PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded interviews conducted
by Mrs. Bobbe Herndon for the Oral History Office during the spring of
1974, Ladonna Monge transcribed the tapes and Kathryn Back edited the

Transcript. Larry Mantowich reviewed the transcript.

Larry Mantowich was born in Arkansas on October 12, 1911, but soon
moved to Springfield. At the age of seventeen, he followed his father
into the coal mines where he worked in various capacifies until 1960.
Since then, he has worked for Concordia Seminary. His memoirs vividly
recall conditions in the mines before mechanization, the Prohibition
and Depression eras, and social life and customs of the Lithuanian

comunity in Springfield.

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
ediltor sought to preserve 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 mechaniecal,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Larry Mantowich, March 29, 1974, Springfield, Illinois

Bobbe Herndon, Interviewer,

Q. Mr, Mantowich, let's go back and start at the begimning. Would you

tell me where ard when you were born?

A. T was born in Arkansas, Hartford, Arkansas. The reason we were
there, the mines were closed down here, and my father went there to
work during the closed~down period, in mines Iin Arkansas, where I was

born.

Q. ~These are the coal mines?

A. Coal mines, yes.

Q. Which mines had he been working in before he moved to Arkansas?

A. Sangamon No., 2 right here in Springfield. Now the city of Springfield
was built on the mining, It was a mining cdnnnmity. And the city itself
was surrourded with coal mines. In fact, today the entire city is honey-
combed surrounding this city from one mine to the other. It's surrounded,

the city.
Q. What year were you born?
A. I was born in 1911.

Q. Ard what is your birthday?
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A. October 12,
Q. About when did he leave Sangamon County?

A. Well, he was Just there 1'd say approximately six months before
he returned again when these mines opened up. I was under a year old

when we came back and I was here ever since.

Q. Was he born In this country?

A. No, he was born in Lithuania,

Q. And from Lithuania did he come directly to Springfield?

A. No, he worked In the mines in Pennsylvania, worked in an anthracite
mine first. I don't know what year it was he came here, but . . . during
them days they had to board with somebody. He was a boarder before, I

guess, he met my mother.

Q. Did he meet your mother here in Springfield?

A. Yes.

Qs Where was her family from and what did her father do?

A. T think her father must have been a coal miner. She was born 1n
Pernsylvania. That's about all I know about her.

Q. What's her background? What was her nationality?
A, BShe come from Lithuanian parentage, also.

Q. So you're pure Lithuanian.
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A, Yes.
Q. There aren't too many of us that are pure anything.

A. (laughter) I know. No, that's right. Those that claim to be pure
Americans don't know whether they come from the criminal element or not
because, remember, during that period England was shipping their unde-
sirables to the colonies,

Q. Right, right.
A. So they don't know where they derived from, really.

Qi Our ancestors were probably either on the wrong side of the law or

were starving, or they wouldn't have come.

A. There were military people that came here, too. But as far as our
ancestors are concerned, they were looking for the gold that was in the
streets of the United States. And of course, there was land avallable
and land grants and so forth. And there was more opportunity for them,
not only opportunity for work, but religious tolerance. In scme places

it was more tolerant than others.

Q. Hopefully. You were brought up in Springfield.then. You've been in
Springfield all your life. What are scme of your earliest memories of
Springfield, childhood memories or of your family?

A. The earliest?” Well, I don't know. Generally, it was like any other

child, going to school.

Q. Where did you go to school?
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A, Wanless School. And one fascinating thing about it is we that
had coal-mining parents woild sit in our classrooms and whenever the
ambulance would come to the mines, the teacher would let us go to the

mines to see if it was owr father or not.

Q. Oh, what an experience for a child.

A, That was sad.

Q. Can you remember where you first lived, the address of your house?
A. On Moffat Averme, 2121,

Q. Were there several Lithuanian families in this area?

A. Oh yes, there was plenty. It was kind of a mixture. There was in
the coal mining communities all Italians and Polish, Lithuanian and
Bulgarian, Austrian, German: it was a melting pot. Of course, when you
are associated with people like that, you associate with children.
There'!s some children that went to school that couldn't even speak one
word of American by virtue of thelr parentage and they had to learn
American just during the time they went to school. They were a little
backward, too. But where we were more fortunate, my mother spoke
perfect English because she was born here, see. My father's vocabulary
was broken, although I think he had a larger vocabulary than my mother

because he studied a lot.
Q. Have you any idea when he came to thils country?
A. T wouldn't have any idea, no., No, I wouldn't know.

