PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview con-~
ducted by Nick Cherniavsky for the Oral History Office on April 23,
1973, Chris Skoczynski transcribed the tape; Nick Cherniavsky and
Frank Bertetti edited the transcript.

Frank Bertetti was born on February 6, 1901 at Spring Valley, Illinois.
While still a high school student he began working the night shift in
the Superior Coal Company mines at Benld, Illinois and joined the United
Mine Workers of America. After completing high school he spent two
vears at Illinois State Normal, Normal, Illinois. He then returned
to his home town to teach history and economic geography; soon after
that he became superintendent of schoole there, the position he held
at the time of the interview, Through summer school and correspondence
courses he completed his bachelors degree and then attended summer
school at the University of Illinois to complete his masters degree.

Although Mr. Bertetti was not a miner, he participated in the
miners' automobile caravan to Mulkeytown, Illinois in 1932 and was an
interesgted observer of the formation of the Progressive Mine Workers
union, His memoir includes his impressions of the part which John L.
Lewis' administration of the United Mine Workers union played in the
eventual formation of the rank and file Progressive Mine Workers union,
and of the roles of Lewis and the federal govermment in the eventual

decline of that union in central Illinois. Mr, Bertetti commented on



United Mine Workers presidents Tony Boyle and Arnold Miller, and on the
future of the miners' union and the labor movement in the United States,
The memoir also includes his thoughts on education, political economy
and soclal change.

Readers of this 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 pregerve the informal, conversational style that
is inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University
is 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. It 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.




Frank A. Bertetti, April 23, 1973, Gillespie, Illinois.

Nick Cherniavsky, Interviewer,

Q.

name, your date of birth, your

A’

Spring Valley, Illinois.

Frank, I would like you to identify yourself, Give us your full

My name is Frank Bertetti. I was born on February 6, 1901 at

I1linois,

Q. Would you please tell us when you joined the miners union?
A. In 1917,

Q. Where was it?

A. At Benld, Illinois,

Q. What was your work when you worked in the mines?

A, 1 started off as just common laborer but very shortly I was a

supply driver.

Qo

A.

Q.

How old were you when you joined the union?

I was gixteen years old.

Would you please, in your own words, describe to us what kind

of work it was, how hard or how dirty, Please give us your own

impression of what you were doing in those days.

place of birth and your present address,

I now live at Route 2, Box 30, Gillespile,
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A, Well, I started out as common laborer cleaning gob for partings
and loading road coal, They soon put me on driving the supply truck.
We had two supply drivers, one on the north side of the mine and one
on the south side of the mine. There were about 700 or 800 miners in
the mine altogether and we two drivers supplied all the material that
was necessary to keep these people working., That included, of course,
the loaders, the track layers, the timberman and everybody else that
had anything at all to do down there. So my job with my helper

was to see to it that half the miners were kept in materials., And

it was a pretty rough job because we had to start off in the évening

when the mine wag still full of smoke and it was rather dangerous.

We were under a great deal of tension because it was very difficult to
see the swithces. Sometimes there were cars in the road and the mule
would turn off suddenly and that was very dangerous because when the
mule turned suddenly and you had your foot on the tail chain that
connected the mule with the car, it could throw you under the cars.

So it was a nerve-wracking job, I had it for about three years and

I attribute the fact that I developed a bad case of ulcers to the

terrific tension that I was under.

Of course, I was doing this while I was going to high school in the
daytime, so I got very little sleep, I would put in my eight hours
at night and get up on top about one o'clock in the morning and by the
time I got home it was two o'clock. At eight o'clock, of course, I
had to get up again and get to school and then I had to go down below

again at four o'clock in the afternoon, Naturally I didn't get very
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much sleep. Besides, I used to also deliver powder when the powder
man was off, That was after one o'clock in the morning; one didn't
start delivering powder until all of the men were out of the mine

and that was after one o'clock. On those days I didn't gef up until
maybe three o'clock in the morning and it was four o'clock by the
time I got home, I got two or three hours sleep and then I had to go
to school. 5o you can see the nervous tension I was under and

the fact that I didn't get my proper sleep, As I say, I developed

a very bad case of ulcers that I still have to this day.

Q. You mentioned that you were going to high school at the same time

you were working in the mine, Did you graduate from high school?

A. Yes sir,

Q. Would you say that was rather typical or was that unusual for a
young fellow like yourself in those days to work in a mine and also

to go to high school to complete your education?

A, It was very unusual., 1 was the first man that started it in this
coal field-~-I and another fellow that went to school with me. We
started together, really, the two of us. It just so happened that the
superintendent of the mines was a college graduate himself and he

was Interested, He thought that that was very interesting. He

was kind of skeptical that we could do it, but we told him that we
could. We felt pretty sure that we could, so he said, "Okay, we'll
give it a trial." So we started it, this other man and I. After
that, at least 100 or 200 other young people followed us working in

these mines and going to school in Benld, Gillespie and Mt, Olive--
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all around here. The idea spread so that quite a number of people got
their education that way. Of course, when I went to college I would
come back and work in the summertime, The superintendent allowed

me to do that,

Q. You also mentioned just now that you had gone to college. Would
you give us additional details? What college did you go to and to

what extent did you complete your college education?

A, TI started at Illinois State Normal at Normal, Illinois. I went

there two years to school, directly, Then I came back and got a position
in my own school--the same school that I graduated from. I was a history
and economic geography teacher there, Then while I continued teaching,

I went back to aschool in the summertime and I also took correspondence
courses from the University of Chicago. Between my summer work and

my correspondence work, I was able to graduate with a bachelor's

degree in the next two or three years. Then after I got my bachelor's
degree, I proceeded going every summer to the University of Illinois

and after five summers I got my master's degree.
Q. Did this additional schooling effect your following career?

A. 1 became superintendent of the school shortly aftexr I started,
Of course this additional education came in handy because it wasn't
very long until it was a requirement to being a superintendent that

one have a master's degree.

Q. A most unusal career, I would say, Frank, You started in a mine

and ended up a superintendent of a school, Would you please tell us
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what was the name of the company for which you worked in the mine?

A, Supertor Coal Company.

Q. And in what particular mine did you work at that time?

A, T worked in three of the four mines in the Benld-Gillespie area.

I worked in No. 2, No. 3 and No 1. But while I was going to high
school I worked at No. 2 Mine; then when No. 2 Mine was down for
repairs for a lengthy period of time, I worked here at Mt, Clare No. 3
Mine where I helped put in the scales that they weighed railroad coal
cars on here at No. 3. Then while T was in college, T worked summers

at No. 1 Mine,

Q. Were you a member of the United Mine Workers Union at that time?

A, Yes sir!

Q. Were you also a member at one time of the Progressive Miners?

A. No, the Progressive Miners Union was organized after I had left
the mines. I was not working in the mines anymore., After I became

superintendent of the high school, T didn't work in the mine anymore.

Q. Would you give us any recollections that you have gbout how the mine

operations in this area affected the community in which you lived?

A. Well, the mines were the main dependency of this whole area.
They were throughly dependent on the mines, If the mines didn't

work, they were in a bad position economically.



Frank Bertetti 6

Q. Even though you were not a member of the Progressive Miners Union,
you were living in this area at the time when the Progressive Miners

were organized. Is that correct?
A. Yes gir.

Q. Do you recall from somewhat a posgition of an outside observer at
that time, what transpired in the community when the Progressive

Miners were organized?

A, Well, they had a long strike here, It was during the Depression
and the coal company wanted to cut wages; the miners didn't like the
idea of taking a backward step after struggling so hard to get to
where they were, so they refused to work for lower wages. From

time to time the miners union under the guidance of John Lewis would
hold an election to see if the miners were ready to accept the
company offer, but every time the miners refused to accept the company
offer, Then one time when an election was held, the report that was
circulated in the area was that the mine officials had participated
in some namby-pamby with the voting and had stolen the election,

so to speak, and simply announced that the proposition to take a

cut in wages had carried.

