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 Carl Oblinger edited the transcript.

Tom Rosco was a coal miner in Montogomery County during the 1920s and
1930s, a county in which coal mining was a particularly unstable job when
contrasted to work in Christian County mines. In this memoir Mr. Rosco
discusses his mining career and his experiences with the Progressive
Miners Union. He also discusses his political career amd the problems he
faced as mayor in Witt.

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
Illinois 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. It may not be
repraduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing fram the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Tom Rosco, April 3, 1985, Witt, Illinois.

Carl Oblinger, Interviewer.

Q: You worked at the Coalton [Coal Company]?

A: Coalton. It went by the name of Nokomis Coal Company. Let me put it
that way.

Q: It was opened by Nokomis Coal.
Yes. A fellow by the name of Roy Smith.

Yes, I've heard his name.

> Qe F

He owned that.

Q: Okay. What I'm doing is I'm just asking all the older coal miners
about where they came from, their experience in the mines, about the
Progressives, town life, families, things like that. I 1nterv1.ewed John
Bellaver on Monday.

A: Yes, he's about two years older than I am.

Q: Yes, yes. He's in good shape.

A: I haven't seen him since my Martha passed away. That's been two
years in July. I don't make it around much anymore.

Q: Well, you're in good shape.

A: I'm in good shape but I don't know. I'm not a visitor. I'm not like
my wife., If I had had her personality I wouldn't have cared. I don't
care now anyway because I'm too old to care about everybody. Can't have
it I guess. I was the shy type.

Q: When were you born?

I was born in what they call Dawson, Pennsylvania.

Dawson, Pemmsylvania.

D-A-W-S-0-N.

e xR Z

And what part of the state of Pennsylvania is that? FEast or west?
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A: T wouldn't know. That would be in the coal fields wherever that's

Okay. Dawson. Is it near Pittsburgh or can you remember?
Well, it's not too far fram that.

Your father came over to this country did he?

R L S

Austria-Hungary. Austria's still there but they turned Hungary into
what they called Czechoslovakia during the First World War.

Q: When did he leave Czechoslovakia, that area of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire?

A: Well, let's see. I can soon tell you pretty well. I'll have to
calculate. He died in 1956. And he was 86 years old.

Q: So he would have been born in 1870. About that time.

A: Yes. He was 88 years old when he died.

Q: When did he leave the old country to came to the United States?

A: Well, T imagine he must have come in here--wasn't Taft the president
in 1890 or something like that?

Q: Okay, it was McKinley. McKinley was the president back then.

A: Well, that's it. My dad came in here I guess along about 1890.

Q: Yes, yes. Why did he come, do you remember?

A: He was just like everybody else. He figured it was a good country to

live in see. My dad was a cripple. He was an orphan at about eight
years old. Just a lot of them come and they all landed, just all landed
in Pennsylvania.

Q: Why is that?

A: That's where the ones, the Slavic nationality ones, came here first.
They just followed them-- Just like the Engllsh You take what they say
about the English fellows, you know. I don't know whether you want that
on there or not.

Q: No, that's what I'm interested in. I'm interested in your background.
A: Well, this is the English people, you know. They had this saying, a
lot of Engl:.sh people here see. A fellow by the name of Henry Heyward--no
dlsrespect to them, don't misunderstand me. They'd get on the boat and
then they'd get here.

Q: Around this Witt area?
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A: Yes. They lived right in Witt.
Q: A Slovak background?

A: Yes.

Q: Oh, yes.

A:

I don't know how come he landed in here but I guess they had too much
work. You take in Pennsylvania there, they'd go down and shoot and then
they'd go down and load their coal aftervards. So he come to Illinois
and he landed in here in 1906. I was three years old.

Q: 1906, yes.

A: TI'm the only one of the Rosco's here. All the rest of them is in
Chicago and stuff like that. I was three years old when my dad came
here. Well, he couldn't get a job here, see. They was sinking that new
mine, we had a mine over in here. He couldn't get a job there so he went
to Moweaqua and got a card. And then from Moweaqua he worked there long
enough to get a card ard then he come back in about 1908.

Got a card fram the UMW?

UMW, yes.

That was 19067

Yes.

Okay. But before that he was in Dawson, Pemnsylvania.

