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M :

Mining in Mexico
Oral History Project

Kelly Spilsbury
By W. NoeI McAnulty,  Jr .

January 21, L996

We are in EI Paso at the home of Kelly Spilsbury. Werre going

to visit  a l i t t le bit about his recollections of his

experience in mining in Mexico. Mr. Spilsbury, could you just

tell il€, briefly, something about your early experience and

how you started working in Mexico?

Right, sure. f was born and raised in Mexico without any

ambit,ion whatsoever of mining, but later on after working a

few years in Arizona in the rnines I found that having a little

bit of experience in rnining and knowing a littIe bit about

Spanish I  was. . .  .  Wel1,  they wanted me down there,  so I  was

hired. And I worked down there for a good many years. Werre

talking about years long before your birth.

Where were you born in Mexico?

Actually, I  wasnrt born in Mexico. I was born in New Mexico

about fifty yards frorn the border, but my fanily moved back

down to Mexico then and I was raised down there.

Were you in the ranching business? Were your farnily ranchers?

Yeahr i ly father was. And then after that...

So where in Mexico? Were you in northern Chihuahua or Sonora?

Where were you?

S: No, no. In Mexico we were in Chihuahua, of course. But when

I began to work for the mines it had been after some

experience in Bisbee, Arizona. And then I went down to work
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in Cananea, Sonora.

So your f irst job was in Cananea?

Yeah.

Okay. And how long s/ere you working in Cananea?

I worked a year until they started writing me letters from the

draf t .

So what year would you have started working?

This was 1941. And then when they started writing me letters

about the draft f went up to Arizona to make rnyself available

for the draft.

And then were you in the service during the war?

Yes ,  I  was . . . f ou r  yea rs .

So then after the service is when you went to work?

After the service I came back and I went back to Mexico and

found myself during very much of nothing, And the GI BiII of

Rights came up and said, why donrt you go to school? So I

did. f went up to Utah and f went to school at Brighan Young

University for four years.

Were you najoring in engineering or something technical?

(chuckles) This is the thing thatrs funny. No, I majored in

English l i terature and f wanted to teach school. And I got a

job as a schoolteacher, but I couldnrt stand it  so I went back

to min ing.

So then where did you go?

I went back to Taxco, Guerrero.

FoT ASARCO?

For ASARCO, y€s,  s i r .

That would have been when?

M :
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S : That would have been L952, L9s2, in Taxco, Guerrero, where two

of my children were born and then, wellr w€ went down for six

rnonths and we stayed for thirty-five years.

After you worked at Taxco then you worked where?

From Taxco we went to Santa B6rbara, Chihuahua.

And what year was that about?

That  was 1,954.

And you worked severar years then at santa B6rbara and later,

La Prieta?

No, sir. f went to Santa B6rbara and f worked there from L}SA

unti l  L957. And then I was transferred to Santa Eulal ia in

Chihuahua City, just out of Chihuahua, and I stayed in

Chihuahua City from L957 until 1950. And then I got a job to

go back to Santa B6rbara and I stayed there from 1960 until

L975 .

And you ret i red in  [19]75?

Yes ,  s i r .

Have you been involved in mining since you left Mexico?

Really, I  have. Actual1y, f  have. There have been people who

have calIed us and werve gone down to the west coast, of Mexico

down into Nayarit and Sinaloa and we worked in several mines

down there, but they have seen my reputation as a miner and

they have thought, rrJust get hin down here and he can create

ore.rt But frve gone down there and we havenrt been able to

create ore. We can mine it  i f  we can f ind i t .

So then in your time working with ASARCO, primarily, were you

involved directly in rnining?

Altogether.
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.A.nd underground?

Altogether, yes, sir.

As  a . - -

Mine foreman, actually. r started out as a mine shift  boss in

Taxco and then r was promoted to mine foreman. And from mine

forernan in Santa B6rbara I was prornoted to mine superintendent

and then to assistant superintendent in Santa EuIaIia and back

to santa BSrbara rater as assistant superintendent. And r

never got any farther.

Tell me about your first rnining experiences you had working in

Cananea. What were you doing there?

In cananea, actuaIly, i t  was a situation of favorit ism. f

went down there as a shift boss. And the generar manager had

a daughter who kind of liked il€, so I got an awful lot of

attention that I wouldnrt have gotten ordinari ly. The mine

there is a different situation. I would never have played

wi th i t  rea l  wel l .

But now, were you working underground in Cananea?

M :

S :

M :

S :

M :
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Yeah.  This  was L94O.

