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Volume Il

John W. Fribley Memoir

SESSION 4, TAPE 7, SIDE 2 (continued)

A: Then, another rather important committee I was privileged to serve

on, and I sure wanted to be on it, was when, about 1948, the Centralia
mine disaster occurred and, to my recollection, a hundred and ten miners
were killed. And it was just before Stevenson went in, as I recall. It
happened about Christmas Day, or right close to Christmas, and immediate-
ly the United States Senate had a group that was appointed to come out
and investigate, and immediately the state Senate and House had a group,
that was to investigate it. And we went down there—-it must have been

in early January. We went down there to investigate it and they had

just finished taking the dead miners out of the explosion area.

And this was a beautiful mine, I imagine it was about 500 foot deep,
maybe not that deep, but the explosion occurred just as the afternoon
shift was going off, and the night men were going on. And where they
killed a lot of men was at an underground railroad junction, where one
entryway forked off from the main entryway, and here was two or three
coal cars with dead men on them who had just been removed. The odor was
terrible.

The only thing they had, in those days, to prevent gas or dust explosions
was rock dust on trays hung from the ceiling of the entryway. The use

of Airdox or Cardox, a compressed air, non-flammable charge that broke

up the coal seam, was just coming into use but it hadn't been put in

use at that mine. Peabody Coal Company over at Taylorville had modern
mines and were just beginning the use of Cardox or Airdox. But, down

at Centralia, they were still using black powder explosives which is in
the nature of a dynamite.

At Centralia, the miners would bore a two or three inch hole, five or
six feet back in what they call the working face. That's the solid
coal. And then they would put a charge of explosive back there, and
then they would tamp it in with what they call dummies, which were long,
slender sacks that was supposed to be filled with clay. They'd push
them back against the sticks of black powder. They also put in a fuse,
several feet, and just before they finished their shift, why, they would
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light the fuse and take off. Well, apparently, what the miners were
doing was, instead of packing these dummies with clay, they were packing
them with coal dust and, course, when that explosive charge went off,
why, it set the coal dust afire and "Boom!" The wreckage was terrible.

I remember, when we got down there, they had just finished taking the men
out and I was walking down the entryway. We had to walk about two miles
to get to where the scene of the explosion was and I came up and flashed
my headlight down on one of these cars. The stench was terrible and
here was human flesh and false teeth sticking to and laying in the coal
cars. I backed off and almost heaved right then.

Q: I'll bet.

A: You'll notice I've only got about two pictures on the walls of my
office, other than of my family, and one of them is Adlai Stevenson's
picture and the other is on the members of that mine investigation
committee. (Both rise and move to the picture.) And of that group,
beginning at the right, was Livingston, a court reporter; and Senator
Oldfield from Centralia; Curly Harris, a representative from the Alton
area; and Bob Allison, a representative from Pekin. He lost his left
arm in the mine. And next to him was Representative Bill Robinson. He
played end with Red Grange at Illinois and injured his back, you know.
He's kind of bent over. And next to him is Paul Powell, you've heard of
him; and next to him is Senator Norm Barry, who played at Notre Dame
with the Gipper; and myself; and Representative Welker from Vandalia.
Every one of those fellows are dead except Norm Barry and myself. Norm
Barry ended up as circuit judge up at Chicago, and he's retired now. But
he and I are the only two out of the bunch that are still living.

But, at any rate, the thing got pushed around back and forth, the miners
were not willing to admit that they were in any way responsible for the
accident, the explosion, and they had to be because of packing these
dummies with coal dust instead of clay--and the coal company was doing
everything they could to lay it on the miners, and although they had a
"3illion" sacks of rock dust on hand--rock dust prevents a gas or coal
dust explosion, as I recall--nevertheless, they hadn't spread any of it.
They too were much at fault.

