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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Carl Oblinger for a special project, "Illinois Coal: The Legacy of an
Industrial Society." The project was sponsored by the Illinois State
Historical Society and funded in part by the Illinois Humanities Council
and the National Endowment for the Humanities. Additional support came
from the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University. Linda Jett
transcribed the tapes and Susan Jones edited the tramnscript.

John Bellaver entered the mine in 1917 when he was sixteen years old. In
this memoir he discusses the various methods of mining before and after
mechanization. He also talks about the Mulkeytown march and the shootings
in Taylorville and Springfield, Illinois.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University and the
I1linois State Historical Library are not responsible for the factual
accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed therein; these are for
the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. 1t may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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John Bellaver, Witt, Illinois, April 1, 1985.

Carl Oblinger, Interviewer,

A: We had to pick all the coal out by hand when L started. Your dad
[Mary Ann Johnson's] come here and he started working the old mine. Then

he got a job up here at Cort Camp.

N: [Mary Ann Johnson, niece of Mr. Bellaver and facilitator of this
interview.] Was there an older mine?

A: VWhy, the Rice Miller Mine here in Hillsboro.
N: The Hillsboro mine?

A: Yes, you remember that, don't you? Your grandpa worked there for
years.

Q: What wag the name of that mine?

A: What?

Q: Here in Hillsboro.

A: The Hillsboro mine? That's what it was, the Hillsboro mine.
Q: Who owned that mine?

A: Rice Miller.

Q: Rice Miller. He owned a lot of mines, didn't he?

A: No, he owned that one, and he was the receiver for one of them, at
Nokomis. That's the last one; then he died, too.

Q: So did all of you work in Pennsylvania first?
A: T never worked in the mines at all there . . .
Q: Not in Pennsylvania?

A: Started right here.

Q: And that's it?

A: Bee, 1 was three years old when I came here.
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Q: But your dad was in Pennsylvania, then?

A: Yes, he come from Italy right there.

Q: Okay, why did he come from Italy? Why did he leave there?

A: Well, he had to make a living and he couldn't make it in Italy.
Q: Oh, couldn't he?

A: Why, no, there's no work over there.

Q: I thought they had like dairy farming and things like that.

A: (laughs) Not where my dad's at.

Q: No?

A: No, I don't know what they did, really I don't.

Q: Was it getting bad, or it always had been bad?
A: It was getting worse.

Q: How come?

A: There was no labor there, no kind of [work]. They go work for a
farmer, that owned the land; they didn't own nothing. They worked like

plantation slaves, the same thing.

Q: Well, T was just wondering why that particular time? What was it,
18937

A: T don't know, he come here . . .

N: Uncle Harry said 1893.

A: 1 imagine . . . I don't know just exactly, well, I imagine . . . He
didn't work long in Pennsylvania, because he sure hated it out there.
Well, he couldn't make no money.

Q: Not in Pennsylvania?

A: No, fifty cents a day.

Q: Oh, wyeah? That's very low. Why do they pay so low out there?

A: The company had them; that's why they paid so low.

Q: What was the company, do you remember?

A: No. Well, I'1l tell you what it was, it was--yes, I did. [Andrew]
Mellon owned about everything out there. Andrew Mellom.
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Q: And there wasn't any union, was there?

A: No, no.

Q: Not at all?

A: No union, the first union was when my dad come here. They had the
union here, when he was working at the Hillsboro mine. Then they sunk
this mine up here and my dad helped sink it and when they got down to the
coal, well, he got a job here and quit going down there. Quit that mine,
Q: Quit the mine in Hillsboro . . .

A: Yes.

Q: . . . and just did the mine here? What was the name of the mine
here?

A: Cort Camp.
Q: Cort Camp, yes.

A: See, the guy owned the mine was named Cort Camp; that was his regular
name, Then he got killed in the old mine down there. (laughs)

Q: Down in Hillshoro?

A: Yes, in Hillsboro mine., O0ld Cort Camp and his brother both got
killed.

Q: The owners got killed there, eh?

A: They didn't own the mine. They was working at this old mine. They
had sold this. The Indiana and Illinois bought it, First Peabedy bought
it. Peabody Coal Company. 1 worked for them, too.

Q: Okay, Peabody had this mine here first?

A: Yes,

Q: And then who had it after Peabody?

A: Indiana and Illinois.

Q: And that's who had it when they got killed, when these people got
killed?

A: Yes, they sold it to Indiana and Illinois, and then they went to work
down at the Hillsboro old mine, because that's where they lived, right in
Hillsboro.

Q: I see, but did they own this one up here?
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A: They owned it; they sunk it,

Q: 1 see., Going back to your dad, where in Italy did he come from?