Was that before they had the open-pit?

Oh, yeah, yeah, it was before they had the open-pit. We were

working what they ca11ed the porphyry division. And

everything, f donrt know...ny experience in mining had been so

rneek that, actually, f  didntt real ly know what f was doing

down there, but r got this job as a mine shift  boss because of

favoritism. But I never rea11y knew what was groing orlr

actually. They gave me a job. They said, r l ,ook, this is the

most important thing in Cananea. Werve got to drive these
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drif ts.rr we were driving the drif ts. rt  was eight meters

wide and twelve meters high. They wanted everything to go

perfeetly.

So you were driving a drift?

Just  dr iv ing a dr i f t .  Thatrs  the job I  had.

what was the name of the operating company in cananea at that

t ime?

That was the cananea consolidated copper company, ANACONDA.

Okay.

(c lears throat)  I rm sorry  I tm not  ab le to  ta lk .

So then after you left Cananea and, then, after the war years,

you went back to work in Taxco?

Right.

Now what were the conditions like in Taxco in those years?

In Taxco they were excellent, excellent. We went down there

for ,  l ike I  sa id,  for  s ix  months,  my wi fe  and I . . .  ( tap ing

stopped and started again)

Okay, you were tel l ing about what condit ions were l ike at

Taxco when you first went down to work there.

Yeah, our company had just bought in there. They had bought

in frorn Howe Sound, a company called Howe Sound who was having

a l i t t le bit of dif f iculty. And our company bought in there.

And the mines, actually, they consisted of nothing more than

the shrinkage stopes. And the job that f had r,.ras the upper

levels  of  ox ides. . .very,  very h igh grade s i lver  and lead.  And

the only tine I ever did anything beside shrinkage stopes was

an example of top sl ice that we tr ied there. The grade was so

hiqh we had sometirnes a streak of galena thirty-seven meters
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M :

wide, you know, that would run sixty, seventy percent 1ead, so

it was worthwhile to try this top sJ-icing then. But,

otherwise than that, it was arl shrinkage stoping and the

situation r^ras, weII, a matter of getting along with the

people.

Tell me about the rniners that you had. Now, you were working

at Taxco as a mine forernan or a shift boss?

Right, mine shift  boss.

what was the makeup of the rnining crew? were they mostly

Mexican nationals?

No, no. The workers were, sure, but everybody there...the

general superintendent, of course, himself, was an American,

his assistant was an American, the mine superintendent hras an

American, and the nine foreman was an American.

And then the Mexican nationals were miners?

The Mexican nationals had the job of sotamineros, bosses.

For example, how many miners, approximately, were working

underground at that tirne?

In Taxco we had a hundred and f i f ty men. That is, f  did, but

there were two other mines.

And how would you assess the quality of the rniners? Were they

good workers, well-trained? What sort of problems did you

have in working with thern?

WeIl, thatrs a good question because most of our miners

were...we just got the men from around locally, but there had

been an old Mexican mining company that had gone under over in

the state of Veracruz, and these miners all came over to work

for us. And they were good miners. We had some good miners.
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when they came over to work at Taxco we had some very

exeellent miners.

Now, describe what the conditions wourd have been like

underground at Taxco. First of al l ,  was it  a shaft mine?

werr, they had a shaft there, but we had three levers that

went into the mountain. r worked on the seventy-five level,

which was the main Ievel, you know, and there was a mine berow

us. There was an operation berow us, but that shaft was over

beyond the mountain, you know. And most of the operation was

just some shafts that went into the rnountain, caught the vein,

and then they mined. We nined right up to the surface,

M :

actual ly .

So most of

1eve1?

Right. I t

just  go ing

i t  and . .  .

the ore, then, was just passed down to the haulage

was the cheapest nining you can imagine, you know,

in and the ore body was above you, so we just, rnined

M :

S :

Describe kind of a typical day for you working underground.

Okay. Actually, i t  was pretty stark. My wife would get up at

5330 a.m.  in  the morning and I 'd  t ry  to  be at  the mine by 6:20

a.m. to 1ay out my people and explain to them what they had to

do .  We had  to  d r i l l ,  w@ had  to  b las t .  f t  wasn r t  l i ke . . . f

mean, we had the shrinkage stope systern, you know. We could

drirr and brast and we had a pad. we didntt have to pull  our

ore the day we blasted it .  f  mean, the niII  could wait a

couple of days, but the ni l l ,  actua1ly, was hungry most of the

t ime .

Then was the tranming done by...

7
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We trad l i t t le mancha motors, 1itt1e mancha motors..