In that Centralia mine, the coal dust was higher than the rails. The
company was clearly at fault for allowing so much coal dust to not be
cleaned out, and rock dust spread. Rock dust was supposed to infiltrate
the air and stop a coal dust explosion.

Well, there got to be a lot of politiecs in the thing. The St. Louis

Post Dispatch got all worked up on the thing and they got ahold of the
report and they printed it before the darned committee had even signed
it. You see, the St. Louis Post Dispatch was out to "get" Green, the
outgoing governor. Governor Green was a hell of a nice fellow and a hell
of a good governor. He was an honest man, I believe, but he was finish-~
ing his second term and some of his subordinates had become crooked.
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You leave any administration in for two terms and in the second term, a
hell of a lot of crookedness and conniving occurs. And it is the same
way with either party. 1In their second term, it seems everybody is going
to steal the state blind if they can.

Q: Well, I'll be darned.
A: It's typical. That's a word about politics.
Q: Well. (Laughter)

A: Governor Green, I thought was a hell of a good man. Nice fellow. I
don't think there was anything crooked about Green, but he sure had a
lot of people around that were stealing the state blind.

Q: I'1l be darned.

A: And it was the same way with Governor Horner's administrations. Any
governor is a sitting duck. He may not be a crook, but if one of his
appointees turns out to be a crook, they lay it right back on the
governor's door, whether he can help it or nmot. It's like Governor
Stevenson and the horse-meat scandal. (laughs) He couldn't help that,
but the press attempted to burn his tail about it.

Q: Yes, sir. What other kinds of politics got involved with the mine
investigation?

A: No particular politics other than giving Green hell for not pushing
a better mine safety bill.

Q: I understood there was something about funds going to the mayor
campaign in Chicago that was attempted to be brought up during that . .
I never understood what the connection might have been.

A: If I knew that, I don't remember it. I pretty well minded my own
business, pretty well.

Q: How did you come to be on that committee?

A: Well, it was logical because I, first, I lived down in the Christian
County coal mining area and, secondly, immodestly, by that time, I was
somewhat of a downstate Democrat leader in the Senate. Pardon me for
saying all that, but I think that is the reasonably true answer. Sounds
immodest as hell. (laughter)

Q: And so, who selected the members for the committee? Was this done by
the House or Senate leader?

A: Yes. I don't think the governor had anvthing to do with it,

Q: Where did you meet, then? At the mine itself, or . .
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A: Well, the first meetings were at the mine. All the members of the
committee were furnished with denim coveralls, and miners' lamps, by the
mine and (referring to the picture of the committee) I drew this reason-
ably white canvas one and the rest of them all drew blue ones and Powell
always said, "0ld Fribley was just photogenic as hell!"

Q: Well, you do stand out in the photograph. (laughter)

A: Well, Norm Barry was standing next to me. Norm, of course, was a

City of Chicago fellow, he had never been in a coal mine in his life, and
I had been in a few times, not too many. But, see, I had the Pana

mines, the two here at Pana, and then there was four over at Taylorville,
four big mines that were United Mine Workers, as I said, and were owned
by Peabody who had what I'd call captive mines in that regard. Their
production was all sold to Commonwealth Edison at Chicago.

SESSION 4, TAPE 8, SIDE 1

A; You want to go on with my experience in the . .

Q: Well, T would like to ask, on that mining committee, mow, what was
the result of that?

A: Why, we came back and introduced and put through several bills on
mine safety. It shook the people up pretty much. And they jacked up
federal government to also put through some federal legislation on mine
safety and enforcing it. By golly, those things were enforced to beat
the devil for the rest of Governor Stevenson's administration, and I
think since then.

Q: Do you remember any of the particulars of the movement of the
legislation in the :Senate?

A: Well, I think Norm Barry and I probably handled it.

Q: Did you have hearings, then, in the

A: Well, after the meeting down there, we may have had--I think we were
down there the following week for three or four days—-maybe two or three
times-~—with the committee from the United States Senate. And they were
very eminent people. I hate to say it, but I can't remember who all they
were now.

