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Company Store Stories 
“Each mining patch had a company store where a 

miner had to do all of his shopping, and the 
company expected you to spend all of your 

earnings at the store.  Like in the song, you owed 
your soul to it because you had to spend all your 
earnings at the store or you would lose your job. “

Mike Gugar, page 47.
Patch/Work Voices

“[While working at the company store] I could 
understand everybody.  They [the customers] 
could talk pretty good [English]. [For] some of 

the foreign people it [English] wasn’t too 
plain, but I could make it out.  They sold 

everything in the Union Supply [company 
store].  Everything was cheap [by today’s 

standards].  Bread was 5 cents a loaf.  Butter 
was 25 cents a pound.  You could get a 

bunch of cookies for practically nothing -- I 
think it was 25 cents a dozen.  In the meat 

shop, the meat was cheap too. There was a 
meat packing company . . . They sold 

everything [in the company store].”

Jessica McCormick Bryte, page 158
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength

“The company store wasn’t always honest with the 
people.  …We always brought the duplicate sales slip 

home.  …You could tally up and see what they took out 
of your husband’s pay and what they said you owed.  

In this particular instance, and we didn’t know how long 
it went on, my mother just happened to be checking the 

slips and she said, ‘Cigarettes, what’s a carton of 
cigarettes doing on my slip?’ My dad didn’t smoke 

cigarettes. …We found out the lady that worked in the 
office had a sister and brother-in-law.  Her brother-in-
law smoked, and she was putting the cigarettes that 

her brother-in-law smoked on our bill.  This was one of 
the ways they cheated you out of your meager 

earnings.”

Elsie Hunchuck Stepanovich, page 159.
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength

“You had to buy so much from the company store, 
and they would send out girls to get the orders, 
and you had to give them an order every week.  

The girl who worked at the company store would 
come to your house and deliver it to you.  But you 

had to buy there. You didn’t pay when they 
delivered -- they took it out of your pay.  If you 

didn’t buy at the company store, they wouldn’t want 
you to work in the mine then.  You had to spend so 

much there.  It was cheaper in the other stores 
than it was in the company store.  I bought some 

groceries at the other stores -- the company didn’t 
mind -- but you had to give them an order, some 

kind of order, every week.”

Anna Billek,page 48.
Patch/WorkVoices

“You load sixteen tons, and what do you get?
Another day older and deeper in debt!

Saint Peter, don’t you call me, ‘coz I can’t go 
--

I owe my soul to the company store!”

Song “Sixteen Tons”
Courtesy of Merle Travis
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Travis, Merle.  Sixteen Tons

“The worst time was during the depression, but the 
company store did see that you had a little bit of 

something to eat.  They would give you so much.  And it 
was really better than what a lot of people think it was.  
They talk about the store not being good to you, but it 

was; it seemed that any time miners were out of work, or 
there was sickness in the family, the company store 

would carry you over and give you anything you had to 
have.”

Viola Ryan, page 49.
Patch/Work Voices



“Prices at the company stores were much higher than 
in private stores.  There was no other store in Urey, 
so we had no choice about where to buy, even if we 
had had any cash to spend.  The company guarded 

its monopoly carefully, and if a miner got caught 
bringing in things he had bought out of town, he might 

get fired.”

John Brophy, page 35.
A Miner’s Life

“If a miner had to buy furniture or any other item 
too expensive to be covered by a single pay, he 

could arrange to have the cost deducted in 
installments.  There was no credit charge for this; 

or, to be more accurate, the charge was 
concealed in the original price.”

John Brophy, page 35.
A Miner’s Life

“The only public building was the company store, 
which also housed the post office and the only 

telephone in town.
The store stocked all the supplies available to the 
miners -- food, dry goods, clothing, shoes, tools 

and other hardware, patent medicines, and a little 
candy for the children.”

John Brophy, pages 28-29.
A Miner’s Life

“All of your shopping had to be done in the company 
store.  If the mine superintendent found out that you 

weren’t (shopping there), he would give you less 
work, or harder jobs.  The company store carried 

everything needed by the families, including meat, dry 
goods, and clothes.  Whenever you purchased 

something, the clerk added it to your bill.  Your bill 
was then deducted from your paycheck.  The miners 

knew that they would never ‘get ahead’ of the 
company store.”

Stanley Machinsky, pages 47-48.
Patch/Work Voices

“If there was any balance in the miner’s favor, he 
got it in cash.  It was much more common, 

however, for a balance to be due to the company, 
in which case there would be a long black stroke 

at the foot of the statement, which the miners 
called a “snake”: ‘What did you get this payday?’

‘Nothing but a snake!’ “

John Brophy, page 35.
A Miner’s Life

Company Store--More Stories
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“They used to sell a good brand of clothes; they 
sold good clothes.  You went to the company 

store, and you bought something you got quality . 
. . . You might have paid a bit more for it than you 

did in the other stores, but you really had 
something that lasted you a while.  You didn’t 

have to worry about the seam coming out when 
you wore it one or two times [or the] sole coming 
off your shoes when you walked out in the rain.  
You didn’t have that to worry about.  I never got 
cheated on my store bill . . .  They really sold the 

best.”

Vera Mitchell, page 110
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength


