
Preface 

This mumscript is the product of a tape recorded interview c d u c t e d  by 
Carl Oblinger for a special project, "Illinois Coal : The Legacy of an 
Industrial Society." The project ws sponsored by the I l l inois  State 
Historical Society and W e d  in part by the I l l inois  lbnanities Cauncil 
and the National Erdmmmt for the bmnities. Additional support cam 
£ran the Oral History Office of Sang- State University. Linda Jett 
transcribed the tapes and Carl Oblinger edited the transcript. 

Tom Rosco w s  a coal miner i n  Fbntog-ry h t y  during the 1920s and 
1930s, a county in which coal mining ms a particularly unstable job ~EII 

cmtrasted t o  m r k  in Qlristian County mines. In this m o i r  Mr. Rosco 
discusses his mining career and his a p r i e n c e s  with the Progressive 
Miners Union. He also discusses his political career and the problam he 
faced as mayor in h'itt. 

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in  ndnd that it is a 
transcript of the spoken mrd,  ard that the intewiewr , narrator d 
editor sought t o  presewe the informal, conversational style that is  
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamn State University a d  the 
I l l inois  State Historical Library are not responsible for the factual 
accuracy of the m i r ,  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 par t  by any mans, electronic or mchanical, 
without pemission i n  writ- fran the Oral Kstory Office, Sangnon 
State X v e r s i t y  , Springfield, Illinois, 62708. 
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Tan Rosco, April 3, 1985, Witt, I l l inois .  

Caxl Oblirger , Interviewer. 

Q : You worked at the Coal ton [Coal Campany1 ? 

A: Coalton. It mt by the nama of Nokmis Coal Canpany. L e t  IE put it 
that  my. 

Q: It ws opened by NoMs Coal. 

A: Yes. A fellow by the narc of Roy Mth.  

Q: Yes, I 've heard his m. 

A: He otsled that. 

Q: Okay. What I'm doing is I'm just asking all the older coal miners 
about &ere they carre frm, their exprience Fn the mines, about the 
Progressives , t m  l i f e ,  families, things l ike that. I i n t e r v i m d  John 
Bellaver on Pbnday. 

A: Yes, he's a b u t  tvio years older than I am. 

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

A: I haven't seen him since my Martha passed m y .  That's been tw 
years in July. I don't make it a r d  m h  anymre. 

Q: Well, you're in g o d  shape. 

A :  I ' m  in good shape k t  I don't know. I ' m  not a vis i tor .  I'm not like 
my wife. If I had had her personality I wouldn't h e  cared. I don't 
care ncw anymy because I'm too old t o  care about everybody. Can't h e  
it I guess. I w s  the shy type. 

Q: men e r e  you born? 

A: I ws born in a t  they c a l l  Dawson, Pennsylvania. 

Q: Dawson, Pennsylvania. 

A: &A-W-S-0-N. 

Q: And what part of the state of Pennsylvania is that? East or =st? 



A : I wouldn' t h o w .  That d d  be in the coal f ields wherever that ' s 
at. 

Q: Okay. Dawson. Is it near Pittsbvrgh or can you remember? 

A: Well, i t 's  not too far fran that. 

Q: Your father cam wer t o  this country did he? 

A: Austria-Hungary. Austria's still there but they turned w a r y  into 
what they called Czechoslovakia during the first b r l d  War. 

Q: bhen did he leave Czechoslovakia, that area of the htro-Hungarian 
hpire? 

A: Well, l e t ' s  see. I can soon t e l l  you pretty ~ 1 1 .  I'll have to 
calculate. He died in 1956. A d  he WAS 86 years old. 

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

A: Yes. He MS 88 years old h he died. 

Q: Wen did he leave the old country t o  C ~ I E  t o  the United States? 

A: W e l l ,  I imagine he mrsst have c m  in here--msnlt Taft the president 
in 1890 or something l ike that? 

Q: Okay, it was kKinley. %Kinley w s  the president back then. 

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

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

A: He WB just like everybody else. He figured it ms a good country t o  
l ive  in see. P$I dad was a cripple. He m s  an orphan at about ei&t 
years old. Just a l o t  of them care and they all landed, just a l l  landed 
in Pennsylvania. 

Q: bhy is that? 

