

[image: Image]





Acclaim for Karen Tintori’s


Trapped: The Cherry Mine Disaster of 1909


“Trapped is everything that such a book ought to be, and much more: A gripping narrative, powerful in its language and extraordinarily well-constructed. A portrait of elemental human strengths and frailties. … A reminder of the terrible price paid by immigrants to establish themselves in America. Karen Tintori’s account of the Cherry Mine Disaster is a classic of its kind.”


—Frank Viviano, author of Blood Washes Blood and Dispatches from the Pacific Century


“The author’s writing skills are evident; she crafts … a very accessible and gripping account of a human tragedy that elicited both the best and worst from those involved. Highly recommended.”


—Library Journal


“Tintori’s graphic account of this tragedy is a sad but gripping story”


—Booklist






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Image]





For my family, especially Lawrence, Mitchel and Steven and for miners, and their families




A little fire is quickly trodden out,


Which, being suffer’d, rivers cannot quench.


William Shakespeare, King Henry the Sixth, Act IV, Scene VIII


Fire is the test of gold; adversity, of strong men.


Seneca, De Providentia, 5,9


And after the fire, a still small voice.


I Kings, 19





FOREWORD



In the crisp postdawn hours of Saturday, November 13,1909, four hundred and eighty Illinois coal miners dropped down into a mine touted to be the safest in the country. By midday more than half of them were living their worst nightmare, trapped in an inferno raging nearly four hundred feet below ground. Cut off from exit routes, these men and boys battled for their lives, driven back by smoke, ferocious heat, walls of flames and the deadly invisible gas miners call “the black damp.”


By nightfall the mine was sealed, burying—dead and alive—more than half of the miners. No one could have guessed it would be March and beyond before rescuers could retrieve and bury most of those still trapped below.


Death touched nearly every home in Cherry, Illinois. Hundreds of women were widowed. Nearly five hundred children were orphaned. Just weeks before Thanksgiving they were plunged into despair and destitution, with no food or fuel in homes suddenly robbed of men.


Cherry’s tragedy was a national one that dominated headlines for weeks. In a time before radio and television, newspapers devoted page after page to detail the continuing relief and rescue efforts and the investigation that ensued. Foreign governments dispatched their consuls to Cherry to look after their bereaved nationals, troops arrived to maintain order and Americans everywhere reached deep to answer appeals from the Red Cross and The Chicago Daily Tribune.


The catastrophe stands as the worst coal mine fire in U.S. history and the country’s third-worst coal mine disaster. Only the December 6, 1907, Monongah, West Virginia, explosion which claimed 362 at Monongah Numbers 6 and 8 and the October 22, 1913, Dawson, New Mexico, explosion at Stag Canon Number 2, where 263 died, surpass it for loss of life.


It was a tragedy that precipitated sweeping changes in child labor practices and in the coal industry, and was the catalyst for the first worker’s compensation laws enacted in the United States.


It was also a tragedy that never should have happened.


Considered to be the largest coal shaft in the U.S., Cherry was the epitome of modernity and safety both in construction and equipment. Completed in 1905, it was one of the only mines in the country outfitted throughout with electricity. Built of steel, concrete, brick and stone, and with a tipple its engineer rated the safest in the world, the St. Paul Mine was declared fireproof—a designation that would be the first of the ironies to haunt Cherry just four years later.


*  *  *


I never knew my Grandpa Tintori, but I grew up in Detroit in his home, a two-flat house heated by radiators that were steamed by coal. I can still hear the slush of those sooty lumps sliding down the chute at the side of our house into the coal cellar, hear the scrape of the shovel as my dad heaped another load onto the fire in the coal furnace.


Grandma Tintori, my dad’s widowed mother, lived in the upper flat. On Sunday mornings, she’d invite me up for tea and whole wheat toast and stories about her hard life as the child of a coalminer who died in his forties of black lung disease. My parents, my sister, JoLynne, my brother, John, and I lived downstairs.


