

No. No, Do, Do, no. We had, except for myself,  they were al l

Bolivians. And, f mean, theyrre running the mine. They

calred me the adrninistrator. And r put an engineer in there

because I was being cheated on the contract, you know. And

they ran the engineer off.  And I thought, t tWell,  nhat It I l  do

is  I t l I  br ing in  one of  these labor  men f rom La paz. r t  And I

got him in there, but the only thing we ever wanted to talk

about was this one engineer. And he knew the engineer because

when he had been... .  During any uprising down there, when

the army comes after them, they run. They donrt stand up.

And so this guyr back in [19)52 or whenever it was they

nationalized the mine, this felrow was on the run and he went

to this engineerrs fatherrs house- he was a miner- as a refuge

and they kept hin there for about a week tilr where he could

sl ip out. Theyrd generarly go to Argentina or to peru just to

get out of the country. And so f brought this guy out. He

wouldnrt even talk. He wouldnft even discuss it ,  so i t  was a

trip for nothing and a waste of our money and our time as far

as r was concerned. And they just wouldnrt take him back, so

I thought l fd get some help, l ike in Mexico you can work

th ings l ike that ,  but  herers i t ts  just  d i f ferent  people.

what wourd you say the principal differences wourd have been

between,  oh,  the rn in ing people in  genera l . . .not  on ly  the

in these

through,
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B :

tectrnical- people, but the miners in Mexico and some that you

found in Central America and South America?

WeII, I  think, in Bonanza they were comparable to Mexican

rniners. Those Mosquito Indians, they were good workers. And

they worked safe. In Bolivia they werenrt too safety

conscious because they had a lot of.. .  .  I  know in one place

there was an argument- this is what I found out, f donrt know

how true it is- between the moter man and his helper. It was

a property they had, a little farm they had there, and they

got in some kind of an argument. And the motor was derailed

and this helper there feII in a l i t t le old hole about that big

(demonstrates size) and drowned, but everybody said that this

other guy (chuckles) hit hin over the head and put him in.

Anlnray, I donrt know. Excuse rne just a minute, Irve got to go

in here. (taping stopped and started again)

Alright, w€ had talked about comparing some of the Mexican

mines with other mines. One of the changes, certainly, that

went on after the Mexicanization !ras, as you were just

mentioning, a fair amount of mechanization and, in some ways,

modernization, of some of the mines.

Yeah. Yeah, they added a lot of money to equipment and so

forth.

Do you think the mines, for exarnple, that ASARCO operated been

sornewhat neglected as far as capital investment in those years

i n  t he  [ 19 ]50s?

Near the end Irm sure i t  was because you only replaced when it

stopped. And Irm sure i t  was because of this pending

Mexicanizat ion.
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M :

B :

Just ttre uncertainty of what was going to happen?

Yeah,  that ts  rny opin ion.  Of  course,  I  donr t  know for  sure,

but they didnrt spend much capital there.

Do you think that the Mexicanization was a good thing for

Mexican rnining?

Oh, I think i t  was inevitable. I  think i t  was due.

But does that mean do you think it was good for Mexican

mining? Was it good for the country?

Oh,  f  th ink i t  is ,  but  f  donr t  know.  (chuckles)  I  canr t

answer that. f  think i t  was.

was there some particurar other incidences or kind of

adventures that come to rnind of the various praces yourve been

and worked in the world?

r canrt remember anything right now, but rrm sure that r had

run in to these p laces that . . .  .  WeI l ,  one th ing they d id. . .

werl, r was told because they put a rittle wince down in the

tin mines in cerro Grande, and it was a one-compartment thing.

They went down on these winces and they had their timber and

they went down in a bucket with an air hoist. And when they

would light the round in the bottom, why, they lit by hand.

They didntt have anything, you know, electr ic or anything.

And then theyrd bring that guy up on that air thing, you know,

(chuckles) l ike this, (demonstrates l i f t ing procedure). And

once he dj-dnrt quite get up there when it  was off,  but he

wasnrt hurt. But we were contemplating sinking a shaft and r

was determined (chuckles) we werenrt going to get that way.

I  wouldnr t  work l ike that .

WeIl, looking back, have you enjoyed your 1ife in the nining
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B :

M :

B :

M :

B :

business?

Oh,  yes .

And al l  the places yourve worked?

And you rniss i t .  But nor,,r f  rm out of touch with a11..,

Now, your chi ldren were born in these various places.

Yeah, the son was born in Charcas and the eldest daughter in

Taxco and the youngest in South Africa.

And they grew up in rnining camps?

Yeah. And, actually, they enjoyed Mexico very much. Of

course, I had two Mexicans. And it  was interesting. It  was

good.

Mr. Byrd, thanks very rnuch for your t ine. I trs been

interesting talking with you.

If f  could give you more, I would. I  guess I just canrt

remember everything.

Thank you.

End of Interview
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