Q. Were most of the Lithuanians in Springfield setfled around the
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Moffat Avenue area?

A, No. No, they was all throughout the city.

Q. They were sprinkled then?

A, Oh, yes. Now you take the west endof Springfield, West Idlewild

they called it.
Q. Whereabouts was that?

A, Well, it was West Washington. What's that new school they bullt out
there on West Washington Street? That is in West Idlewild, That's

where West Tdlewild was at.

Q. JTt's quite a way out.

A. Yes, it was directly north of Washington Park.

Q. And there were lots of Lithuanian families living out there?

A, Oh, yes. There was plenty of them out there. That was more ILithuanian

out there than it was out here.
Q. Did you grow up speaking Lithuanian?

A. No, I spoke broken. I can understand the entlre language; anybody
can talk to me and I'11 understand word for word and everything.

Q. Even today?

A. Even today, yes. In fact, we go to our nelghbor's and she's a
Iithuanian lady. She talks to me all in Lithuanian and I answer her
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in Amerdcan because I speak broken and they laugh at me when 1 try to
mumble through it, see—because my mother was Americanized. And my

slster, she couldn't talk either nuch.

Q. You mean she couldn't speak Lithuanian?

A. Yes, but she could urderstand it, too. My older brother, he talked
like any other person from lithuania because he was the only

child when my mother and father spoke Lithuanian to each other. But after
we was grown, why, my brother and all of them, they spoke American.

My mother and father would speak Lithuanian, and then when they'd speak

to us, they'd speak American to us. That's where we ldnd of missed

the boat a little bit,

Q. How many brothers and sisters did you have?

A. I had one brother and one sister.

Q. One brother and one sister. Are they living here In . . .

A, They're dead. My sister died at 25 years old at Saint John's
Sanitarium, after we lost our folks., She lived with us here, and it
was a lifelong sorrow that I never will get over. And I lost my
brother in 1963, He was two years older than I was. My poor sister;

it Just tore me up.

Q. Did your brother live here in Springfield?

A. Oh, yes. We both worked in the mines together.

Q. You all stayed right here?
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A. Sure. He started in the mine before I did. Of course, we all went

to Springfield High School.

Q. You mean graduated from Springfield . . . ?

A. No, I quit in my Junior year. I just went out of my sophomore year,
ard the main reason—although my parents wanted me to go—but all my
friends, they was all miners already. They had dollars to spend and

I just had two bits, see. I rebelled, and I started failing in my
grades so I could enter the mine. I took violin lessons ard I played in
the Springfield High School orchestra. My mother thought I was going

to be a secord Fritz Kreisler.

Qs Bless Mother. You must have been good, though. What did your
father think?

A. Well, he wasn't quite that naive, He bought me a coal shovel.

(laughter)
Qs Did he really?

A. No, he didn't buy it. I mean he had to when I entered the mines,

but they reluctantly let me go in the mine.
Q. About what year then did you enter the mine?

A. 1928, and T was seventeen years.old. I thought I was a man., I

had a friénd, Leo Kriesky—we graduated from grade school.together and went
to high school together-——I hauled him out of the mlnes., He was dead;

he got killed in the mines.

Q. Here in Springfield?



Larry Mantowich 8
A. Yes, Sangamon No. 2. I thought we were men{ he was seventeen.

Qe .Do you ever have any regrets that you wanted to be a man so
quickly and not finish high school?

A. Always. Not that I regretted working in the mines, but the lack of
education. I mean I maybe could have done a little bit something better
with myself. But I don't think so, because during that period the
Depression came along. And no matter how much education you had . . .

I worked on WPA with a mortician. You can see what condition the

country was [in] during that time. So I don't believe I would have ac-

complished very much; maybe later on I might have.

But I don't have much desire to be . . . well, I did want to study law.
I used to go to the various attorneys and get their old law books. Oh,
I used to read almost until daylight. And I lost the flair of criminal
law because I could never work toward incarcerating somebody. So I got
interested in commercial law, and that was pretty good. I mean, just
reading myself, you know., I didn't go to school for that, but I'd go
up to Springfield law library and get the books. Some of the poeple
that worked there thought maybe I was a law student, which I wasn't.
But that's the only interest I had in gaining anything or having a better
desire, I've always been interested in any type of education. There's
philosophy. I did like philosophy all the way from Plato, Aristotle,

Herbert Spencer, mechanlcal theory and so forth.
Q. What made you become interested in law?