Well, certain miners in this particular area--Benld and Gillesgpie--
refused to accept this high~handed method of doing things, They,

to make a long story short, decided that they would have nothing to
do with the miner leadership that would betray them aad sell them out
to the operators--as that was the conclusion that they came to. They

decided that in as much as they could not change the union administration,
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they were simply going to pull out and form a rank and file union of
their own, They held, as I recall, a convention and they invited many
other mine locals from this whole area to come to a convention to
discuss this situation and decide what to do. If I recall the details
correctly, this convention was held in a great big dance hall on the edge

of Benld-~the Cologseum Ballroom.

The miners knew that I was alwaysa good friend of labor so they asked

me 1if I would furnish six clerks and secretaries to take dowm all

the minutes of the meeting and have it transcribed and typed up into
readable form. I was very glad to cooperate. 5o they had the convention
and at this convention.they decided to form a union of their own--to

pull completely out of the United Mine Workers and form a union of

their own. They proceeded to do that,

Q. Are you familiar with the march south to Franklin County which

followed this event that you just described?

A. Well, the miners here had a hard time bringing in locals--other
locals in Illinois--at adistance from here, They had trouble up in
Taylorville area because it seemed that the Peabody Coal Company had
a very good connection with the law officers up there that seemed to
protect the company and prevent organizers from reaching the men.,

The same thing was true down in the Herrin-West Frankfoet area.
Almost anybody that looks back into the history of that era will read
that they had many a fracas and many a fight and quite a few people
were killed as a result of the endeavor of the Progressive Miners to

reach the rank and file in the Taylorville area and down in the West
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Frankfort area. At one time they decided to go down into the Wesgt Frank-
fort area en masse and they organized a caravan and they asked all the
miners from this area to turn out and go down with them, The date was
set and they started off, It was a very lengthy caravan. I don't

know how many miles it stretched, but it was quite a number of miles,

We moved down towards the West Frankfort area and there were highway
patrolmen along the road watching us. Airplanes were flying overhead
gpotting us to gsee what we were doing, When we got fairly close to the
DuQuoin area the whole caravan was stopped and it was searched for
weapons to make sure that nobody had any guns and then they were allowed
to proceed, Of coures it was getting down toward evening, so the leaders
of the march decided that they would stop over night in some little town

down by DuQuoin,

I was not in the front lines; I was back towards the middle, T was told
later that when they proceeded to go to this little town-~-I forget the
name of it--they weré not allowed to go straight, so to speak, to that
little town but were made to turn left into Franklin County and proceed.
Well, there was nothing else that they could do because they were not
allowed to go where they wanted to go, so they proceeded as they were
told., 1 imagine they didn't know just where they were going to stop

or that they were going to do. I imagine that would depend on circumstances.

They were not very far into the county aeross the county line before
they were ambushed, as I understand, by the sheriff's deputies who
poured a lot of shot in there. Naturally there was panic and the

cars tried to turn around, which of course they couldn't, They got into

ditches and turned over and it was a terrible mess, We were told that these
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deputies were not supposed to kill anybody but just to scare them and
turn them back, However, a few people were wounded and it's very
lucky that many of them were not killed, especially in the colliding
cars and all that sort of thing as well as the shots. But anyhow,
that was the end of that. We were turned back; we were made to turn

and come back, That's what we had to do and we did.

Q. Do you recall if people were killed or do you recall the figures

as to how many were wounded?

A, No, I don't recall how many were wounded. I don't remember the
figure, but I know that some were wounded and many of the cars were

wrecked, A definite figure, I don't know.

Q. You mentioned that you participated in this caravan going south.
Were you at this time working in the mines or were you a member of

the Progressive Union?

A. No, I was school superintendent at the time. I was not'working in
the mine but I was very much interested in the Progressive Miners,
naturally, My father was working in the mines and I went with my
father as a chauffeur; I drove him., That's how I happened to be

down there, Besides, I was just interested to see what was going on.

Q. Would you care to give any additional details about this particular

matter at this time or should we proceed to something else?

