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On Oct. 2, the first woman
miner in documented U.S. coal
mining history died in an under-
ground mine in Pennsylvania. Free
Press staff writer Helen Fogel vis-
ited the area. This is her story of
Marilyn McCusker’s life and death.

By HELEN FOGEL
Free Press Staff Writer

PHILIPSBURG, Pa. — Over the
crackling country telephone line, the
voice of Pennsylvania Mines, Inc., ad-
ministrator Barry Navotny was young
and warm and sympathetic.

Even over the long distance wire, it
was clear he was trying hard to be
helpful to a caller who had been wait-
ing long minutes while he located
official documents that described a
recent accident in the company's
Rushton Mine in Osceola Mills, five
miles south of this bustling little com-
mercial center on the western slopes
of the Allegheny Mountains.

Peopie here and in the smaller coal

Woman won mine job—and death
S8 s, ;

53 generally agree the accident was
sad but was no one’s fault—just one of
those things that happens to coal min-
ers.

The Rushton Mines, most agree,
has a reputation for being one of the
safest deep bituminous mines in the
country. Opened in 1963, Rushton is a
relatively young mine producing coal
to power electric generators exclus
sively.

“I'm sorry about your wait,” Na-
votny said, ““You have to understand
that first of all, we must be very
careful about the language. I mean in
the mining business we use common,
everyday words, but down in the mine
they mean something very specific.”

“Basically,” he said,” this is it,”
and he began to read the starkly sim-
ple communique.

“On Oct. 2, 1979, at approxi-
mately 3:15 p.m., an employe of the
Rushton Mining Co. was fatally in-
jured by the sudden collapse of a

Marilyn McCusker worked and died in the Rushton Mine. towns that lie scattered along Route See MINER, Page 21A
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Woman won mine job — and death
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McCusker created a new and better
lie —working hard to fulfill
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Navotny explained that roof bolt-
ing is the term for driving long steel
rods [nto the clling of the mine and

bolting them In psce with
elght-inch-wide plates to help shore
up & shaky mine roof.

UNITED MINE Workers Safety In-
spector Henry Yaskowitz had earlier

explained much of the same informa- Works in

on,
“She was doing what is u]l!ﬂ
‘retreat work," Yaskowitz said. “1
vurtqlmmuulmﬁn:nnm
ast bit of coal out of an area that
been mined.

Admittedly, he said, it is i
work, and accidents like the one that
killed Marllyn McCusker are not un-

mmon.
S0, according to company and
records, the.

ther record reveals is the
struggle Marilyn mounted with three
other wi bwlnh'nlull::lulh
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whom had graduated lrom high TUP!

school but all of whom were impatient
with theif low-paying jobs in the local
nlln factory nr mmllll home or bar,
their way into the State of
rrnnrylvnnh nm! federal equal em-
ployment bureaucracies. Then, tired
of months of waiting for the bureau-
crats, the women hired their own
attorney and filed a civil rights suit
against the mining company and its.
mmpmy. Pmlylvmin?wwn

and Electric

In 1977, ﬂlzy ‘won an out-of-court
settlement that gave them back pay
and senio rough 1975.

But that wasn't the end of it. Daily,
they and the other women hired en-
dured nitpicking hasslesfrom some
company brass and from some of the
men they worked witl

The men who work the Rushton
Mine, like the mine itself, are young,
but they are traditionalists who be-
lieve that a mine is no place for &
woman. One woman said it is no place
for anyone at all.

‘THEN THERE are the personal de-
tails. There is little room in either
m:mn;mlnrmum
lyn McCusker's life—Iike the middle
initial *J" for Juanita. Her mother
named her for her nursing nun at the
Utica, N.Y., hospital where Marilyn
was born.

Marilyn really hated that name,
and her husband n!\'cr quite under-
stood why. He thought it was pretty,
but he would tease her by calling her
“Wa-a-ahnita, Wa .nmm nu
records don't mention that
old Michael Anthony, her anly L‘Mld
who gazes out at the world through
wide-spaced, blue-gray eyes just as
his mother once did, is the sole survi-
vor of Marilyn's five children: two
nnlbum two who lived long enough
to be named.