And then what time did the shift end?

we went in at seven orclock in the morning and we were off at

3 :  O0  p .m .

When you were working down there were there stil1 a lot of the

old Spanish workings around or reeognizable? Taxco was worked

for ever and ever.

Yeah, they had talked about them but, actually, what we did

was ASARCo bought into Howe sound was in there and Howe sound

wanted to get out, so ASARCO bought them out and from there we

started from the botton. They had a surfide nill and ASARCO

put in an oxide rnill because the upper levels were very, very

high grade in oxide.

Was that cyanide for the oxide?

No,  no.  I t  was aI I  f lo ta t ion.

Did they have a colonia, a nining carnp?

No, not in Taxco. The company was, well ,  I tm not going to say

they were generous, but they would let us rent a house in the

city and they would pay a certain amount of money. We had to

pay more than the company would pay to get our house.

But the mines lrere very close to the town?

Actually, they were not. Actua1ly, i t  was quite a way out to

the mine. . .about  three mi les f rom Taxco out  to  our  mine.

WeII, that str ikes me as a bit of a curious situation because

in other places you see, I ike La Prieta, where the mine was

right in town, and yet they had a colony there. Why didnrt

Taxco have one?

Well, it sure did. Our company was fairly new. When I went

8
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down there they told [€, rrWe donrt even know what we have

here. rr There hras an ore body right in Taxco, but it was a

mine that had already been kind of exploited and had kind of

petered out. And a1l of the mines hrere about seven miles away

and,  I ike I  sa id,  no co lony.  They sa id,  t rWel l ,  wet l l  just

have to f ind out where h/e can live. rr No, in La Prieta they

had a beaut, i ful colony and, also, Santa B6rbara, too.

You mentioned that one of the principle assets you had, or at

least in your opinion, of working in Mexico was your knowledge

of  Spanish.

Yeah.

Were the other Anericans that were working in Taxco at that

t ime, were they bi l ingual?

WeIl, they got to be, but we had some real problems down there

when the engineers from Canad,a would come down with only a

knowledge of the operation with absolutely no knowledge of

Spanish, but they got a1ong. Engineers have a habit of doing

whatever they have to, you know, but they did have a problern

with }anguage.

So then, Iater, you worked at Santa B6rbara?

Yes ,  s i r .

Now, was Santa B6rbara a bigger operation than Taxco?

Oh, yeah, the biggest operation in the world. Santa B6rbara

is the biggest underground lead and zlnc mine in the world

and,  I  be l ieve,  i t  s t i l l  is .  And th is  is  1996.

It may well be, I donrt know. San Martln may be mining more.

I think it is the biggest underground operation in the world.

So about how many miners were working at Santa Bdrbara?

S :
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S : wtren r was in santa B6rbara as a nining superintendent there

were over seven hundred men in the mines. r had seven mines

and, of course, some of them were smaller, but I had seven

hundred miners to keep up with.

so what were the principle differences between working at

Taxco and working at santa Bdrbara other than just the size?

santa B6rbara is an old mining camp and arr the miners were

excellent miners. Their grandfathers had started there. The

miners knew exactly what to do and they had a powerful union.

We knew exactly what we could say to them, what we couldnrt

say to them, but Santa B6rbara was a 1ovely place to work in.

Now you mentioned that, your statement about what you could

say to the rniners, for example. Was that a problem or was it

just something you contended with everyday?

We1l, i t  certainly hras a problern i f  you offended one of them.

You could certainly be in hot water in a minute.

With the union?

With the union, r ight.

I had very, very good fr iends there, grandfathers, fathers,

and sons, but f could darnn well get in hot water in a minute

if I  said the wrong thing.

what was the makeup of the technicar staff at santa B6rbara?

Were they al l  foreigners there, too?

No, Do, they were not. The general managfer was an American,

the assistant superintendent was an American, the mine

superintendent was an American, the chief clerk hras an

American, and the man in the warehouse was an American, the

head mechanic, the electr ician was, also, an Arnerican. Werre

M :
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talking about when r f irst went there. Arl this disintegrated

and Mexicans took their place.

But that was after the Mexicanization law.

Actua1J-y, i t  was before.

Okay.

Actua1ly, i t  was before because they saw this coming a long

time a!to. A lot of our engineers sa\{ this coming and they

le f t .

So the Mexican nationals, then, that came on as engineers,

were they well-trained?

Very, very well-trained.

Were those graduates mostly of the Mexican institutions or

were they graduates of . . .

A lot of then were graduates from out here at UTEP, what they

called the El Paso Mines, but Guanajuato produced sorne very,

very good Mexican engineers,  too. . .Univers i ty  o f  Guanajuato.

Were the engineers that were working, then, with ASARCO before

the Mexicanization, were the situations such that they could

advance fair ly well  within the adrninistration?

Yeah, yeah. They did, they did. They came in with a t i t le

more than anything else, you know, and demanding right off

benefits from the title, but they learned that they had to get

their hands dirty f irst. But some wonderful, great, great

people...wonderful engineers and smart guys. They had to

learn, f irst, that they had to work.

Now did some of these engineers out of school, were they

working underground with you?

Yeah, they sure were.
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(chuckles) Learning how to mine?

They were learning how to mine. They actually had come out of

the university with their t i t le and then they... .  WeIl,  they

did a good job. I mean, they were awfully good miners.

What were the living conditions like at Santa BSrbara?

fn Santa Bdrbara we had a colony, like you were talking about

a l i t t le while d9o, an American colony, and had an excellent

situation there. Each one of us had our home and our

telephone and everything was paid for by the company and we

were protected. No one could corne in. The guard had to, you

know, let them in. We had a wonderful experience there.

Now were the Mexican engineers that were there...sdy,

these would have been the n id- [19]50s werre ta lk ing

about, right?

Yes .

Were they living in the colony?

WelI, some of them were. The better ones, letrs put i t  that

way.

Was it  determined more by the job posit ion they had?

Actually, i t  was. Actually, i t  was. The safety engineer

l ived in there. Actually, our safety engineer was one of the

greatest engineers who ever lived in Mexico. He wrote the

mining safety law for Mexico.

Do you remember his name?

Yes, I do, Jorge Rangel, and he

was one of these Mexicans who

hirnself ,  but he was a bri l l iant,

Now, correct me if  I tm wrong

lived in the colony. And he

liked to kind of laugh at

br i l l iant  engineer .

on th is ,  KeI Iy ,  but  as IM :

L2
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M :

rernernber, the mining law required that the safety engineer was

a Mexican national. Is that true?

Pardon?

That whoever was functioning as a safety engineer for these

companies had to be a Mexican national?

At the time I was there it did, yeah.

f think that was the law.

Yeah,  r ight .

Were there any particular problems with the safety engineer?

He must have had to interface with a lot of dif ferent people,

not only the miners, but the adninistrators and everyone.

I never heard of that. In fact, Rangel was always raising

hell with the people a whole lot more than we were.

With the miners?

Yeah.

And really enforcing safety?

Enforcing safety laws, yeah.

Safety and health?

Right. Rangel was a, wel1, he was just a grand guy and he

sure was a smart engineer. When he first started out he came

in there to Santa B6rbara and they gave him a job as safety

engineer. What he wanted to do was to get in to production.

And, oh, about two years later, I  said, t tWhy donrt you get in

to production?rr He vras kind of funny. He said, rr l f  I  do,

f irst thing Ir l l  do is have to go into a mine under a

blockhead l ike you.rr Because I was mine foreman at that t ime.

In your opinion, part icularly kind of looking back on it  now,

were the nining condit ions part icularly unsafe?
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S : Actually, Do, because our company $ras very, very...safety was

one of the most important things in our job and, I mean, they

had the highest rate of anything we could think of as safety.

ASARCO did not, like to have to report an accident. I mean,

Irve seen our general managers sdy, rrWe regret to report a

fatal accident. . . rr ASARCO hras always very, very careful

about that.

So then later you worked at Santa Eulal ia?

Yes ,  s i r .

Now, again, thatrs one of the real famous distr icts in Mexico.

Oh, that was nice. f went up there after this mine f loodr you

know. You heard about the flood?

That  was in  1945,  wasnr t  i t?

Yes, sir.  And most of that f lood had happened on the lower

levels, of course. And the operation that we had, w€ had to

worry about it. I mean, we had to worry about it constantly.

If  we drove a drif t  we had to dri l l  a hole, plus six above us,

minus six below us, and six degrees on either side.

As p i lo t  ho les?

Yeah, fifty yards ahead of any round that we drove in order to

make sure we werentt going to run into that f lood again. I

was not there at the t ime of the f lood.

WeII, what were the nining condit ions l ike at Santa Eulal ia?

The ore bodies at Santa EuIaIia were a quite a bit more

irregular in form.