A: Quero.

Q: Quero, how do you spell that, do you remember?

N: Q-U-E-R-0, I think.

A: Yes, I think it is, yes.

Q: Q-U-E-R-0.

A: Yes, in Quero, Italy.

Q: 1Is that in northern ITtaly?

A: Yes, right close to Austria. In fact, when my dad was born, it was
Austria. Then they had another war, you know how they used to do there.
And then Ttaly got it back. (chuckles) He was Austrian when he was
born.

Q: Bellaver, is that an Austrian name? A German name? Italian?

A; It's more French.

Q: More French.

A: That's what it is. But really, Dad don't know. They always lived up
there in them mountains. Right up in the top of the mountain.

N: Right in the Alps.

Q: Really? Was it the Alps up there?

A: Yes, sure it is. Yes. I used to get Dad to talk about them mountains
out there, But you know he never had any desire ever to go back there.
He never did.

Q: Why not?

A: Because he didn't like the conditions.

Q: It was bad?

A: He didn't like the conditions over there.

Q: He never had the idea of going back and getting a farm of his own?
A: ©Oh, mo, no. He couldn't of farmed where he was at anyhow. Just
little patches was all they ever had. Just on top of mountains. Now,

Herman went back. He was over there, my boy. He went over there to
Italy. He saw where my mother's dad and them was buried and all that.
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Q: In Quero?

A: Yes.

Q: Oh, he just went back to see where everybody was buried?

A: Yes, sure. Him and a bunch of teachers from Alton. He's out of
Alton, see, and a bunch of teachers took a trip one summer, and he went
with them, and they all went over there.

Q: Oh. That's neat.

A: Yes. It is.

Q: Did many people from Quero, Italy move here?

A:  Pretty near all of them.

Q: Oh, really?

Ar Yes, all around this camp here.

Q: 0Oh, I see, most of the people around here are from that area of
Italy?

A: All around that area.

Q: Who were the first people to come here?

A: I think it was old man Keddemel.

N: Was that how Grandpa found out .

A: Yes, that's how he found out. He knew him, see, from Italy. And he
was here. And Dad was in Pennsylvania. So he wrote old man Keddemel if
he thought he could get a job in the mine out here and he said, yes. He
said, "I'll get you a job." You could get a job in the mine. You could
go with your bucket in the morning and go to work. [You] didn't have to
ask hardly. But do you know how they loaded coal here in the old mine?
Q: No.

A: with a fork.

Q: Because it was so big chunks?

A: They wanted chunks, they didn't want no slag. Now they want slag.
(chuckles)

Q: Oh, ves.
A: They want that slag. With a fork, yes. I remember there was a bunch

of men working here at the Hillsboro old mine. [But] over at Gillespie-~you
know they had a lot of mines over there, Mt. Olive and Gillespie——they
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was paying ten cents a car, [for] ton and a half car. Ten cents a ton
for it.

Q: That's very low.

A: Ten cents a car,.

Q: And how many tons in a car?

A: Ton, about a ton and a half. Aund here they was only paying five
cents. $So a lot of them quit and went over there and got a job.

N: They paid you ten cents a car that you loaded. You were paid by the
piece then, like . . .

A: We was here. Yes, but we got eighty some cents a ton for the coal,
what we loaded here. We got around; it was a dollar and one cents if you
loaded, if the machine didn't cut it for you. 1f the machine cut it,
they paid eighty-nine cents. They paid us eighty-nine cents. Because we
got to rum the machine. We had to pay for that, you know.

N: If you didn't have a machine to cut it, what'd you use? A pick?

A: Yes. They did at Nokomis.

Q: You mean pick and shovel, here. Just picking?

A: Pick it up from on the bottom, start and dig it out. And then you
shoot it, see? After you made a big slab underneath there so you could
go under five, six feet, maybe fifteen, twenty foot wide, well then,
you'd do a couple holes on top, shoot it down, and then you'd load it.
Q: And did you use black powder or . . .

A: Yes, black powder, yes.

Q: Black powder, yes.

A: Here at last we was still using black powder, but it was in pellets
though. We had to buy our own powder. We had to buy all our own tools

and everything.

Q: Yes. And did you have to buy-~is there a company store here for that
or did you have to go to a local store?

A: No, the company furnished--had the powder and that stuff. But we had
to buy our own picks and all, No, they didn't, they didn't have no
company stores here. We had a store here, that supplied all the miners.
They had all the miners' supplies. We had to buy them off of them,
though.

Q: (chuckles) Yes.
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A: It was just like a company store, only a guy owned the store.
Q: What was the name of that store?