Al Were the lssue of & bitterly
unhappy first marriage, which Mari-
lyn finally fled. She also left behind

widowed father and six brothers
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supy chael W
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ESPECMU-Y. the records
mu tell you about her second mar-
riage—an hnn!st-ln-tma-l]f! love

story. Not even her closest friends S
really understand that
‘When Marilyn met Alan McCusker
six years ago, the man seven
years her i‘l’l‘nlur was a hard drinking,

hand-to-mouth doing 0dd jobs. Some-
times his bouts with the bottle ended

her o
bumper stickers reading “Coal—

er and steeper
wmrh&.l Innu-mylan
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Now." They travel its posted 25-mile-
an-hour curves past the numerous
signs warning the road is “slippery
when wet."
. heavy trac-
tor-drawn coal trucks move their
from the mine to the Imlll’y
coal-burning electric generators of
the Pennsylvania power company.
From at the south end of 8!
Alan and Marilyn

, in
Illllldlnl anew lml to Osceola Mills,
lh.ll:“'. of the Rushton Mine, is 23

Almost everyone along there

the mi
I Spite of thei hardships, the peo-
e there are proud of their Allgheny

G:ldshnd'l.pnmumaimhm-
ough of Madera along the route,
b\lued about his Clearfield County

'TNI

county produces more coal
K:" han ST TN I 1
reason, it has

By ed:n!
mmmehu-wvmﬁtwtlplm Wm
— the in work
jobs, hard. Llove it. She did, too.”

muylvmln has everything — the
«coal, the ‘We could just cut our-
-vafl from the rest of the country
it alone,” he gloated.
lll! it has some drawbacks, too. A
stranger called one local resident and
‘began an introduction. The man inter-

“Lnow who you are.” be i, 1
Kknow where you came from. I ki
‘what you are doing hert
»Listenlady. this s sl town. I
your daughter stays out late at night
‘before you find out where she's been,
everyone else knows she's been out
Inte. This is a hell of a place to live."

“WHEN [ MET Marilyn," said Mc-

Cusker, “she was running away —
irom everyting, Her ife had been

“It was sheand Michael against the
world. That's the way it was — she o,
and Michael against the world

“She protected him good, though. I
ik as th st pecon wio ver
hollered at

M!Culk!r declined a drink. “I
haven't had a drink in more than a
yur n mu ‘me problems with my

ek 'up this way couldn't pro-
nounce Marilyn's name ﬂgm They
called her ‘Mer-lyn." Later at the mine
they got 1o calling her ‘Murt.” Her
name was Marilyn — Mar-i-lyn.
“When she told me she was going
1o put lnr job application in down at
the mine, 1 just didnt take it too
.mnu.ly T'd had mine in ever since
1972, I figured if 1 couldn't get a job,

they'd never give her one. I was Iy
‘wron L.

“This just all seems so unreal. |
can't believe it is happening. When
they first called me to tell me, T k!pl
waiting to hear who else was hurt. I
jgured Marilyn couldn't be the only
one. She was the most safety-con-
sclous person in the mine. It shouldn't
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have happened to Marilyn at all. | house

figured there'd have to be at least 10
gone. I kept waiting to hear who the
others were.

“When [ went to the hospital to see
her, her face was all dirty. All there
‘was was this little bruise on the side
her head. Her hands though were
cleaner than mine. She must have

been wearing her gloves.”

It may be the shock, but McCusker
remains unsure he has been told the
full mun about his wife's death.

a letter from Arnold Miller
(lmmnuonnl president of the United
Mine Workers.) He said if [ needed any

they'd provide it. I'm Nllll

very- m»dm whnh.ppmainmumlu
i

if Thave totake "em to court to do

PHILIPSBURG miner Buck Kopt-
chak saw Marilyn die. As operator of

the bolter machine, he was the man truch

he wn Ml'inl ‘when the roof caved

aholrering say, 'the roof's drib-
bling overhere' ... | turnedand | saw

BERNIECE
Samenconl mineratiiesgesd 4, v
Marib'scloset iriesd.