In January 1948, with her pregnancy just a hunch, my mother, Joanne, had stood beside her father-in-law’s hospital bed and told him she was carrying his first grandchild. “I won’t live to see the baby? he told her. He died the next day. I have always felt a strong connection to this grandfather thanks to the gift of my mother’s announcement. What I’ve learned of him has come from photographs, a couple of legal documents and far too few family stories.


John Tintori was born in Fanano, Italy, and in his early twenties came to join relatives in Illinois to mine coal. He became a citizen, shipped out to France with the U.S. Army in World War I, came back to earn his miner’s license, then worked in mines throughout Illinois until he and other relatives succumbed to the lure of the assembly line. He packed up his young wife, Catherine, and my father, Raymond, and headed for the auto plants in Detroit.


Aside from the bittersweet story that he knew about me before he died, what burns in my mind most vividly about him is the sentence I remember first hearing when I was about seven, a pronouncement Grandma Tintori gave to me throughout my childhood like a recurring gift.


“Your grandfather survived the Cherry Mine disaster.”


That was all she’d say—one unembellished statement that filled a little girl with such awe I never pressed her for more.


Ten years ago, I began to trace my Tintori genealogy and the Cherry disaster clue was the first I followed. Any firsthand account of the horror my grandfather witnessed was lost to me, and by the time my writer’s curiosity was hungry to know it, both my grandmother and father were also dead. I turned to my mother, who told me my grandfather had survived the disaster not by heroism, but by a quirk of fate. Though he was noted as a winemaker, taught well by the priests who’d raised him in Italy, he wasn’t much of a drinker. It was an uncharacteristic hangover that kept him home from work the Saturday of the fire, when four hundred and eighty miners dropped down into the bowels of the St. Paul Mine that morning instead of four hundred and eighty-one.


My next visit was to my dad’s cousin, Lester Corsini. His father, Attilio, was one of the last to escape the burning mine, his mother’s eighteen-year-old brother, my grandfather’s first cousin, Johnny Galletti, perished. Lester told me about Cherry and, together, we pored over his collection of picture postcards taken in the aftermath of the disaster and the firsthand account written in Italian by Antenore Quartaroli, a family friend who survived. My search went on.


My quest to know my father’s father, to learn his place in the Cherry story, to find his name in some news account or union ledger or census roll, consumed me. As I pored over the letters, articles, photos and reports I’d collected looking for him, I found instead a story that engrossed me.


As the details and the ironies of the disaster unfolded, I became obsessed with the life-and-death struggle of the miners below ground and the terror of the women and children thronged at the entrance to the mine, praying for the men and boys they loved.


Over the years, in addition to my research on coal mining at the turn of the last century, I have collected an abundance of material on the disaster that includes firsthand accounts of survivors, government inquiries and reports, legal correspondence, photographs, newspaper accounts, pamphlets, both court reporters’ transcripts of testimony taken at the coroner’s inquest, commemorative programs and memorabilia. In addition, via phone, letter and e-mail, many descendants of the Cherry miners have generously shared with me their family stories and mementos. My thanks to them and others appear in the acknowledgments.


*  *  *


I finally placed my Grandpa Tintori at Cherry, spotting his face peeking from the back row in a photo of Johnny Galletti’s funeral. My grandfather survived the Cherry Mine disaster, and because he had I was here to recount the tale. My journalist’s head and my novelist’s heart fought over the best way to do so. In the end, with thousands of pages of dialogue from inquest transcripts, letters, F. P. Buck’s 1910 account, The Cherry Mine Disaster, and newspaper reports before me, I decided on the immediacy of a straightforward, nonfiction, you-are-there recounting of the story.


With the exception of the initial conversations between John Tintori and Johnny Galletti, the conversation at the Galletti breakfast table, and Charlie Galletti’s questions about his family at the mine shaft—three incidents I derived from family stories—all of the dialogue in this book is exact. In a few instances where phrases like “there is” or “we are” read too stilted, I have taken the liberty of using their less distracting contractions. In a few other instances, where I thought the actual dialogue too convoluted, I have paraphrased instead.