A. Well, I was highly incensed at the treatment we got because I,

mygelf, had a hard time turning around. In order to try to turn
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around I ran up on somebody's lawn in DuQuoin., The state highway
patrolman, he just cussed me something terrible, He insulted me and
cussed me and it was terrible to have to stand there and take all that
abuse. Of course that incensed me quite a bit as to the way these
miners were treated when they were all on a peaceful picketing mission
and trying to convert these people to their own union which is supposed
to be in line with the liberties that we possess., As soon as I

got home, I sat down and wrote a few letters, T sent copies of these

letters to the State Journal and to the Post-Dispatch and the Globe

Democrat in St, Louis. The State Journal printed it in full but the

Post-Dispatch edited it and cut out some parts of it, some very vital

parts, I thought, The State Journal did print the letter in full,

In my letter~-~I still have a copy of it in my files somewhere~-1 was
very indignant as to the treatment that these miners were receiving

when they were simply struggling for a living wage.

Q. In the aftermath of this confrontation. where people were wounded
and some were killed, as I recallyduring the time when the caravan
was stopped down south, would you describe to us the feelings and
what transpired in this community among the people following the

stoppage of the caravan in Franklin County?

A. Well you can imagine how indignant the people were, 1In fact, the
rumors at first were very, very pessimistic--the rumors that came back.
They thought a lot of people were killed and, of course, everybody

wags worried about their relatives--what happened to them and so forth.

But anyhow, they were very much iuncensed and it tended to solidify
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them more than ever, They were determined that they were going to
form their own union because, after all, they knew that the United
Mine Workers, the Peabody Coal Company, especially, and the law

officers all seemed to be together against this young, struggling

new rank and file union.

Q. I'd like to ask you about another significant event which took
place in this area, That is the sit-down strike at the mine. I

understand that you were not working at the mine at that time, but
would you give us your recollections and your observations of that

event, please?

A, Well, the sit=down strike in the coal mine was new, but a sit~down
strike had already occurred in the automobile factories in Detroit,

I think, previous to this. However, it was quite a novelty to have

a sit-down strike in a mine. Well, naturally we were all very much
interested to see how 1t was going to turn out. I think it lasted
several days, I don't remember how many days, but several days at
least, As I recall, the company did make some concessions to the
workers at that time. Of course it got nationwide publicity because

that was really something different,

Q. The community surrounding the mine where the strike was carried out

were predominatly miners's communities. Is that correct?

A. Right.

Q. . The people on the surface, what was theéfr reaction at the time

when the strikers were engaged in the strike below?
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A, Well, all I know is that they had 100 percent support.

Q. Were there any repercussions against the strikers or the families

or the strikers by the owners of the mines or by the police?
A. T don't recall,

Q. The strike was peaceful?

A. As far as 1 know it was peaceful,

Q. Would you please tell us when you first joined the miners union$
what were the fears and the feelings of the miners--the members of the
union--in regards to their union? Would you give us a general outlook
of the miners in regards to their union? What were they expecting from

their union? How did they see their union?

A, Well, it seems to me that they were very loyal to the union.

There were three or four locals here at that time. Every mine had their
own local and they each had their own meeting hall. I used to go to

the meetings and there seemed to be a pretty good turnout, The miners
were very much interested in their union. After all, unions were

rather rare in those days; this was back in 1915, 1916, 1917 and 1918.
Good strong unions were still very rare in the country. There were
only a few that were considered strong unions and the miners was one

of them.

Q. Would you please give us your personal opinion of John L. Lewis

as leader of the coal miners union?
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A, Well he, himself, was a miner; he started off in the mines and
I'm sure that he had the miners' interests at heart; but as time went
on, he evidently seemed to want complete control of the miners union,
I didn't study the situation enough to know just what his thinking was
at this period when the union broke up, but being as charitable as

we pogsibly can, this was during the Depression and people were taking
reductions in all lines of activities., However, the people that were
taking the reductions were in a weak position. They needed the jobs
and were hungry and they had no organization so they were at the

complete mercy of the owners of the industries,

The miners, however, had a strong union and they felt that they should
hold on to the gains that had been so hard won over the years, They
didn't feel that the company was being hurt very much by paying those
wages and most of the miners felt that the coal companies could afford

to pay. It might hurt their profits to some extent temporarily,

until the Depression blew over)but they felt that 1f they took a reduction
then they probably would not get their pay back again as soon as
business picked up a little bit, It would be a much harder struggle,
they felt, and it would be much better to hold on to what they had now--
even {f they didn't get as much work~-~rather than take a backwards step
that they might not be able to recover from for a long, long time,