*1 wasn't one of

like Sved. I had lwﬁuﬂulnwm

when lllﬂlyn
mq-a-mm:iul ﬂ-.‘mx’“'ﬂ
got
- bm\bvy ‘weren't discriminat-
and [ — along mine.
with the men pretty l‘“
hdmomlmnmln(uu
the mine being actively worked)
llull any of the wtbl ‘women.

“She was a wonderful person.
She'd had a hard life, but she always
had a smile. She was always the same.
She had a heart of gold.

“She and her husband were build-

ing a new house for themselves up
Utahville way. They spend every min- - mi
ute working onit. He's mwnek

Illmlalf She helps him
n okl the i nk

arrangements for Marilyn, th
Tirst mn; ey s 10 e i, el
are you ready itup?

lly
support. I'm not ever going to hang it
up.

“We have the same risks as a man.
Weare ﬂluwdw-wkllknlmn 1

don't understand wi
us like that. It's not the men. You
mldn’!mlulmuumhnuuyi

o work with.

“We never bothered them
when they went into women's work.
We never said nothing or laughed

when they became nurses or some-
ml Men sometimes make the very
“But when & woman goes nio &
mine, for some reason, it's just a

aln't what you'd cal

LATER McCUSKER said, “[ don't
know how openly she talked with
yw‘mdmurilymm(mmm

* “Marilyn will get her
name in the history
books — being the first
woman killed,” bul that
Jjust doesn't seem like
much swap for your
life.”

o0
the office over and over again for

back to 'em just as good as she got.
Called "em all Kinds of ——, She's &
tough one.
‘Though she didn't talk about her
hazing, Berniece Dombrowski did re-
call her terror an her first trip down
the 200-foot slope inta the mine alter
Marilyn's death. That ride in a linked
hain of small cars is called “the man-
trip." There's some mantrip in at the
beginning of each of three eight hour
shifts and one out at the end of each.

“You don't turn on your lights or
mylmn;umuyw mmm bottom of
. she said. “But Marilyn had
llWlYl been there wllh me. laughing
and making jokes and talking. When
she wasn't there, I just couldn't hardly
stand it.
“At 5 am. that day (the day Mari-
m died) | woke up with the cold
chills. Something was trying to tell me
I didn't have such a good day coming.
She was the careful one. I always took
100 meny
“I tried to get her o take the da
off with me, but she wouldn' lda\hll
She was a good worker and she and
Alan put all their money into that
ouse they were building.
“Maybe if Td got her to take the
day off, she'd mve been killed in the
car going home, | don't know. Death.
Vuumkuow. you just can't control
jeath "

THE HOUSE that Marilyn and
Alan were building was their shared
dream. Alan, al electronics specialist
and jack of all trades, had designed the
ouse himsell (o Marilyn's specifica-
tions — changing it as he went along
:m:‘lll her most recent desire and

comes from an old M:-

and Michael and sometimes Maril

dragged the lumber for a half- Inlle to
the road through waist-deep snow
because there was no way to get their

close.
Mcf.‘lllllelill’llkind of aman w‘hn
anything, wi
IIlII: lime rn ﬁlun it all out. Ile ulll
read thing h:n- book and thy
do

it coming .‘Onebi;vbewol slate ahead

tore loose. It pulled out four roof
bolts."

Koptchak dove for cover and
turned to see Marilyn running.

‘One thing he id was design a solar
grergy besting gytem for B 1
Marilyn's dream it your
aversge expensive kind, ¢ bt some-

have her reported and called into gqy)

thing brand new and radically differ-
“Solar energy right mow." he

forever robbing both Peter and Paul io
pay for that 1'd complain 1
for and

she'dsay, ‘Well, [just happen tohavea
i here." Then I'd find
out she hadn't paid the electric bill."
“That just about sums it up," said

house was her pride and joy "

“The day she got her first pay-
check, we went down to Sears Roe-
‘uck 10 get it cashed. We were wait-
:II' there and suddenly she just burst

o tears.