Yes.

How did he hear about the jobs here in Witt?

Ee xR o » L

I don't know. Just like everything else. You see, they had friends
aroundhereandthatsthevaayhecanem

Q: Are most of the Slovak people around here fram a certain area of
Czechoslovakia?

A: Yes, yes.
Q: What area is that?

A: Well, what they call--I don't know how you pronounce it--what they

call Slovakia. In other words, they just had a group of our nationality
which was Slovak. You've got some at Coalton. Their alphabet is just a
little different in their speech than ours. There's different pro iation,
let me put it that way. And our people, when they came here, they e

all Greek Catholic and Orthodox because [the Ooalton people] were all

under the Pope. I guess that don't have to go in but they were all upder
the Pope. Well, after the First World War there was 80 families here,
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They had a big church here. Yes, I used to direct people that way, we
had a great big chuch. But anyway, they broke up afterwards. Some
wanted to go with the Pope and some didn't. Boy, I'm telling you it was
brother against brother, son against son.

Q: Between the Orthodox and the Roman Catholic.
A: Yes. So then these other ones; they were always Roman Catholics.

Q: Where's the place in Czechoslovakia? Is it near the Russian border,
where they came from?

A: Yes, it was all under the Russian rule. My dad can remember at that
time he was what they called the big ruler under the Kaiser. See, after
that he got out and then after the First World War they went to
Czechoslovakia.

Q: When you first came here, all the Slovak people were here. Was there
a certain church they would go to? Was it a Slovak priest that was
called in?

A: No, they either stayed home and prayed themselves or they went to the
Roman Catholic church., The Catholic church up here. And then I guess
they got enough in their parishes and enough leaders so they built a
church of their own. And they had that church going for a good while.

Q: Where was this church at?
A: Right over here on the other corner, just two blocks up here.
Q: Yes, I think I passed it. It's called a Christian Church now.

A: Yes, yes, Christian. And that had a big dome on it see, and you
could see it. And so some guys would say, "Well, where do you go?" I'd
say, ''You hit Main Street up there and go down there as far--when you see
that dome church just turn right." It was on the comer.

Q: Was that Orthodox?

A: Yes, that was the Orthodox church. They could really chant. Well
the colored people would practically all chant. We Catholics used to
really chant. T tell you it would make chills go through you. But you
talk about going to church. Now some of us squawked because we'd stay in
church a half an hour. We used to go up here to Mass for two hours.

Q: That long?
A: And 1'11 tell you what, when they buried a fellow, a person rather,

you could go there at eleven o'clock, go home and have dimner and come

gaCk at one o'clock and they'd still be there. But that's the way they'd
o.

Q: Where did the priest come from?
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Ch, from various places up around Pennsylvania, them places.
He came down here permanently?
Yes, he was here permanently.

What was his name?

e e F

They had three or four. I couldn't name them. There was, heck, I
guess that church's been gone--heck, yes. I've been married, I was
married 55 years and that church was already gone then. Let's see.
Maybe they're like everything else. They've changed.

Q: The church changed.
A: Yes.
Q: So you mean it disbanded or folded?

A: Well, see after they had this trouble, and with only 40 people, they
couldn't hardly maintain a priest.

Q: I see. So part of the congregation split off.
A: Oh, yes. It split down the line 50-50.

Q: I don't know if I should ask the question but what was the occasion
of the split? Why did they split with each other?

A: The Greek Catholics were under the Pope before the war. And then
after the war, well, you know how it is with religion. Some of them say,
"W don't want to follow the Pope.'" That was one of the th:mg I
couldn't say. I know it was one of the Popes that they didn't want to
follow. Then lot a times they didn't give so much tribute to Mother

Mary. But your Masses were the same thing, you know, like the Protestants;
they changed it a little. We say the '"Our Father" like everybody else.
It's practically the same thing only just a few words in there to make it
a change.

Q: Yes, I've heard that before. When your dad came here in 1906, where
did you live here?

A: Well, we used to live two blocks over there on First Street right

over t.here And then when he came back in 1908, when he come from Moweaqua
then--I think about 1909--he built that house r:.ght across the street
where my boy is.

Q: He lives over here.

A: Yes.

Q: T talked to him this morning.
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A:

Oh, did you?