Now as I say, being as charitable as we can with Lewis, it may be

that he was of the honest opinion that considering the times, considering
that it was the Depression and business was very, very poor in all

lines, the way to increase business was to cut prices which involved

cutting wages, naturally. He could have been sincere in it, I don't
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know, It's hard to tell, Naturally, if you talked to him, he'd tell
you something along that line--that he though it was for the best interests

of the miners,

In the letter that I wrote to the papers I took issue with that

thought, I said at that time that I was very familiar with the economic
principles involved--this profit business«<and I was familiar with
Ricardo's "fron-law of wages,'" too, that they seem to abide by, but

I was very convinced in my own mind that the miners were not asking for
an un-economic wage considering the hard work and the dangers to which

they were exposed and all that sort of thing.

Q. Would you please give us your appraisal of the administration which
followed John Lewis' administration in the miners union~-that is Tony

Boyle's,

A, Tony Boyle continued in the same way that Lewis ran the union--in

a very dictatorial manner. I venture to say that if John L. Lewis

had not continued to run hig union in that very dictatorial way,

most of the locals would have seceded from his union and joined the
Progressives, The Progressives had a very hard time breaking into

the United Mine Workers' locals because they would not be allowed to
even talk to the rank and file., They were arrested when the organizers
appeared in towns that were dominated by the United Mine Workers. They
were either escorted out of town or put in jail or not allowed to talk

at all.

The only time that they got a chance to talk to the miners was after

the New Deal came into force and the administration insisted on people
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having the right to organize the union that they wanted to, That was
sort of a lifesaver for the unions like the Progressive Miners, But
in spite of government backing, they still had very, very great difficulty.

in towns that were dominated by the United Mine Workers of America,

It seemed to me that the New Deal decided to back Lewis as an organizer
of all the unorganized people in the country, That was a great blow

to the Progressive Miners when the govermment administration seemed

to have selected Lewis to be the leader of the organizing efforts for
labor in the whole United States. That gave Lewis a tremendous amount
of influence and prestige and allowed ‘him to, in short, break up the
Progressive Miners., The fact that the administration was backing him
is what prevented Progressive Miners from expanding., It was the death

blow in the way of the Progressive Miners,

Q. Would you please give us your opinion of the newly elected adminis-

tration of Arnold Miller in the coal miners union?

A, Oh, this new man. Well this administration, I think, may return
the miners union back to the rank and file, We hope so, At least
they are starting off auspiclously and we hope that they will, but

it took a terrible tragedy to bring that about,

Q. In general, now, would you please give us your view as to how you
think the coal miners union 18 progressing, if it is progressing, to-
wards the goals and aspirations that the miners' rank and file had

at the time when you were working in the mine yourself?

A. Well, you mean whether the miners will have the same spirit toward

their union they had at one time when the union was much younger?
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Well I hope so, that's all I can say. I hope they will have that same
spirit, I imagine that now that they are given more liberty and more
voice in the running of their union that certainly the younger people
should take a much greater interest in it and try to do something with

it., I expect it and I hope so.

Q. But despite the promises that you see in the present miners union
administration, taking into consideration the overall environment--
the political and social environmemnt in the country as a whole--are
you optimistic or otherwise in regards to those goals and aspirations

for the labor movement and for the coal miners?

A, Well, I am disappointed that the young people don't take more

active interest in furthering the cause of unionism. I hope that they
do. One of the reasons why they are not, I suppose, is because work

is fairly good and their pay is fairly good and their working conditions
are fairly good at the present time, Maybe they are under the impression
that it's going to stay that way and even get better, however, that is
very doubtful., Right now, these are not normal times; these ave
abnormal times and we're in a transition period and while this
trangition is going on, they may be getting a lot more liberty and

conditions that they won't get later on,

Q. You've got an interesting subject now when you said we're not in
normal times, for instance, transition times. Would you care to

expand on this please?

A, Well personally, I look forward, not with joy or pleasure, The

way the wind is blowing and the way conditions are setting up, I am

