A: Clavelo.

Q: Clavelo. Clavelo store. Is that the only store here?

A: That was the only one, when we come here. The miners built a store
up here. They had a cooperative store.

Q: Wwhat was the name of that store?

A: The Miners Cooperative.

Q: Miners Cooperative. That's interesting.

A: Yes,

Q: When did that start?

A: Gee whiz, I was, let's see, I was about 25 years old then.

Q: About 1928 or 1929, something like that.

A: Something like that.

N: 1Is that the one Hugo Pizer ran?

A: No. He run the Clavelo store.

N: Oh.

A: MHugo Pizer run that ome, but the miners hired Fritz Moehlman.

N: Oh, okay.

A: BSee, Fritz Moehlman run this store up here for them until they went
broke. Mine would start slacking down, mine didn't work, lot of guys
wouldn't pay their bills.

Q: When was that? When did it go broke?

A: Oh, God, it's been broke a while. The mine was closed down I think
about 1930, something like that.

Q: 1930 year?
A: Yes,

Q: Okay, let's back up. When you first started, your dad was here
working at the mine over here, right?
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A: Yes,

Q: Okay, when was that he came here, 19037
A: I came in 1903, he come before that.

Q: He came before that?

A: Yes, he come around, hell, he was here about a year. See, my brother,
my oldest brother and sister were born in the old country.

Q: And what were their names?

A: Tony.

Q: Tony.

A: My brother and Tricia, Gilda's mother.

N: Yes.

A: They were born in the o0ld country. Of course, we couldn't afford to
take them back with them. So after Dad started working here, mno, he's
working in Pennsylvania yet, Tony and them sent for him to come over.

They stayed in Pemnsylvania then about a year and moved here.

Q: Oh T see. They stayed in Pennsyvania and he came here and started
working first.

A: Yes. And then when he made enough money, (chuckles) he sent a ticket
to get them here.

Q: They came on train?

A:  Yes.

Q: Yes. And that was 1903 when you came here, then?

A: Around 1903, I was only about two, three years old when I come here.
Q: I see. When you first got here, were there any other Italians here?
A: Oh, yes, sure. Sure.

Q: All over?

A: Sure. They knew people here.

Q: And they're from Quero, Italy?

A: Yes. The guy run the store, see, he come from Ttaly, too. And Dad
knew him. He come got us at the depot and took us up there. We rented a
house over here, you know, the one next to Leana Delcandon, across the
road (in Schram City).
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N: Yes.

A: That house house there.
N: TIs that the first house?
A: That was our first house.

N: T'll be darned. Did Grandpa and his brothers build those duplex
houses?

A Yes.
N: They had them built

A: See, we were living out here on the farm. Reusslein, you know where
Reusslein's farm is out here?

N: Yes.

A: We was living out there. And Grandpa-~-there was five brothers. Only
four of them here, the one in Pennsylvania, still, he died there.

Q: He never came, yes.

A: His wife didn't want to move out of that hole they lived up there in
Pennsylvania. (chuckles) They lived up there in the valley, up in the
hole, but still they call it the valley. I was talking to my cousin
yesterday. I said, "Is the creek still running in front of your house?"
He said, "Yes, it's still there." I said, "I don't think a bulldozer
will move that."

Q: (chuckles) And that was in Bridgeville?

A: About four miles out of Bridgeville. They call it Bedeling, Pennsylvania.
There used to be mines all along them hills there, you know. My dad
worked there in the mines. And his brother stayed there. And so one day
they tried to get his brother to come here, see, He did come here, and
he worked a little bit here in the mine, but his wife wouldn't move out
of that dump they lived out there. 8till, I called it a dump. I was out
there a couple of times. And his wife wouldn't come, so he had to go
back. So he went back, and he died there. WNever did come here. Now,
she come over here one time. Finally got her to come see us, and you
know, she wanted to stay here. She said, "I like it here now that I'm
here." 1T said, "Yes, you can see here." I said, "With your eyes, you
can't see nothing. The sun don't hit you until 10 o'clock.” They were
right in the hole, right in the valley.

Q: Yes. But they didn't come, then?

A: No. No. Then she died. The boy came here. The oldest boy, he
worked here in the mine with us, you see. He stayed with us down there
and he worked here. And finally his mother died. When she died, he went
back and that was the end of it.
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Q: So when you got here, you rented a place here,
A: Oh, yes.
Q: And then you went out to a farm?

A: Yes, went out on the farm out here, but not to work the farm. They
just rented the house,

Q: Just rented the house, yes,

A: Yes. And then my uncle worked in the old mine, and the rest of the
uncles was working up here. We had three uncles including Dad.