Yes, I called here and he said you'd gone down to the office.
Yes. That's where he lives.

Oh, T see. You just live right nearby here where you had your home.
Yes.

Who did you buy the home from?

This one here?

Yes, the one you lived in.

Oh that. They built that.

Oh, he did.

Yes.

Who built the house?

Well, it used to be a fellow by the name of Whitenick. He was a

carpenter He had a buddy and I can't think of his name. But I know
Whitenick built it. But I don't think Curmingham built it because Curmingham
used to live over there. But it was Whitenick and somebody else irwolved

in that. Yes, he built that house.

Q:

Q> Fe = L Z

A:

Was the Whitenick family around here a long time?
Ch yes. They were all citizens, too, you know.
So that's how you got your home built.

Yes.

He built the home for you. Okay, so then you were living here again

1908'?

Yes.
Where was your dad working then?
At all of these mines. Mostly they used to be into what they called

the Indiana. I don't know vhat they called it. There used to be a mine
right out here.

Q:
A:

Is that the one that the Indiana-Illinois bought from Peabody?

Yes. Yes.
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They bought the mine . . .

That's the one. See there was one over there.

e r R

Where was that at? Coalton?

A: No, just a mile from here. You could take this road right here and
you'd go right--well, you can't see it; there's a farm, But just a mle,
exactly a mile. I walked on it and from here to there is a mile. It's
pretty near two miles to and from. Well, anyway so we worked at that
mine,

What was the name of that mine? Did it have a name?
It was Indiana-T1linois Coal.

Okay .

e T L

let's see. It shut down in about 1921 because I started at that mine
in 1919 I was sixteen years old. See, then when that shut down there
used to be a mine right here on this hump.

Q: Oh, yes. Right over here.

A: Yes. And that was what they called 0ld Sue Bone.
Q: O0ld what?

A: 01d Sue Bone.

Q: Wy did they call it that?

Idon't know. Well, it was sunk in about 1899. And we worked there
and then it shut down. Then years later then I went to Dowell and my dad
was off a long time. We got a job at Coalton over here. And that shut
down in 1925 when these two mines opened up. Then we got a job at Coalton
over here.

Q: And that shut down in 1925.
A: The first time.
Q: The first time?

The first time see. And how I got it I was working at Dowell and my
brother worked at Dowell and my dad was off; Coalton wasn't workmg A
fellow by the name of Snyder said, '"I'll give your dad a job," because
he'd seen him. My dad was crippled. He had what they called "running of
the knee." He was an orphan. By poltices is the only way he got cured.
It was in 1922, I think, we got the job and in 1925 it shut down. So
before it was shut down, though, they opened this mine., And it just goes
to show you the breaks we got. So this mine we was working there; this
mine opened up in 1925, My dad was over there so we went over there.

Dad said, '"No, we better stay with this mine here," with this Coalton
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mine. And that was known as the Reliance Coal Company at that time. So
we stayed there. Well, this mine worked thirty days and shut down.

Q: In 1925, just thirty days it was there.

A: So Dad said, 'We was lucky." And about a week after that thing shut
down this shut down.

Q: And what happened then?

A: I went to other places for work, see. Rice Miller opened the Coalton
mine up here in 1937. It just goes to show you how good the organization
was at that time. The people that worked there were the first ones to
get the job--after twenty~five years. And I've been laid off [so many
times] that I feel there's no such a thing as the rights to your jobs.

Q: Well, what happened to you in 1925--you ard your dad? Where did you
go to work then?

A: In 19257

Q: After thirty days of working, where did you go to work after that?

A: Where did T go then in 1925? I don't remember. Oh, wait awhile. In
1925 when Coalton shut down, my dad wasn't working. I went to Pennsylvania
to try to get a job. I was in Farrell, Pemnsylvania and then I was in

Donora, Pemnsylvania. Both them trips and nothing to do. That was
during the height of the Depression, see.

Q: And there's nothing doing out there.

A: So then I come back here. I came back here and Number Ten at Nokomis
was working and I got a job there.

Q: And that was in when?
A: That was in about 1925, 1926.
Q: So you just were out there for about a year?

A: No, I was only there about two months. I couldn't get no job, so I
came back in September of 1925. I come back and got a job over at Nokomis.