A: That's .here the ones, the Slavic nationality ones, cane here f i r s t .  
They just f o l l o d  than--just l ike  the hg l i sh .  You take what they say 
a b u t  the Ehglish fellows, you h o w .  I don't bow &ether you mt that 
on there or not. 

Q: No, that's *at I 'm interested in. I 'm interested in  your background. 

A: Well, this is the English people, yau haw. They had t h i s  saying, a 
l o t  of Fnglish people here see. A fellow by the name of Henry Heywrd-no 
disrespect to  them, don't misunderstand noe. 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 att. 

Q: A Slwak background? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Oh, yes. 

A: I don' t know how C- he landed in  here but I guess they had too rmch 
mrk. You take in Pennsylvania there, they'd go dom and shoot and then 
they'd go down and load their coal aftermrds . So he cane t o  I l l inois  
and he landed ia here in  1906. I ws three years old. 

Q: 1906, yes. 

A: I ' m  the only one of the Rosco's here. All the r e s t  of than is in  
Chicago and stuff like that. I was three years old &.en my dad came 
here. ell, he cchtldn' t get a job here, see. They ms sinking that new 
m i n e ,  PE had a raine aver in here. He couldn't get a job there so he writ 
t o  h a q u a  and got a card. And then fran Mowaqua he wrkd there long 
enough t o  get a card and then he C~IE back in  about 1908. 

Q: Go t  a card fran the W 

Q: That was 1906? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Okay. But before that he a s  in  Dawson, Pennsylvania. 

A: Yes. 

Q: Mow did he hear about the jobs here in Ntt? 

A: I don't how. Just like everything else. Ycru see, they had friends 
a r d  here and that's the my he c a  in. 

Q: Are mst of the Slovak people around here fran a certain area of 
Czechoslwakia? 

A: Yes, yes. 

Q: What area is that? 

A: W11, &at they call--I d m ' t  huw hrrw you p r m e  it--what thqy 
c a l l  Slwakia. In other wrds, they just had a goup of our nationawty 
&ich m s  Slwak. You've got sane a t  Coalton. Their alphabet is 
l i t t l e  different in their speech than ms. There's different 
l e t  me plt it that my. And our people, &en they cane here, 
all Greek Catholic and Orthalox because [the Coalton people] 
urder the Pope. I guess that don' t have to  go in k t  they e r e  a l l  upder 
the Pope. Well, af ter  the First Wrld bk r  there was 80 families here!. 



They had a big church here. Yes, I used to  direct people that my ,  w 
had a great big chuch. But anyway, they broke up afterwards. S a m  
wanted to go w i t h  the Pope and sane didn't. Boy, I'm tel l ing you it was 
brother against brother, son against son. 

Q: Bebeen the OrtWox and the Rcxnan Catholic. 

A: Yes. So then these other ones; they =re always R a m  Catholics. 

Q: there's the p l a e  in Czechoslmakia? Is it near the Russian border, 
where they canrz from? 

A: Yes, it m s  all under the Russian rule. My dad can ransnber 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 b r l d  War they wnt t o  
Czechoslavakia . 
Q: Wen you first cane here, a l l  the Slwak p o p l e  *re here. k s  there 
a certain cbnrrch they wuld go to? Was it a Slovak priest that w s  
called in? 

A: No, they either stayed h and prayed themselves or they vent to  the 
Ranan Catholic c k c h .  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 om. And they had that chmch going for a god  &ile. 

Q: *re NS this church at? 

A: h g h t  wer  here on the other corner, just tm blocks up here. 

Q: Yes, I think I passed it. It's c a l l d  a &istian C h c h  now. 

A: Yes, yes ,  &istian. And that had a b i  dane an it see, and you 
could see it. ~ n d  so sane guys say, 'ml1, *re do you go?'' I 'd 
say, "You hi t  Main Street up there a d  go dawn there as far--when you see 
that d m  c k c h  just turn right." It a s  on the corner. 

Q: U s  that Orthodox? 

A: Yes, that  w s  the Orthodox church. They could really chant. W l l  
the co lo rd  people muld practically all chant. We Catholics wed t o  
really chant. I t e l l  you it would male chi l ls  go through gcu. Ebt you 
talk about going to  c l l c h .  Now s m  of us  sq.mwked because we'd stay in 
church a half an hour. bk used to  go up here to  Mass for tw k s .  