The ordeal of the twenty-one miners entombed in the second vein is taken from two sources—an account dictated by miner Thomas White, and the diary of Antenore Quartaroli given to me by my cousin Lester and translated from the Italian by my late friend, Sandra Sonnino. I have tried to be faithful to the cadence and drama of Quartaroli’s native tongue, and the thoughts italicized in those chapters attributed to him and Thomas White are their own.


With every survivor dead by the time I began my research, the biggest challenge was to breathe life into characters whose history I did not know, when all I had to draw from were their own words, the inquest testimony, newspaper accounts and, if I was lucky, photographs. In instances where I’ve referred to “a miner? “an Italian” or “one of them,” it is because the records gave no name.


As family genealogists know, surnames at the turn of the last century were usually spelled the way the writer heard them. I have done my best to use the most consistent spelling contained in the numerous sources, or those given me by descendants. Likewise, I have done my best, checking and crosschecking the numerous accounts, to bring this story accurately to its wider audience.


In September 2000, ten years after I began to research the disaster, I visited Cherry, Illinois, for the first time. Although my father’s Parochetti cousins still live near the coalfields our ancestors once worked, it was the first time my husband, Larry, or I had been there. It was impossible to finish this book without a trip to the town, the mine site and the cemetery. We spent five days researching and interviewing, building up to and saving the actual visit to the mine site for the last. While Larry climbed the slag pile with Charlie Bartoli, who now owns the property, with Ed Caldwell and with Dave Philippe, the latter a descendant of other Cherry miners, I stood at the sealed mine shaft and tried to evoke another time and the men, women and children whose story I am about to retell.


The story of the Cherry Mine disaster is a human drama rife with heroism, cowardice, supreme sacrifices and twists of fate. Ultimately, though, it is a triumphant tale of survival against all odds. Eight days after the mine ignited, with the fire barely controlled, twenty men who’d been trapped in the deepest recesses of the mine miraculously emerged alive. Today, November 21, 2001, is the ninety-second anniversary of their rescue and, by coincidence, the day I completed this final draft.


This is their story—and the story of the all the victims, survivors, widows, orphans, townspeople and mine owners, every one of them trapped by the disaster at the Cherry Mine.





CHAPTER ONE



Standing like a twin-peaked hill, a spoils dump lush with vegetation throws shadows across the farmland that buries the St. Paul Mine. Cornfields wave at jutting remnants of the hoisting shaft and other mine buildings, and chunks of coal, shale and rock lie scattered among weeds and wildflowers. Nature and nearly one hundred years have reclaimed what was once the most prosperous coal mine in the Midwest.


At the village’s southern edge, tiny Holy Trinity Miners Cemetery abuts a curve in Highway 89, barely revealing its towering stone monument to passing motorists. Dedicated to the two hundred and fifty-nine men and boys who perished there in one of the most tragic coal mine disasters in U.S. history, the monument’s bowed and weeping woman grieves over the final resting place of many of them.


Their little-known story is preserved in the tiny Cherry Library, where mine artifacts and photos line the walls alongside poignant missives penned by entombed miners as they waited for smoke, flames and poisonous gases to overtake them.


From a vibrant community of twenty-five hundred in its heyday, Cherry has dwindled to a village whose five hundred residents either farm the land or earn their livelihood in neighboring Ladd, LaSalle, Mendota, Ottawa, Peru and Spring Valley. Many live in the original company houses, most of them renovated or expanded, some with water pumps still standing in the backyard.


Cherry was born on rolling prairies roughly one hundred miles southwest of Chicago in 1904. Mining experts called to the heart of Bureau County’s rich coal region by the St. Paul Coal Company discovered a vast, inexhaustible vein of bituminous coal almost un-equaled in quality. The company, licensed to mine coal in six Illinois counties, instantly began to sink the state’s largest coal mine, certain that within two years the black diamonds buried there would make it a principal coal center in the Midwest.