Q: And what were those uncles' names?
A:  John.

Q: John.

A: Angelo. John, Angelo, and Pete.
Q: And Pete.

N: And Grandpa was Matt.

Q: And your dad's name was Matt,

A: Matt, yes. Matteo,

Q: Matteo.

N: You want their Italian names? (chuckles)
A: Matteo.

Q: Yes, I don't mind that.

N: Matt was Matteo.
Q: Matteo.
N John was Giovanni.

A: T wanted to mame Norman, Matt. I told the doctor, you know, when
Norman was born. Of course, I didn't want him named Matt, but Dad didn't
want him to. Didn't want me to name him Matt.

N: They really Americanized [the names].

Q: Who did the Americanizing? The family or the school?

N: The school, probably. But Grandpa was . . .
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A: No, my dad. Yes, he said, '"No." So I said I'll just name him Matt
his second name. So Norman, I named him second name, Matteo. I was
going to call him Matteo but Doctor Telford put it Mathew.

Q: Dr. Who?

N: Telford.

A: Telford. George Telforxd.

Q: And he did that, that's how some of that happened?

N: A lot of that happened that way, the birth certificates would be
Americanized, wouldn’'t they?

A: Oh, yes.
N: Yes.
Q: That's what happened?

N: Glovauni is John. And Angelo just stayed Angelo the whole time.
Mathew betame Matt, Matteo.

Q: Now, these are the brothers?

N: Yes.

Q: Yes.

A: Have you got Guy on there?

N: Pietro and Guy, Guitano.

Q: Guitano. (locking at pictures)

A: Let's see old Guy, let me see a look at him.

Q: Terrific picture.

A: Yes. You know what Matt and all them used to call old Guy. He look

ike a Arab.

-

N: Yes.

A: They said, "He's an Arab." (laughs) Yes, old guy.

N: Angelo, John.

A: This guy, this one here, he got killed. Horse kicked him,

Q: What, who was that now? Which, which . . .
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N: John, Giovaunni,.

A: John. The youngest brother. Kicked him right here and broke his
leg.

N: And he died from that?
A: Dr. Swan gave him chloroform, and he never did wake up.

Q: He messed up on the anesthesia. He didn't know what he was doing.

z

Eight kids. Yes, and eight kids to feed.
Q: Who took care of the kids then?

N: The family.

A: The Bellaver family.

Q: Did you take them all in?

A: No, they had their home down there.

N: They were already in the duplex then.

Q: Let's go back to something you said, a duplex. Did you all build
your own homes here eventually?

A: Yes, yes.

Q: Who did the building?

A: They had carpenters here.

Q: Oh, they did the building?

A: Yes. No, the carpenters did it for them. They didn't do no work.
They wasn't very much . . . you know, them fellows come from the old
country, like my dad and them, they wasn't much on carpenter work or
anything like that. Dad wasn't even a good gardemer. WNow his brother
was. See, his brother, Pete, he'd rather tinker around in the garden
then anything else. (chuckles) My dad, he wasn't much of a gardener.
Q: Yes.

N: They sort of combined their talents . . .

A: 0Oh, yes.

N: . . . like Uncle Pete did the gardening and Grandma did the sewing.

A: Grandma done pretty near all the sewing and all that. Of course,
they done most of it by a little needle.
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Q: Did she . . .

A: My ma had a machine though. She always had a machine.
N: She was a tailor.

A: FEnos's still got that machine that my mother had.

Q: Oh, I see. The one brother's wife was a

N: Matteo's wife was a tailor's daughter.
Q: Oh, I see.

A: She could sew pretty good.

Q: Did she make clothes for the family?
A: Oh, yes.

Q: What kind of clothes did she make? Everything?

A: She could make our overalls. She knitted us sweaters, everything.
She did.

Q: Oh. BSo then, how many houses were there in this duplex? Two houses?
A: Two houses. But they had . . .

N: TFour families.

A: Let's see, one, two .

N: There were four families in two houses.

A: Yes, eight rooms.

Q: Eight rooms. There was . .

A: But there was different houses.

Q: Four familes, two houses.

A: You can see them houses. They're still there.

N: Yes, we'll drive down and look at them.

O

Okay, yes, I1'd like to see that, That's good.

A: That guy sure ain't taking care of them things.

N: ©Oh, I'd say.
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A: T should have really bought them houses. You know, just for sentimental
[reasons].

Q: Fix them up.

A: Harry said, "By God, why don't you buy them?" I said, "Why in the
hell don't you buy them. (laughter) You got more than I have.”

Q: Yes.