Q: That long? 

A: Ihd I'll tell yw *at, when they buried a f e l l w ,  a person rather, 
yuu could go there a t  eleven o'clock, go h a  and have dinner and c- 
back a t  me o'clock ard they'd still be there. b t  that's the m y  they'd 
do. 

Q: &re did the priest cane fran? 



A: Ch, frrmvarious places up a r d  Pennsylvania, than places. 

Q: He came dom here permanently? 

A: Yes, he m s  here permanently. 

Q: What ws his name? 

A: They hd three or four. I cmldn' t  mm than. There was, heck, I 
guess that church's been gone-heck, yes. I 've been married, I was 
married 55 years and that church m s  already gane then. Let's see. 
Mayb they're l ike everything else. They've changed. 

Q: 'Ihe church changed. 

A: Yes. 

Q: So you mean it disbanded or folded? 

A: Well, see af ter  they had this trouble, ard w i t h  only 40 people, they 
couldn' t hardly maintain a priest.  

Q: I see. So part of the congregation s p l i t  off. 

A: Oh, yes. It s p l i t  d m  the line 50-50. 

Q: I don't how i f  I shauld ask the pstion but what k;kls the occasion 
of the split? Why did t b y  s p l i t  with each other? 

A: The Greek Catholics Ere under the Pope before the ww. And then 
dter the war, ell, YOU know how it is with religion. a of than say, 
'% don't mn t  to  follow the Pope." That ws one of the things. I 
couldn't say. I know it m s  one of the Popes that they didn't  mnt t o  
follow. Then lo t  a t h s  they didn't  give so nuch t r i k t e  to  Ibther 
Mary. But your Masses Ere  the saw thing, you knw, l ike the Protestants ; 
they changed it a l i t t l e .  W say the "Our Father" l i k e  everybody else. 
It's practically the same thing only just a few wrds in there t o  make it 
a change. 

Q: Yes, I've heard that before. hihen your dad caw here in 1906, where 
did p l ive here? 

A: k11, e used to  live t w  blocks wer  there on Firs t  Street right 
over there. And then when he c e  back in 1908, W he crme from Mmqua 
---I think about 1909-he bui l t  that house r ight  across the s t ree t  
where my boy is. 

Q: He l ives over here. 

A: Yes.  

Q: I talked to him this mming;. 



A: Oh, did you? 

Q: Yes, I called here and he said you'd gone dom to the office. 

A: Yes.  That's where he lives. 

Q: &, I see. You just live right nearby here &re you had yau~ hane. 

A: Yes. 

Q: bho did you buy the hem from? 

A: This ane here? 

Q: Yes ,  the one you lived in. 

A: Oh that. They built that. 

Q: ah, he did. 

A: Yes .  

Q: bbo built the home? 

A: k11, it used t o  be a fellow by the naane of mitenick. He was a 
carpenter. He had a M d y  and I can' t  think of his n m .  kt I hm 
mitenick hilt it. Eht I don't think kingham hilt it because ~ i n g l m n  
used to  live uver there. But it w bhitenick and s~nebody else involved 
in that. Yes, he built that b e .  

Q: k s  the Whitenick family ammil here a long tirae? 

A: Ch yes. lhey wre a l l  citizens, too, yau hw. 

Q: So that's haw you got your hare built .  

A: Yes. 

Q: He bui l t  the hane for you. Okay, so then you =re living here again 
in 1908? 

A: Yes. 

A: At all of these mines. lbs t ly  they used t o  be into what they called 
the Indiana. I don't know &at they called it. There used t o  be a mine 
right out here. 

Q: Is that the one that the Indiana-Illinois bought fxm Peabody? 

A: Yes. Yes. 



Q: They bought the mine . . . 
A: 'Ihat's the one. See there ms one wer there. 

Q: &ere was that a t?  Coalton? 

A: No, just a mile f rcm here. You cwld  take this road right here and 
you'd go right-well, ycru can't see it; there's a farm. kt just a mile, 
exactly a mile. I walked on it and fran here t o  there is a mile. It's 
pretty near tw miles to and frm. Well, anyway so we wrkd a t  that 
mine. 

Q: Wat m s  the nane of that mine? Did it have a rime? 