Q: But there was a federal committee also?

A: Yes.

Q: Did the two committees work together?
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A: No, I don't think so.
(Q: But the result was legislation in both Washington and Springfield?

A: There was legislation and enforcement. A rather interesting thing,
the committee, as I recall, went over here to Taylorville to the Peabody
mines and went down below. Now, of course, they were only about two
hundred and fifty foot deep, but they had a working face there that
amazed me., These Pana mines, I don't think the coal thickness was more
than eight feet at the most. Generally about seven. And the Assumption
mine,that I went into when I was probably a fifteen-year-old kid, only
had a working Face of about three and a half or four feet. That's

where the miners would be on their hands and knees, with a pick and a
shovel and jerking out the coal. Assumption coal, being so deep—-was
better than a thousand foot deep, up there-—it was top coal. It was
like anthracite, there was no clinkers, or cinders. But Taylorville

had awfully good coal. Pana never had very good coal. We had a lot of
clinkers, rock in the coal, but Taylorville had a big seam.

Peabody's manager was Bill Starks. He was later head of the Department
of Mines and Minerals, under Stevenson, and just an old-timer, grown up
in the business, and honest and smart, and he lowered the boom on some
of these fellows that weren't enforcing mine safety. Now, Peabody was
just putting in--put in shortly before—-either Airdox or Cardox, and
that's compressed air. They ran a tube in and then you got the thing all
set up and packed in the coal seam then ran for cover, oh, get about a
hundred foot away, or around a corner, see, and then somebody'd sing
out, "Air in the hole!" That means, "We are going to set her off," and
when that thing went off, vou could feel the area shake. You'd go back
therc and it was just as effective as dynamite, and you didn't have any
flame becausc there was no flame to it, it was just an explosion of a
compressed air cartridge. And, within five minutes, the miners would be
back there working again. Whereas, 1if you shot it off with dynanmite,
why, vou couldn't go back therc for two or three hours, I understand.

Q: Because of dust in the air?

A: Dust and heat.

(Q: Was that part of the legislation, to change the type of . . .

A; No. You couldn't legislate thar they had to use Cardox or . . .
Q: Airdox?

A: Airdox, But, you made it so damned rough on them that most mines
went to Cardox and Airdox.

Q: Do you remember any of the specifics that you had any problems with
when you were getting the legislation through on the mining . . .
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A: No. It was damned easy to make a speech, you know. Talk about the
horrors you saw down there. The miners, a hundred and ten miners of thatr
community killed. One section of the cemetery, where you drove by in
going to Centralia from the north, it just looks like a hundred and ten
funerals with freshly filled graves with flowers on 'em. And it had to
be--most impressive--I know snow was on the ground about that time.

You got up and explained the bill and, if there was any heat on it,
nobody would show up. What I mean is, there was nobody going to raise
their voice and vote against it and, of course, as I always said,
Italian people are very emotional and all T had to do was to start de--
scribing conditions we saw down there and Senator Libonati--later in
Congress—~was of Italian descent--I saw him about a month ago--well, all
I'd have to do was say something that involved orphans and widows and
Libonati was wound up and ready to speak for twenty or thirty minutes.
He would make a hell of a speech. Libonati could talk five minutes and
never put a period in it.

Q: Oh, is that right? (laughter)

A: His speech was just one sentence. He might put some commas in there
and colons, or semicolons, or exclamation points, but he never put a
period in.

Q: 1'11l be darned. (laughter)
A: He was a lovable cuss.
Q: Did you work on any particular legislation with him?