Some were. Santa Eulal ia, Ir11 always think, w€ were al lowed

to operate because we were h i r ing people. . .subsidy,  subsidy,

you know. f t  was a great  ore body of . . .  .  I t  was one of

M :
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these room and pi l lar thingsr you know. The ore would just

appear wherever it was. And then hre had this country rock

that ran a l i t t te bit of si lver, about sixty-f ive, even to a

hundred, grams of si lver. In the garne.t rock, thatrs what Irm

trying to say. And as a mine foreman I didntt hesitate to

grab the garnet rock too, to keep my boss happy, but the Santa

Eulal ia was nothing more or less than just a subsidy. The

rni l I ,  the miII was in Avalos wasr you know, and Avalos would

be glad to have anything they could get, so we tried to get

them something from down there.

Now, when you say a subsidy this would have been in the late

[19 ]50s ,  when . . .

In 119157 I went to Santa Eulal ia.

Right. And these were basically government tax breaks more

than anything else. Is that correct?

Right, r ight.

Based on production and you had to meet certain requirements

in regard to spending exploration dollars and al l  those

th ings.

I donrt recall that the government ever expected anything from

us, but we expected a lot frorn the government. But, actually,

f  wasnt t  the manager  there,  so I tm not  too fami l iar  wi th  that .

But you were aware of the problems?

I knew something about it, right.

So, really, I  think, would i t  be fair to say that by the late

[1-9]50s that the economic condit ions for the mining companies

had gotten pretty diff icult?

It sure had, it sure had. The company right next to ASARCO in
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M :

S :

M :

S :
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M :

Santa Eu1alia was caLled the Potosi Mining Company. Now, Irm

not sure about this, but one of the men in potosl, Mariano

Valenzuela, he had been a very powerful man in the union and

he got some money. And I bel ieve, Irve always heard, that his

partner was Adolfo L6pez Mateos, who hras the president of

Mexico. But, anyway, our company loaned them money because we

had to have their ore for our smelter. And when that mine

burned I was down there myself almost twenty days in that rnine

trying to put that fire out and get our people out. WeIl, our

people were not exposed, but they lost some people. They lost

nine men. But it took me twenty days to recover the mines

where our people could work and it was because our company

Ioaned the money to Mariano Valenzuela so he could buy the

mine and produce the ore for our smelter. That was Santa

Eu Ia l i a .

But, now, at Santa EuIaIia, were you working primari ly in the

east camp or the west camp?

East camp. No, I was in San Antonio, but I was in charge of

both. I  was mine superintendent.

And, again, dt Santa Eulal- ia, there was a colony there

maintained by the company?

It was a lovely colony there, a lovely colony there.

Were most of the colonies really basical ly the sarne? I mean,

they provided the same sort of faci l i t ies.

About the same thing. We had a kind of a Hillary Clinton

complex of First Lady and a1I that stuff.

Now why would you say that? Was that just kind of the pecking

order? The wi fe  of  the person in  charge k ind of . . .

M :
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S : The wife, yeah, but the general managers hrere arways great

guys. But you canrt take away from their wives. Their wives

hrere just  a  l i t t le  b i t ,  I  donr t  know,  k ind of  Hi l larys.

Had their olrn society, probably.

Yeah.

End of Side A

Beginning of gide B

so after you left santa Eulalia you returned to santa B6rbara?

To Santa Bdrbara, yeah.

And that would have been in 1960?

Right.

In 1960, okay. Now, then, the Mexicanization for ASARCO took

place short ly after l-960?

Shortly after that, r ight.

And what were you aware of, kind of on an operating level, of

the principle changes after Mexicanization?

The first thing, naturally, we worried about what the

situation as far as our job was concerned, but our management

in Mexico City told us that, rrYour job is secure. Just stay

here. They want you to stay. Werre going to Mexicanize. The

law was that we had to be fifty-one percent Mexican. And we

have our forty-nine percentr so they want us to stay. And

ASARCO and New York, the Guggenheims, want you to stay. il So

we decided to stay and they were very, very nice to us for a

Iong t ime.

They  be ing . . .
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The Mexicans.

Okay.

Their Mexican engineers courd have taken over from the same

day. They didntt lack experience, they didntt lack abil i ty.

They could have taken over, but the government just gave them

more tine than they needed, you know.

A phase-in period as much as anything e1se.

Yeah. until about L973 there was a man named Jorge Larea who

came in. And Larea was, also, one of the principle people who

demanded from Jos6 Luis Echeverria, rr l ,etrs just grab this

thing. tr So they did. Echeverria was the president of Mexico

and his friend was Larea arnongst others. And they were the

guys who really cashed in.

So then the principle change with ASARCO came after Larea

really becarne more directly involved in the administration of

the company?

Larea was one of these real suave people who convinced our

general manger, Mr. Walter Nock, that he was the guy to take

over. And the minute he took over, then he kind of pushed

Walter Nock to one side. Then after that none of our jobs

were secure.

Now, one of the things I donrt really understand, KeIIy, is

that after the Mexicanization a lot of the foreigners

eventually left.  They a1l eventually left,  but i t  was a

gradual exodus. Some people that, apparently, were close to

retirement stayed on and then retired and others just left to

take better jobs or different jobs somewhere else. What was

the kind of the club that the Mexican government used to get

M :

S :
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to foreigners? Did i t  become more and more diff icult,  for

example, for you to get papers to stay in Mexico?

No, I had my papers before I ever went down there. They never

questioned cit izenship or the r ight to l ive, but after Larea,

Jorge Larea, came in i t  became very, very obvious that...

He used to teII our general manager- I mean, people donrt talk

to Chuck Carnpbell  l ike that- rrwerre st i l1 moving planes to the

United States every day if  you want to go.rt I  mean, Larea, he

wanted to  take over .  Hers not  a  Mexican,  even.  Hers a

Basque, a Spaniard.

f  d idn ' t  know that .

Hers a Spaniard.  And,  f  th ink,

t ine as a chi ld, but he learned

Iived in Washington at one

hate Americans, so when he

he

to

M :

got down there in Mexico with a lot of money and he had a

chance to get a certain amount of revenge... .

But ,  actual ly ,  when I  le f t  in  1975 I  d idnt t  s tay because

I wanted to. I  stayed because I bought a l i t t le ranch just

out of Santa Bdrbara and f thought I could make it, you know,

kind of a nest e99, but when they kept putting pressure on

me. . . they were going to  send me to Zacatecas to  some l i t t le

camp they had down there. I thought, 'rWell,  I 'd better sel l

and  go . r t  So  I  d id .

Now, was there a difference in attitude of the working people?

You worked with the Mexican national miners everyday. Did you

notice a difference in attitude working with them before the

Mexicanization and after the Mexicanization?

Not so nuch, not so much. I learned in the Phil ippine fslands

during the war that whoever is winning is going to be on the

S :
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fr iendly side. We went into a l i t t le vi l lage one night. We

fought our way across the river against a bunch of ilaps and

the Filipinos all embraced us. We were a company. And that

night a battalion of Japs came in and pushed us across the

river back and, I remember, these same Fil ipinos that were

kissing us were throwing rocks at us and so f thought, rrWe11,

whoeverrs  in  charge seems to be. . .  . r r

Be the one that everyone likes.

Yeah, \,rho ever is winning seems to be the one. But the

Mexican miners, they told us, they told my wife, t , f f  Kelly

goes, the whole damn company is going to fold.rr I t  didntt

f o l d ,  I  mean . . .

Were there changes in living conditions at the colony after

the Mexicanization?

Actually, I  think there was. I think there was. You know,

when Echeverria, who strangely enough, is the guy who

destroyed Mexico, he came up to Santa B6rbara when he was

sti l l  a candidate. And I went up. We a1l did. We went up to

hear his speech and there were a thousand Mexicans who had

placards: rrWE WANT WATER!|| WE WANT WATERi| WE WANT WATER!"

And he gave a diatr ibe of, f  donrt know, but f inal ly he said,

It f  see that you are al l  denanding water. rr And he said,

r rThatrs  f ine,  that rs  f iner  so werre going to  get  water . r t  He

said, [First we have to f ind i t .  We have to produce it  and

then we have to distr ibute i t .n WeIl, thatrs the last we ever

heard of water and itrs st i l l  going on. The situation is

sti l l  the same. (chuckles) But al l  those people, there must

have been a  thousand o f  uSr  we a l l  c lapped l i ke . . .

M :
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hands) we thought that was the most wonderfur thing werd ever

heard of -

In the years of your experience of rnining in Mexico, what

would you say were the principle technical changes that you

saw during that period?

WeI1, there hras tremendous technical change. In Santa

Bdrbara, the greatest, l ike f said a while d9o, the biggest

underground lead and zinc mine in the world, aII we did was

shrinkage stoping. And when these Mexicans came in with their

far-flung ideas of bringing in new equipment, you know, our

shrinkage stoping was cornpletely thrown out. They brought in

a nehr system that completely wiped that out, and we never knew

exactly what to do, you know. They just destroyed us. They

came in thinking, rrAll we have to do is get the width of the

vein, the depth of the vein, and then what werl l  do is take

these long dri l ls and wetl l-  dri l l  twenty-f ive, thirty-f ive

meter holes and forget about this. That way we can produce

the tonnage we want. We can tell you next month what

production wetre going to have this month. By that time we

wil l  have f i f ty, sixty, thirty-f ive foot hoIes. We can blast

f ive holes at a t ime.rt f t  turned out to be a f iasco.

