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Tracing my family back to when they arrived to America I have found that my great great grandfather John Kujawa lived in the south western end of Poland. At that time the German army had control of this area and drafted John. Once in the army John was under the task of taming wild horses. One day while training his horses a daughter of a German official named Kathryn was riding horseback when suddenly the horse bucked her off but was luckily saved by John. Eventually the two were wed but they also took up farming for a living and gave them little opportunities. John decided to risk going to America and start a new life there but refused to take Kathryn until he was well established in America, and in 1874 he was registered on the Ellis island log books for coming into the United States, later Kathryn came over with a baby named Hattie and the family moved to Toledo Ohio. Then 3 generations away came one of my biggest hero’s, my father Tony Kujawa. Tony grew up in the small town of Pinckneyville, Illinois where he started at a young  age working in the coal mine. Eventually he would be representing every worker within every coal mine, which was represented by the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) throughout the Illinois Coal Fields.  He started working as an International UMWA Safety Inspector, working with the Local Union Safety Committee from each mine to help provide a safe workplace for the miners working in the mines.  In 1979 he was selected by then International President, Arnold Miller, to serve as  International Executive Board Member for the United Mine Workers union. In 1980 he ran for election defeating his opponent  by the substantial margin  of 1500 votes, which showed that he was doing what the membership wanted him to do.  Tony ran for re-election twice, winning both times reasonably easy which was pretty good. In which this showed that the miner members in Illinois had at least a degree of confidence in his ability to lead.  Tony said , “I did not mind running in elections in what was probably the most Democratic union in the United States, it was opponents that I did not like to deal with so I did my best to see that they didn’t get on the ballot”. 


In 1981 he flew to New York to meet President Jimmy Carter the 39th president of the United States, who had walked in the New York City Parade, and was going to Illinois for a coal mine visit in his effort to be re-elected President of the United States. Carter was born in 1924 on October 1st  in a town called Plains Georgia. He won the ballot for being the presidential candidate in the 1976 Democratic National Convention and won the election for president November 2nd 1976. While elected until 1981 Carter served America in conservation acts especially towards Alaska, strengthened diplomatic relations with other countries including People’s Republic of China, and aided comprehensive energy programs through the Department of Energy. All and more were accomplishments in his life. And Tony was able to meet this man and ride with him on air force one. Tony said that as he sat on Air Force One waiting for President Carter and  his entourage to arrive he could not believe that this was really happening to him. Knowing that less than one tenth of one percent of the people in this United States will ever have the opportunity to fly on Air Force One and here he is waiting for the President to arrive so they could fly halfway across this United States, to his home area of Southern Illinois to take the President for a tour of an Underground Coal Mine.  The plane of course was “impressive“, Tony said , it had a separate room for the President and his wife when she traveled with him , a small conference-greeting room where he visited with his guest, a section for the Secret Service men traveling with him and a separate area in the back of the plane for the press who were allowed on the plane for the trip  to Marion, IL.  The President came to the greeting room about halfway through the flight and visited with the people who had the privilege of flying with him.  When they arrived they walked with the President along a fence where he shook hands with the crowd that was there to welcome him.  Then they got into the Presidential Limousine and rode the 12 or so miles to the mine , stopping in West Frankfort  where the President and the men in the car with him walked down the main street with President Carter as he greeted well wishers and a very enthusiastic crowd which lined the street on both sides about ten deep.  “I was on “cloud nine,” Tony said. “Here I was walking with the President of the United States down the main street of a coal mining town where probably more than half the crowd lining the street knew me , it was truly “Awesome”.”   This was by far the best trip he had ever had in his travels for the United Mine Workers’ which included Labor Conferences  in Madrid, Spain , Moscow, USSR , five or six Democratic Conventions and numerous other conferences in the United States and Canada .He  rated meetings with Nelson Mandela, President of South Africa  and Lech Walesa , President of Poland as extremely interesting and quite prestigious events.  Tony said the job was not all “peaches and cream”  there were the bad times when a “strike against the coal company’s didn’t go well” “or an organizing drive “went sour”  The worst of all situations was  investigating fatalities at a coal mine caused by a mine accident he said. “ I had to do too many of these investigations,” the one that affected him the most was a three man fatality at the Zeigler Coal Company’s, Spartan Mine.  Tony told me that “he had been to the mine at the start of the day shift and had visited with all the employees of that shift before they went underground to work their shift around noon that day he got a call saying there was a very bad accident at the mine and they thought he should come to the mine as quickly as he could.  Upon arriving  he was told that their had been a massive roof fall in the mine and  that three miners were believed to have been covered up.  When the recovery was done there were three miners who were killed !  I had talked to all three of these men that morning before they went below.  Each of them had a wife and family,  one had two daughters 8 and 5,  it was one of the most painful days I ever spent in my life telling these loved ones that their  husband and father would not be coming home.  “I was sick for at least a week , just could not get it off my mind.  I hated that part of the job”.  








Tony said he had more good days than he had  bad,  “ I wouldn’t take a million dollars for what I have been through  and wouldn’t  go through it again for a million”.  It’s been an eventful life!!!  One of the best days I had was February 3rd, 1991 when after the birth of 5 Daughters I became the Father of a beautiful baby boy Timothy Michael Kujawa.”
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