A: Yes, Libby would most always help me. I don't know whether I told
you, but he and I had a little hand in--you see, back in those days,
they had the University of Iilinois, of which T was a graduate, and then
we had the Eastern normal school at Charleston and the Southern normal
school at Carbondale and the State normal school at Normal and Northern
at DeKalb, and then Western over there at Macomb. I think that's right.
But all they could do was give a degree in education. So, they had a
fellow down at Southern name of Delyte Morris--aznd the senator that
represented that area was from, I think, Prairie du Rocher, Senator
Crisenberry——and he come up with the idea of changing Southern from a
normal school to a university. The University of Illinois, they just
like to have had a fit over that. And he came to me, Crisenberry came
to Libby and me and we sat down with him one day and we were pretty

well convinced that they were entitled to it, and so--at any rate, I made
a hell of a speech on it and Libonati, he made a double hell of a speech
on it because Libby could talk, and he could talk emotional, and that
bill went through. The University of Illinois didn't like it a bit,
but—-have you ever been down to Southern I1linois University?

Q: Yes, sir.
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A: Well, that place started out—~T don't remember when that legislation
was, but it was somewhere in the 1940's and, why durn, Southern Illinois
University, they just built all over everytbing and they've got a big
school and I think doing an excellent job.

Q: They've also expanded to Edwardsville now, too.

A: Yes. HEdwardsville section. And T think they've got an East St. Louis
section, too, or something down there. T think that's right. Well,
Delyte Morris sent me a lifetime pass to all football and basketball
games. And I don't know--T gave it to somebody. I've never been there
to an athletic contest at all.

I always took a lot of interest in Illimois. When I first went ta the
Senate, why, you had scholarships. Tach senator and state representa-—
tive was given a four-year Illinois scholarship each year to give away,
and we could pick out anvbody we wanted for it. T think, almost unani-
mously, not I guess unanimously, but almost always, 1 picked out the best
athlete in my district and sent him up to Illinois with my scholatrship.
I'd gone to college with Butch Nowack, although in high school I played
football against him. Ue was from Pana here and I was going to Assump-
tion. But he was an all-American from Pana.

I had a dash man who was on the Illinois relay team from Pana, son of a
school principal here. And then, I had young Diefenthaler and he was a
second cousin of mine. He was the only relative I ever gave a scholar-
ship to. And he went to Illinois and was captain of the tvack team, held
the Drake Relay record in the high jump. And then, I gave a scholarship
to a boy over here at Kincaid, and Ray Elliott used to kid me about that.

(Taping stopped for conversation with secrctary, then resumed)

A: His name was Chuck Boerio, from Kincaid. He was from a Republican
family and I wrote Ray Elliott a letter-—Ray Elliott was coach up at
Illinois—~and I said, "Ray, I'm sending you the best boy I've got in my
district for your football team. I don't believe he will make your
team, but he is the best boy I've got." Boeriec only ended up as an all-
American. (laughter) And then, I had a basketball player from over in
Shelby County somewhere, Windsor, 1 think, and then therc were football
players from Pana, the two Siegert boys, both captains of the football
team. And there was another Siegert boy, all three of them were cap-
tains of the football team. I only gave scholarships to two of them,
because they were poor boys and the third Siegert's father was a wealthy
man .

And a funny thing. About a couple of wonths ago, T got a letter from a
boy that was head financial officer of the Chicago Circle Campus and he
wrote me a letter for some reason. I haven't seen the fellow in thirty
years, I guess, and he told me that I had given him a scholarship back
about 1935, He said it only amounted to about seventy or eighty doilars
a year back there in the early 1930's. '"But,"” he said, "that was one
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hell of a lot of money." And he said, "I don't know whether T ever did
write to you and state my appreciation.”

Q: I understand that at one time you were wanting to get Bob Zuppke fired
at the University.