A: It m s  Indiana-Illinois Coal. 

Q: Okay. 

A: k t ' s  see. It shut down in about 1921 because I started a t  that mine 
i n  1919. I m s  sixteen years old. See, then w;hen that shut dom there 
used to be a mine right here on this Zaarrp. 

Q: Oh, yes. Right aver here. 

A: Yes .  And that w s  Fhat they called Old Sue Bone. 

Q: Old what? 

A: Old Sue Bone. 

Q: my did they call it that? 

A: I don't h o w .  k11, it ~s sunk in about 1899. And R wrked there 
and then it shut dom. Tnen years la ter  then I mnt to Dowell and my dad 
was off a long time. I& got a job at Coalton uver here. And that shut 
d m  in 1925 dm these two mines opened up. Then e got a job at Coalton 
uver here. 

Q: And that slut d m  in 1925. 

A: The f i r s t  t h .  

Q: The f i r s t  time? 

A: ?he f i r s t  t k  see. And b w  I got it I was working at Dove11 and my 
brother mrked at  Dow11 and my dad m s  off ; Coalton wsn't wrking . A 
fellow by the nane of Snyder said, "I'll give your dad a job," b e c a e  
he'd seen him. My dad m s  crippled. He had what they called "running of 
the hee. " He was an orphan. E!y poltices is the only m y  he got cured. 
It ws in 1922, I think, w got the job and i n  1925 it shut dom. So 
before it was shut down, though, they opened this mine. A d  it just goes 
to shaw you the breaks w got. So this mine e ws wrking there; this 
mine opened up in 1925. My dad ms w e r  there so w wnt  w e r  there. 
Dad said, 'k, TAE better stay w i t h  this mine here ," w i t h  this Coalton 



mine. And that was h a w n  as the Reliance Coal Company at that t ime. 
e stayed there. Well, this mine wrked th i r ty  days d shut d m .  

Q: In 1925, just th i r ty  days it m s  there. 

A: So Dad said, 'W m s  lucky." And about a wek after that thing slut 
dawn this slut d m .  

Q: And d m t  happened then? 

A: I went t o  other places for mrk, see. Rice Miller opened the Coalton 
mine up here in 1937. It just goes t o  shuw y m  how g o d  the organization 
was at that t h .  The people that mrked there Ere the first ones to  
get the job-after  t m t y - f  ive years. And I 've been laid off [so many 
tirrres] that I feel  there's no such a thing as the rights to  your jobs. 

Q: Well, & m t  happened t o  you in 1925--you ard your dad? Wnere did you 
go to mrk then? 

Q: After th i r ty  days of mrking, where did you go to  m r k  af ter  that? 

A: *re did I go then in  19251 I don't r&r. Oh, mit a*&. In 
1925 when Coal ton shut down, my dad wsn' t mrkimg . I m n t  t o  Pennsylvania 
to  t ry  to  get a job. I w in Farrell, Pennsylvania and then I ws in 
Donma, Pennsylvania. Both them t r ips  and nothing to do. That a s  
during the height of the Depression, see. 

Q: And there's nothing doing out there. 

A: So then I corrre back here. I cam back here and Number Ten at  N o W s  
was wxkhg and I got a job there. 

Q: And t ha t  a s  in &en? 

A: 'Ihat was in about 1925, 1926. 

Q: So you just E r e  out there for about a year? 

A: No, I was only there about tm mmths. I couldn't get no job, so I 
c m  back i n  September of 1925. I c- back and got a job over a t  N0kcsrb.s. 

Q: my did you go out t o  Donora and Farrell? Did you know somebody 
there? 

A: Y e s ,  my dad had a stepbrother wer there. Then in Farrell ,  Permsylvania 
my mther had t m  sisters there. And I m s  trying t o  get a job in the 
s tee1 . I was on ca l l  out there you h o w .  In Denora, Pennsylvania I wn t  
there trying to get a job. Dad only had one brother and my mother 
two sisters besides herself. They lived i n  Farrell , Pennsylvania. 

Q: Sharon and Farrell, they're right there together. 



A: 'Ihat's right.  

Q: So you Ere doing a l o t  of wing around. 

A: I e s s .  I worked at several mines and everyone of them shut d m .  
After that Coalton shut d m  for god in 1952. 