A, T don't know, I don't know. I got on the attorney general's




Larry Mantowich 9

mailing list for the attormey general's reports. Oh, I don't know; I

Just got interested in the commerical laws in the Seventeenth Section
that had to do with frauds and, oh, the varilous other technical things

of law. The criminal law, of course,there was a criminal procedire and
evidence and, oh, what constitutes a crime and so forth—-you know, regular
legal., I had the legal textbook. What would constitute the difference
[between] burglary and larceny and, of course, forcible entry in the
nighttime and so forth. They had the regular terms determining what
would be burglary or larceny. The intent and that [the act] was

supposed to concur to constitute a crime.

Now during the miners' strike, we had mine bloodshed here where 34 of our
members of the Progressive Miners were lncarcerated for four years. The
term lasted two years Just on the crime of conspiracy. And that con-
splracy law is so unfair that 1t doesn't. . . Intent and act must

both concur to constitute a crime, but not in conspiracy because there
was no overt act or no intent. I mean, you conspired because you
belonged to an organization. During that time, they could have sent
every one of us to jall on circumstantial evidence anyway because the
courts would ask the witnhess 1f he ever had any deduction from his pay
for usage of powder, fuse or dynamite. And when he'd say, "Yes, but . . ."
And that's all, that's all, see? But we had to have it . . .

Q. To work?

A. Well, sure. When we worked in the mines, all you did was you got
a job. The boss would say, "Bring your tools." Well, you brought your

hand drills and everything. When you went to work, you went to the
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office and they'd give you a check number.

Q. What was your check rumber? Do you remember?

A. Well, T had various ones. I had 33 and 313 and 22. Well anyway,

that was a life check. When you went down below, you would give it to

the cageman. There'd be ten men going on the cage. You'd get the cage
there; each man would give his number. And when you went down below, then
they'd take this whole powder keg full of checks and hang them on the board.
When you came out at night, you'd take your check off the board. If
there's one check left, you know there's one man that didn't come up

that night. They went in looking for him, see.

Whenever you went to the office, they'd give you a check number. So you
ordered a keg of powder, a roll of fuse, roll of blasting paper,

maybe a charger or a powder jack or something like that, whatever you
needed, And the boss would tell you, "Well, get in the main east
motor trip, and the driver will tell you where to go." Well, on the
mantrip, there'd be about eight men in the car and you'd see nothing
but . . . it looked like Broadway, all the miners' lights, the whole
trip full of cars with miners' lights on. And then the motor would
take you inside into the workings maybe three or four miles. You'd
get out there, at the end,.and that's where the mule drivers were at.
The mules would take out two or three cars to it and they'd make a blg
trip. Then the haulage motors would come In like a freight train with
the empty cars and take out the loaded cars. Well, when you'd get

to this pardon, that's where the mules were at . . .

@. Pardon?
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A. Pardon, yes. The driver would tell you where the 22nd north was,
see, for instance, if that's where your room was going to be. So the
boss would come in and he'd make a chalk line in the coal six feet

from there, from the center line, and six feet from center line there.
He'd make three chalk marks. That's where your room was supposed to be.
Well, you'd have to blast your coal narrow for 24 feet. That's what
they call room necking.

Q. Necking?

A. Yes, room necking, Then you got pald yardage because you couldn't
blast out much coal in the narrow, shooting in the narrow like that.
After you got in for your 24 feet, then you could start widening out.
Then you could get big shots. See, your primary shots, you had to have

a little snubber, a little one, because you couldn't drill a hole straight

into the coal. They would backfire. You had to have a working way, so
you'd put a 1ittle hole in the bottom like a V and then your other one

would be a little bit straighter angle, and your next shot would be a

straighter angle.
Q. So 1t took three shots?

A. Those other two shots.were depending on that first shot. If that
first shot didn't work, your other two could not work; It was too heavy
for the amount of powder that you put in there. You had to learn, and
you'd inquire in a strange mine to the other fellows—You was asking,
"How much powder do you put in there?"==because some coal you have to
apply more powder or some even territories. Then your mine was Just

like two streets—Moffat Averme and Matheny--and your rooms came from
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both streets 250 feet 1n, and you were extracting all this coal just
like the houses on the street.. After that territory was worked out, why,
the entries was golng on deeper, the streets was golng in deeper and
with new houses and lots. You worked out all that; you honeycombed all
that out. But, now some campanies, you had bad top places, you had

good top. Sometimes you had two inches of slate; sometimes you had six
feet of slate. Some was good and some was bad. Some of it was

muddy. This was a fossil fuel, coal is, and I suppose the slate was
formed from the mud in the swamps. The coal is formed from the vegetation.
I remember one time at Barr Coal Company . . .