A: Hah!! (laughs) Well, Butch Nowack, as I say, was a hell of a good
friend of mine and he was an all-American under Zuppke and Zuppke, prob-
ably around 1937 or 1938, along in there somewhere, he was having a hell
of a poor run of athletes, wasn't winning any games, and everybody was
giving him hell. And Senator Peters, from over in Champaign County,
was handling the University of TIllinois appropriation bill and T voted
for it, of course. But, when the bill came up, I made a silly little
speech and I said, "Looks like for that thirty million'--or whatever it
was, forty million, I don't remember—-"we oughta get a football coach
that can win some games.' Well, the following day, a telegram came to
me at the Senate from Butch Nowack, who was coaching up at La Salle-~Peru,
consisting of about eight words, which were "John, lay off Zupp. Vote
for budget. Butch." Butch is dead now.

Q: Oh, is that right?

A: Yes. Last Mother's Day weekend, Mrs. Fribley and I met my daughter
Judy, who teaches and lives at Winnetka, at Starved Rock State Park. She
and her mother apent the time on these nature tours up there, and so on.
I was looking for some place to play golf and danged if T didn't play
with several people from La Salle, and every one of them—-I told them I
was from Pana--said, "Did you know Butch Nowack?"

Q: Well, I'1ll be darned.

A: Butch and I became very good friends and I settled Butch's estate when
he died. Great big man and a wonderful fellow.

Pana had an all-American who went to Ohio State.

Q: Who was that?

A: Warren Amling., He wanted to be a veterinarian and Illinois didn't

have a veterinary school, so he went to Ohio. Later on, I sponsored
legislation to create a veterinary school at Illinois and T used that as
an illustration--we lost an all-American football player because we didn't
have a veterinary college at Illinois.

Q: I see. (chuckles) Were you able to get that through?

A: T think so. They have a veterinary school mnow.

Q: I wonder if we could go back to your first days in the Senate, when
you went down there. What are some of the first things that happened in
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the first couple of years there?

A: Well, shortly after the first regular session began in January 1935,
one of the crying troubles was with the operation of the Illinois
Emergency Relief Commission. They needed an additional emergency
appropriation and Representative Lyons, from up around Chicago, was a
strong-voiced person and a good speaker and pretty sharp. And they had
an investigation of the Illinovis Fmergency Relief Commission. Bob
Dunham, a very wealthy man, was chairman of the Illinois Emergency Relief
Commission and a wonderful fellow, but he was only the titular head, he
was not managing it. And I can't think of the guy's name that--the
man's name who was acting director of it, but I remember Representative
Lyons had this poor devil on the witness stand, and he really ate him
out. And the fellow, he was doing the best he could, I thought. We
tangled then, but . . .

Q: You mean you tangled with Lyons at that time?
A: Yes.
Q: In what respect? Do you remember any of the particulars?

A: Oh, T . . . I was kind of supporting the fellow that was being taken
over the coals, had some arguments with Lyons, but for a young fellow
just in the Senate I was way beyond my depth. But we got along fairly
well,

(J: Where were these hearings being held?

A: In the House chamber. Tt was a committee of the whole hearing, as 1
recall. When the legislature convened in 1935, which was my first
regular session, we had, T think, 18 Republicans and 33 Democrats. Oh,
it was strong Democratic as the devil. And up in the west Chicago
area, why, they had elected Arthur J. Bidwill as senator, and he had
defeated a man by a few votes, a Democrat by the name of Baumrucker and
there was an election contest on that, and they had hearings.

Well, the election commitiee finally come in with their report, and, in
the contest, Baumrucker had picked out some ten precincts, we'll say,
where they claimed there were mistakes or fraud or something. And it
went to issue on that and they counted the ballots in those ten pre-
cincts. And that was 11 that was done. In other words, they didn't
count all of the ballots over the whole district, see, just in those few
precincts. And it turned out one precinct, they had been tallying and
counting the votes on representatives and they'd hit a straight party
ballot and, if he was the only representative marked, why, he got all
three votes, see? Well, they got down to counting the votes for the
Senate candidate and, in this precinct, Bidwill was on a bunch of Repub-
lican straight ballots, so they multiplied his ballots by three. Well,
when they found that out, that was enough to elect Baumrucker.





































































































