A: I said, "I got 4 house, I don't need it." See, after I got married-—-
when I first got married—-I lived down there. We lived there down in
Schram. Then Ma said, "Well, John, it's time for you to move out of
there." See, it was all free rent. I didn't have to pay no rent, the
house belonged to my dad. He built it for my brother, Tony, that house.

And he said, '"Matt's going to need a house. You rented there now for two
years, We'll let him have it for two years." (laughter)

N: I didn't know that.

A: And then I moved up in Aunt Purina's house, you know, one of them
places there., Grey didn't care, in fact; she liked it better. Because
she was with my mother then. My wife, she liked it better. So she said,
"That's fine." So Mathew, he was the last one to live in that house.

N: Which house was that, I don't remember . . .,

A: You know, right there by, by the tavern, in Schram City, when you go

N: Oh, okay. That house is gone now.
A: No! HNo!
N: No? It's still there?

A: Oh, my God, no, it's still there. It's the last house as you go out
here, before you get to, before you hit the . . .

N: Across from Woody's.

A:  Yes.

N: Yes.

A: Dad built that for Tony, see, my brother. See, Dad had bought a lot.
They used to come around and sell them in them days, see. Company even
s0ld them.

Q: Company? Coal company would sell to you?

A: Yes. They'd sell them. I bought a lot over in Gillespie. I wasn't

even married. I said, maybe I might need to get a job over there. They
had a mine over there, you know. So I went over there one day, I said,
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"Now, I don't think I want to work over here." It'd be an awful mine to
work in.

Q: Where was this mine?

A: At Hennessey. By Gillespie, just about four miles east of Gillespie.
N: Did you sell the lot, then?

A: No, just let it go. It was only twenty-five dollars.

N: Let it go for tazxes. (chuckles)

A: There wasn't nothing to it. Only twenty-five dollars. We had our
timeS .

Q: I bet.
A: Yes, we did. We enjoyed them too.

Q: Weren't there enough houses in this area when you came here? For all
the people?

A: Oh, yes.
Q: There were enough houses?

A: See, a lot of them had worked at the mine, had lived in Hillsboro and

they walked it, see up the track, or rode it on a bicycle. Oh, yes, they

had a lot of houses. They're all gone, but they took them all down, half

of them is gone. Those houses been torn down and everything. This one

here, if I hadn't bought this place, it'd been gone. Gause it was deteriorating.
I only give five hundred dollars for this house and two for the extra lot

when I bought it. Five hundred bucks.

N: Just kept improving it.

Q: It's nice.

A: Didn't have nothing. You could see through the walls. And remember
we had that old kitchen over there, stinking old kitchen., Marie used to
raise the devil with it. Cold, had a heating stove sitting here in the
winter time. So one day, I said, "I'll fix that." So I just put a
furnace in and I said, "We'll take care of that." So we kept pretty good
after that.

Q: Why did everybody come to this area?

A: There was a lot of work here.

Q: Instead of going to Hillsboro? Was right here that the mine was?

A: A lot of work all around here.
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Q: In this

A: Well, I'1l tell you, in them days the biggest part of the miners
tried to get as close to the work as they had to because they had to
walk, In the winter time, it was breezy out there. We used to walk from
down there to up here to the mine, you know. Come up the railrvad track,
They killed four miners coming up the railroad track one night here,
Train did. It was raining like the devil and they was all, you know, was
walking on the side. Big passenger train come down there about ninety
miles an hour. He couldn't see anyone. He even blowed his whistle, but
heck, ninety miles an hour, it wasn't doing very much good. Killed four
of them. One of them was our cousin, too.

Q: Oh, gee=z.
A: Tony saw him. My brother, Tony. He's a devil. (laughter) Yes.

Q: So that's why everybody lived in this area, it was really rough to
walk back and forth. It was cold.

A: Sure, that walking will kill you.

Q: Was there kind of a group here, that you would pool your money for
things?

A: No.

Q: Did you take all your money, like a fratermal group?

A: Just family, just family. Family was the only thing you ever pooled.

Q: Just family.

A: Not even the banks got very much of it. Didn't make encugh. (chuckles)
We done pretty good, though, in the mines, us guys. Because we worked
steady, you know. A lot of people go to the mine and they might as well

stayed home. Yes, bunch of lazy skunks.

Q: You mean, they didn't work hard?

A: Yes, they wouldn't do nothing.

Q: Well, how was the work organized? Did you work in two and threes?
A: Two.

Q: Two of you. Did you have what, a miner and a helper?

A: No, both of them were miners.

Q: Both of them miners?

A: Now, look, when I started in the mine, me and my brother were twins.
































































































































