“1 llhd her what was the matter
who and she cried however did you let me
do it When | was working, she'd
come by the office and pick up my
«check and go cash it. Now she didn't
really want to cash her m;u and she

‘was worried about
llllhllllthlﬁ.mllhwuulll.lﬂl

MARY LOUISE Carson, 40, who
Witk Mertvn o the fght o gt
‘women jobs in the mine, s  shart,
round-faced woman_with thick
cropped black hair, which she runs
her hands over and over nervously as

e talks.
“I had heard somewhere that the
!edml pavrmm:m had ordered the
hire women, | was working
In IIIB lhlrl factory and in two weeks
ibnelmldn'ulnr-ﬂw Youcan't
raise a fami
“The mine superintendent, she said.
“told us to go somewhere else. He said
the men didn't want women i the
mine. I asked who was boss—him or
the men. He said we couldn't shower
‘with the men. I told him I didn't want
1o shower with the men.”
To resolve that problem, the mine
nm:nmy gota raie lorits wamen
ers.

men were sort of bitter when |

we came in with all that seniority

yone Actualy they ught togivesmedsl io

the women work the mine—and toall
the men too."

After the aceident, she 100 was
asked if she were ready to quit.

“i told 'em | haven't got no place to
£0 or I wouldn't be there in the first

ce.
“i was thinking, though, that the
lawsuit had just come 1o nothing. |
told that toone of the guys and he said,

! but
pi el o

ABOUT SOME things, McCusker
said, Marilyn was peculiar. She was
afraid of thunder and lightning — so
afraid that she wouldn't et Michael go
near the windows during a storm.
“But she loved to watch the dyna-
mite set off deep in the mine when it
e earth rumble all around
you. She just loved to watch that roof
come down. Sometimes the men let

“'She would have a hard time get-
tng to sleep after her shift. She
10 sleep unless she was
umhlng "me.  had 1o be there with

—s0 she could hold on and ot be

. l raid. Then she could sleep. She was

such a scar 3

““When she was working mid-
nights, she'd get home just as | was
getting up to start work. Unless I held
her, she couldn't sleep. Sometimes |

yed in bed for hours with her so
Shed get soms rest
It really raised hell with my work
schedule. 1 finally rigged up some
lights on the house o | could wor
while she was working. One of the

jghbors threatened to take a shot at
e. 1 told him I had a rifle too."
‘The problems with discrimination
aern't over, The company has notified
‘Alan that he will not receive Marilyn's
survivor henefits — contractually be-
tween 51 and 60 percs
— because he, the sur
a man.
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THE COMPANY has decided that

only females get survivor benelits.
Alan_thinks that's another possible

case for Arnold Miller's lawyers.

“1 want you to know what people
really think of coal miners — how
really rotten it is," he said, his voice
tense with bitterness.” We refinanced
our present house (0 gel money for the
ew one.We 1ok autsome mortgage
insurance in case of sccident. When
they lunnd out Marilyn worked in the
mine, they fust canceled us. They
insure coal miners but they

'm 10 get that coal out

"erilyn always thought when
they won that lawsuit that everything
was all settled, but it isn’t. That's not
the way it is."

Alan McCusker sat, like a loose
ol oo (el o i et

, his hands opening and |

clulnl. ‘sripping at the empty air
ore of s et Chings were

rur us. Things were going

ad with one biow, 1ts il

blii
well

ended. [ tell you that afternoon it |

happened. |HI Imdn 't been for Michael

t home—I would just |

— walting
Rave packe 1 ail I
“| haven't been back to the new
house since. Can you imagine being
alraid (o go o your own house? There
things | didnn't make plans for |
et them open o tc whatshe would
want. Now, | don't know what (o do
“ru nuun;m \l’! HMI"I’KKIII |
ow that. 't ki O\ll what I'll
do after [ finish IM house.™
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