This would have been big, open stopes?

Yeah ,  yeah .  And  wha t  happened ,  rea l l y  bad . . . I t I I  t e I I  you

something else about Santa B6rbara. Santa B6rbara is unique.

They have what they caIled a carguero system. Cargueros are

people who work. . .actual1y,  theyrre pret ty  i rapor tant  people.

Some of the most important people in Santa Bdrbara belong to

that, that is, the owners. They were allowed to come in on

M :
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the upper leveIs of our company and mine what the company had

left- Could I have just a minute, please? (Taping stopped

and started again)

We were talking about the cargueros, the carguero system, at

Santa B6rbara.

Okay. They were allowed to mine the remnants of veins on the

upper levels of the company. And when this new system came in

they were critical of the way we had always mined and so they

demanded that they would come out and dig into the walls a

l i t t le bit more. And, actually, what they found were

stringers of ore, a l i t t le bit to the sides of the vein,

stringers that we had never considered. Actually, they were

marginal .  I t  wasnr t  ore,  i t  wasnr t ,  but  they mined these.

And so we would have a vein ten neters wide and they decided

to mine eight meters in depth, you know. So you got eight

meters wide and you got ten meters depth. Yourve got a real

problem. You have to have exactly the same width as you have

depth in a mine. And the first thing you know they had cave-

ins,  they had people fa l l ing,  and they had. . .  .  But ,  I  mean,

this is a new system that came in when the Mexicans took over.

I  mean,  theyt re br i l l iant  guys.  I rm not  cr i t ica l  o f  them, but

they were trying to make a system of mining where that system

didn't exist. And they f inal ly had to come back to shrinkage

stoping l ike werve done for centuries, I  l tuess. The f irst

nining that was done in Santa B6rbara, I understand, hras in

1500. The Spaniards had found it and started work and then

Cortes came over with his conquistadors. And most of his

conquistadors were from Extremadura, right along the side of
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Portugalr you know, where the Spanish mines are. And

Spanish miners are considered to be the best miners in

wor ld-

Well,  they certainly had some great success. When you were

Iiving in places l ike Santa B6rbara, and even in Chihuahua,

were you sti1l maintaining a personal interest in ranching?

No,  no.  Af ter  I  le f t  Santa B5rbara. . .  .  Actual ly ,  I  bought

this ranch in Santa Bdrbara because I almost had to. The

chief clerk there, he had a lot of money and, strangely

enough, I never knew where he got it, but he had a helI of a

Iot of money. So when I got there he had this little ranch

and he had tremendous amount of support from the company and

had some Santa Gertrudis catt le there, the f irst werd ever

seen in that area. And when he left he wanted me to take it

over  and I  sa id,  r r l  canr t  do i t .  l ty  job is  too b ig. t r  So he

got another guy to take it and this other guy eventually left

when he was f ired. And so he came back from EI Paso and said,

r rKe l l y ,  you rve  go t  t o  t ake  i t . t t  [ I  sa id ] ,  I tOkay ,  f i ne ,  so  i f

f have to work so damn hard I night as well buy it. It And I

bought it, but it never Lras anything that, would make any

money. In ranching if  you own less than 25O head of catt le

yourve got to just work for them, not for yourself.

You had mentioned some of the technical changes that went on

in the mining during that period. Were there, a1so, some

changes in safety and health requirements?

Real ly ,  no.  The only  th ing that  I  ever  knew of . . .no,  no.

ASARCO, when I went there...as American Snelt ing and Refining

Company they were far more advanced in safety than anyone f

the

the
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ever knew of. And when the Mexican people came in, Iike f

said, Jorge Rangel wrote the mining law for them. And he

wrote what he learned frorn ASARCO.

rs there some particurar experience or adventure, or something

of that nature, that sticks in your rnind of your experience of

working in the mines for many years?

Oh, I had so many experiences I donrt know quite what to say.