%:le Why did you go out to Donora and Farrell? Did you know somebody
re?

A: Yes, my dad had a stepbrother over there. Then in Farrell, Pemmsylvania
my mother had two sisters there. And I was trying to get a job in the
steel. T was on call out there you know. In Denora, Pemnsylvania I went
there trying to get a job. Dad only had one brother and my mother had

two sisters besides herself. They lived in Farrell, Pemnsylvania.

Q: Sharon and Farrell, they're right there together.
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A: That's right.
Q: So you were doing a lot of moving around.

A: I guess. I worked at several mines and everyone of them shut down.
After that Coalton shut down for good in 1952.

Q: So you stayed there after 1926 over here at Nokomis?

Yes. ‘

Until 19507

No. I stayed there and then this Coalton opened up in 1937.
Oh, I see.

So from 1937 to 1952 I worked there.

At Coalton.

> e r e » o r

Yes. Then I worked two years down at Collinsville in a Progressive
mine.

Q: When was this?
A: That was after Coalton shut down in 1952.

Q: You went down south to work at Collinsville. You were out of work
them fram time to time weren't you?

A: We used to take turns driving to Collinsville. One winter I was
coming home . .

Q: And this was from down at Collinsville?

A: From Collinsville. We got down to Mt, Olive on one of the trips

where you turn into Mt. Olive coming that way and I thought I felt samething.
I said, "You feel anything?'" No, all were asleep which I could never do.
Well, anyway I made a mistake and we went the old route. I started up

and I went toward the Mt. Olive City. That used to be an old route °
around there, see, I said, "Well, I'll take it." That was the worst

thing I could ever have done because it's elevated. I bet you they

pushed me out of the snow three or four times. So my wife said, '"I'm not
going to put up with you." So she got me a job at Allis-Chalmers. I
worked there at Collinsville two years then I got a job with Allis-Chalmers.
And T worked there eighteen months. And I couldn't get no job after

that. Then I was off five months. And I thought, ''Oh, oh." I was aver

54 years old and I went and checked with Social Security. So finally my
wife was working at the glass factory over here and she knew the chief of
persomel, He called me up one day. He said, "Tom, you want a job as
night watchman?" I said, "Anything."




2 S T A

SRR S SR O U S i R B e e A b . e 2 R 0 3D i S AW BRI S F R oo B

T A T A B S TR (R e e SR S O )

T e TR R R T S S MR

L T LSt

Tom Rosco 10

Q: And you got the night watchman job.

A: And T got the night watchman. So finally we was night watchman--me

and another fellow for about two years. Finally I got a job that went

over ten years at the glass factory. Then when I became 65 it was campulsory
retirement.

Q: You had to improvise, you had to make do with what you could get?
A: Oh, yes.

Q: What happens back there in the 1920s when you were out of work? Did
all of you people help each other out? Did you share things? Now did
you make it through the hard times?

A: It goes back to the 1920s; we went from one place to another. We was
at what they called the Number Ten, that was Indiana-Il1linois Coal Campany.
I got a job there in 1925. Well, they started introducing machinery, you
know. You shoveled and there was three guys doing that, and then they
loaded it in the car. Then the Progressives come in in 1931 and we used
to divide work. Sometimes we'd only get a day or two a week. In other
words, too many people worked this shift.

Q: Whose idea was that, the division of work?

A: Well, instead of what they're doing today of just laying you off--I
don't know whether they had any compensation in them days or not, in
1920, 1926~-so rather than to lay people off, the union was strong enough
in them days to divide the work. We figured, well, give everybody a
chance,

Q: Whose union? Which union was it?

A: United Mine Workers. The Progressives come in in 1931.

Q: You mean before the Progressives you were dividing the work up in the
1920s?

A: Ch yes, in the 1920s.

Q: Whose idea? I mean did that came from the top, from the union, or
did it come from you guys? Didn't it come from rank and file?

A: See, at that time, the big shots more or less made it., I think it
was left to the organization but they had to comply with the regular
thing. All the mines more or less divided the work when it was necessary
to divide.

Q: Was that a time honored practice or is it something new?

A: Well, at that time it was new.

Q: It was new. And whose idea was that?










































































