Q. Barr?

A. Barr at Athens., T was laying on top of the motor, walting for the
drivers to come out. I was running the haulage motor because it was
warm up there. In the slate, you could take layer after layer of slate
and find just a mussel shell, highly distinguishable—just like a

little mussel shell. But in this one area, I found a thing that looked
like it had threads in it. I picked it out with my pocket knife, and

the indentation was still remaining in the slate. I plcked this: piece
of fossil, It was about two and one-half inches long and it had circular
threads on it. When I looked it up later on, the name of it was a

trilobite.
Q. Where's the trilobite now? Do you still have it?

A. No, I gave it to my niece. S&he took it to . . . she was going to
this school over on . « . Feltshans School. The teacher came to the

conclusion it was from . . . because there was no threads invented them
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days. It was threaded——it looked like it had threads in it—-but they
sald it was formed from a miner's drill or something, That's how
unknowledgeable they was about mining, see. But it was actually a
trilobite because I found it in the books after that. I don't know
what happened to it; I guess she must have left it at school, my niece.

Q. A museum might have liked it. It's too bad we don't have a mining

maseun.,

A. Well, not a mining museum, but we have some regarding mines in our

museum here in Springfield.

Q. When you went into the mine—if you don't mind staying on mining
a while—what did you work at? What was your first job?

A. Well, you had to go in an apprenticeship. You had to go with an
experienced miner; I went with my father. Every man brought his son
in the mines. You had a half turmn. Say for instance, in the mine, if
the turn only runs one car a day, each man got one car. If the turn

was two cars, they got two cars.

Q. Who set those?

A. The union, the union because they couldn't show favoritism by
giving a . . . if the turn was only one and the one guy gets ten cars,
he's making a good living. See, it's just in a turn.

Q. Why couldn't you all have ten cars?

A, Tt's according to the production.

Q. Did they get together with the coal campany?
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A. It's according to the production of the mine; if the mine would
maybe only work a half a day or three-quarters of the day, you know what

I mean, the turn was smaller.

Q. Did this vary from day to day?

A. Yes, an a good turn, you could [have] five or seven or ten cars-—

that's ten tons.

Qe When would you find out about your turn, when you got there in the
morfing?

A. You couldn't. It's Just according . . . Say for instance, if a
particudar end of the mine caved in, your turn wouldn't be nothing that
day. All the production would be from this other mine. Their turn
would be great, but on this territory it would be nothing. Well, now
tomorrow they'd have to restrict, them guys that got ten cars yester-
day. We didn't get none today, so the next couple of days they have to
hold back on that territory and give us, so we can catch up to our equal
amount of production. It was just fair administration of the amount

of coal that you get because they couldn't even show favéritism that

way-—give one guy ten cars and one guy one.
Q. But if you had a one-car turn for that day, would you quit work early?

A. No. Well, you don't know. See, for Instance, if you had what we
call a horseback—that's a dirt—you run out of cocal. And all that is is
a fault like the Saint Mary's Fault or San Andreas Fault or anything. But
same mines had more dirts than the others. Now your faults, unless you

ran out of coal, this fault might vary from one inch to six feet. All
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that was was a soapy kind of a rock that you'd run into, you had to
drill through. And the company wasn't going to buy that off of you. You

had to gob it. That's where our gob piles come from.
Q. So you spent your time drilling through those to get into . . .

A. Drilling and blasting through. You had to use your own powder and
everything to get through, so the company had to pay you——during the high-
est period it was $0.31 an inch to go through there-~to blast through
there because you wasn't even loading any coal. All you was doing was
shooting rock and gobbing it up. So they had to psy you yardage. They
also pald you yardage for going in the narrow. All the entrymen-—the
entries was narrow, and they got pald yardage in addition to their tonnage.
But in your room when you got wlde, you could shoot one shot—one shot

was a keg of powder that had 300 inches. And sometimes on a big shot you'd
use 90 inches or 120 inches of powder; that's maybe a third of a keg or

a half of a keg for one shot. If that shot didn't work, all your powder
was gone, So sometimes 1f you'd misjudge on your shot, you'd come in

there and you never had any coal, but your shot was stuck.
Q. You mean the powder was stuck in the wall and didn't go off?
A, Tt went off, but it . . .

Q. Didn't do anything?

A. Didn't do anything, but it would shatter, 1t would shake the coal.
You could hit the coal and It was drumy, so you'd look for a flat
crack, Where the powder hit, it escaped someplace. It was either in
the bottom or in the top. You'd find a softer plece of coal and you














































































































































