Q: So yau stayed there af ter  1926 aver here a t  N o M s ?  

A: Yes. 

A: No. I stayed there a d  then t h i s  Coalton opened up in 1937. 

Q: Oh, I see. 

A: So f r a n  1937 t o  1952 I mrked there. 

A: Yes. 'Ihen I wrked tm years d m  at Collinsville in a Progressive 
mine. 

Q: bhm was this? 

A:  'That m s  after Coalton strut down in 1952. 

Q: Yau mt down south to  mrk  at  Collinsville. You E r e  out of mrk 
them fmn time to  time =renl t  you? 

A: We used t o  take turns driving t o  Collinsville. h e  winter I was 
c ~ h c a w . .  . 
Q: And this 'kkis frcm d m  a t  Collimville? 

A: Ram Collinsville. We got dom to M t .  Olive on one of the t r ips  
&ere jm turn into M t .  Olive caning that way and I thought I felt sonething. 
I said, "You feel  anything?" No, all Ere asleep W h  I could w e r  do. 
Well, anyway I made a mistak and E tent the old route. I started qp 
and I mt t o w d  the M t .  Olive City. That used t o  be an old route 

' 

a r d  there, see. I said, ' W l l ,  1'11 take it ." That m s  the mrst: 
thing I could ever have done because i t 's  elevated. I bet you they 
pushed ~lle aut of the snow three or four times. So my wife said, "I 'm not 
going t o  plt up with yuu." So she got me a job a t  Allis-Chalmrs. I 
mrked there at  Collinmille ttio years then I got a job with Allis-Chalmers. 
And I wxked there ewteen mnths. And I couldn't get no job after 
that.  Then I was off five nl~nths. And I thought, ''Oh, oh." I was over 
54 years old and I went and checkel with Social Security. So finally my 
wife was wrking at the glass factory wer here and she knew the chief of 
persamel. ?Ie called nae up me day. He said, 'Tan, y m  vant a job as 
night mkbn?"  I said, ''Anything." 
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Q: And you got the night job. 

A: And I got the night ~ t c h a n .  So finally w w s  night watclmnan-+m 
and another fellow for about tm years. W l y  I got a job that w n t  
over ten years at the glass factory. TZlen &en I became 65 it was ccmpllsory 
r e t i r m t  . 
Q: You had t o  imprmrise, yau had to  make do with what you could get? 

A: Oh, yes. 

Q: L b t  happens back there in the 1920s &en you mre out of wrk?  Did 
all of you people help each other out? Did yuu share things? Now did 
you make it through the hard times? 

A: It goes back t o  the 19209; w went f i r m  me place t o  another. bk w s  
at  what they called the Nmhr Ten, that m s  Indiana-Illinois Coal Canpany . 
I got a job there in 1925. kll, they started introducing mchinery, you 
h o w .  Yau shaveled and there was three guys doing that, and then they 
loaded it in h car. Then the Progressives cane i n  in  1931 and w used 
to divide mrk. Smtimes e ' d  only get a day or t w  a wek. In other 
mrds,  too many people wrked this  shi f t .  

Q: W s e  idea was that, the division of mrk? 

A: ell, instead of F3hat t y ' r e  doing today of just laying you off--I 
don't knuw whether they had any compensation in than days or not, in 
1920, 1926--so rather than t o  lay people off ,  the union m s  strong enough 
in them days to divide the mrk. We figured , well, give everybody a 
chance. 

Q: Whose union? Which union a s  it? 

A: W t e d  Mine krkers. The Progressives c- in i n  1931. 

Q: You mean before the Progressives you =re dividimg the w r k  up in the 
1920s? 

A: yes, in  the 1920s. 

Q: Whose idea? I mean did that cane fran the top, frcrn the d m ,  or 
did it c a  f r a n  you guys? Didn't it c- f r a n  rank a d  f i l e?  

A: See, at that tinue, the big shots m r e  or less made it. I think it 
w l e f t  to the organization but they had to  c q l y  w i t h  the regular 
thing. All  the mines more or less divided the m r k  &en it ms necessary 
t o  divide. 

Q: Mas that a time honored practice or is it sanething new? 

A: W e l l ,  at that  the it w new. 

Q: It w s  new. Ad whose idea ws that? 






































