We had a shrinkage stope that was dangerous to work in. And

my bosses said, rrWe got to go. ftrs just too damn good to

Ieave. Werve got to get this ore out.tt  So I went in every

rnorning and f told ny guys, I said, rrYourre in a dangerous

spot here. And the only thing I can teII you is, tBe

careful. I  f f  you hear a sign of rr looserr coming down, i f  you

hear  a s ign of  ce i l ing coming in ,  get  out .  That ts  a l l  I  say. r l

Okay, well ,  we had an accident and some loose came down and

two people were hurt very, very badly. And then, of course,

the union demanded that I was to blame. And in the

investigation I had to tel1 them, rr l ,ook, I rm a professional

miner and the only way that I can know about a place thatts

too dangerous to work in is if I would work in it myself. And

I rve worked in those places and I bel ieve that I was

responsible enough that f could work there and get by.,t  We11,

the company ra ised heI I  and sa id that  I  had r r . . .so ld them out .

You should have really nailed them. rr And, you know, you have

to go along with what was factual more than what the company

wanted. The company wanted rne to say that it wasnrt dangerous

at al l .  Actually, w€ had one man practical ly dead and

another, so we had a lot of that to cope with.
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You mentioned things rike the fire at potosl mine. were there

other similar incidences in any other mine?

Oh, that was terrible. That $ras terrible. you know, mine

fires are the worse things that you can think of. We werenrt

expecting that. I t  wasnrt our mine at al l .  And always in

mining they terr you that you have to be near where therers an

exit of air. You have to be near where therers an exit of air

otr if you can be, where air comes down. And we were so

fortunate. Three of our mines were our main important mines

near Potosl. Arl of them the air went down, so what the helr.

We didntt worry. And I was at home one evening when, al l  of

sudden, this claxion came on and they rrrere screaming for help.

I went down, too, but i t  was a terrible situation. When I got

there the hoist man had already passed out, smoke from up the

shaft had come in and invaded the shaft, and he was passed out

and...paralyzed everything, you know. The cage was hung

between...r ight at a leve1, you know. And so frorn then on we

had to just worry what we could do about i t .  We didnrt move

the cage until the next day and we found three men dead in the

cage. And the hoist man could have just brought them out and

they would have been saved, but the poor devil. That smoke

came out so thick and he was engulfed in it and lost

consciousness. And then it took us about three weeks to get

our mine cleared because smoke and gas invaded our mines, too.

M: Let me change the subject a bit.  you mentioned earl ier

that your children were born in Taxco. Did they grow up in

Mexico in the rnining camps?

They sure did. They sure did. My kids were both high schoolS :
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age. My older three children, they went to the eighth grade

and then we sent them across the line to high school.

Did they come to high school here in El Paso?

Actually, t!,ro of thern went to a private school in Casas

Grande, Chihuahua, a church school, and the other one, we sent

hirn to Florida to a ni l i tary school.

How would you assess the quality of the schools? Now, they

would have attended, dt least prirnary school, in the rnining

camps. Is that correct?

WeIl, sir,  Irve got to be very, very complementary to the

schools because my wife always managed them (chuckles) over

there, especial ly in Santa B6rbara. She didntt in Santa

Eulal ia, but she did in Santa BSrbara up to the eighth grade.

And fr l l  tel l  you something else. Some of the kids that she

taught have really been successful.

Yourve kind of been a l i t t le bit,  I  guess removed, certainly,

from direct involvement in Mexican nining for some tine, but

whatrs your opinion about the future for Mexican rnining?

Oh, I think, that has to be about thirty percent of their

income and therers a. . .oh,  heI I ,  you canr t  inagine the s tore

house, the ore that they have available, you know. Mexican

mining is actually the future of the country, the future of

the country, and they have great people to do it ,  too. I wish

theytd turn it over to the engineers and not to the lawyers

and the poli t icians because the engineers are better, just as

good as anyone, you know.

KeIIy, thanks very much for your time. I appreciate your

comments.
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WeII, I  hope lrve given you something that is hetpful.

You have, indeed. Thank you. (taping stopped and started

again) one other question, Kelly, about Mexicanization. What

would be your general assessment of Mexicanization,

particularly in regard to the rnining industry? Was it

something that was good or bad for Mexico?

I think i t  was a terrible thing. ft  was a terrible thing, not

only because it disturbed investors who wanted to get down in

that country, but because they lost confidence in the

government. And, I think, that Mexicanization, the same thing

has a lways. . . r ight  now,  you can prove that  i t ts  a l l  bad.

Theyrre wanting us to go back. Theytre invit ing everybody to

come back. And at that tirne it seemed like a tragedy. And

even now it seems like even more so. Thatts rny opinion of the

Mexicanization.

End of Interview
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