Forty years before, 62 percent of the world’s energy came from wood. By the 1910s, coal had supplanted wood. It owned that 62 percent pinnacle and accounted for 80 percent of America’s fuel right before the dawn of electricity while the Wright brothers were still perfecting the airplane and the world traveled by coal steam-powered rail and ship. Today, coal still generates 25 percent of the world’s energy, and nine of every ten tons used in the U.S. go to produce electricity.


In 1909, the coal industry was booming. The U.S. mined out four hundred and thirty-one million tons a year, but production was seasonal, tied to winter’s heavier heating demands in homes and offices. Families spent about $35 of their average $651 yearly income for fuel, and in 1904, only 3 percent of them used electricity. The first electric range, vacuum cleaner and iron would not appear until later in the decade. Beating and mixing, dishes and laundry were all done by hand. Women cooked on wood- or coal-burning stoves, buying blocks of ice twice weekly to preserve the food in their wood-and-metal iceboxes.


The steadiest call for coal came from industry, shipping and railroads, and Cherry’s entire output—estimated then at upward of twenty-five hundred tons per eight-hour day, three hundred and sixty-five days per year—was already earmarked for the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul Railway Company, which immediately built a spur track from Ladd. As the northernmost coal deposit in the state, Cherry was the end of the line, both for coal and the railroad. From there, train cars had to travel the three miles back to Ladd in reverse.


Word of the astounding find spread quickly to surrounding mining communities and even to Europe, as immigrant miners alerted friends and relatives to the opportunity for steady work. Unlike most mines, which shut down in summer leaving miners with no income, Cherry would operate constantly to furnish coal for the locomotives, machine shops and offices of the giant coal company.


Cherry was incorporated in April 1905, and by June the St. Paul Coal Company had sunk $ 200,000 into developing the mine and the town born to house its workers. It christened both after James Cherry, former Seatonville mayor and the region superintendent of mines put in charge of sinking the hoisting shaft. To ensure lively commerce between the new town and the rich farming community surrounding it, the coal company constructed the largest grain elevator in the vicinity. The Illinois farmers were conflicted about the mining communities springing up in their midst. They welcomed the economic opportunities mining brought with it, but looked down their noses at the foreigners mine companies had to import because few farmers could be lured to the dangerous work. They refused to mine, yet hated the foreigners—most of whom had been farmers themselves—for earning more working underground than they could eke from their land.


Farmers saw the foreigners as a threat to the country’s character and “Eyetalians” were the most disliked, both by the native farmers and other English-speaking immigrants. One farmer interviewed for Herman R. Lantz’s study, People of Coal Town, called nine out of ten foreigners “no good.” “We would have been a heap better off if they had never been brought here.”


The few Americans who did mine were threatened by the immigrants as well. To survive, the foreigners were willing to work harder, longer and at more dangerous mine jobs than the Americans. An American miner told Lantz, “No American would work as hard as they did because the foreigners didn’t have any sense.”


*  *  *


The mine company’s plan for the new town was charming, calling for a park, a school, a bank and several general stores. Expecting Cherry to be its crowning jewel, the railroad built a first-class railway station two blocks from the main business district.


Promising “Money in a New Town,” the coal company offered one hundred and twenty acres of land for sale as home and business sites on June 21, 1905, announcing reduced rail fares to Cherry that day and parking a special dining car there to serve lunch. The six-page pamphlet advertising the 10:30 A.M. auction of town lots predicted they would sell out by noon.


The coal company built a fifty-room hotel and fifty modern model homes, and while work on the mine continued day and night under the supervision of experts from across the country, a town grew across the prairie.


Touted to be the largest coal shaft in the U.S., the Cherry Mine was the epitome of modernity and safety both in construction and equipment. The engineer who built the tipple rated it the world’s safest, and it was one of the only mines in the entire country outfitted with electricity. Even the darkest areas of any mine, the mule stables and pumping room, were strung with incandescent light. With a tower of steel, a foundation of concrete and its engine, boiler and fan houses all made of brick and stone, the men who built it declared the Cherry Mine fireproof.





CHAPTER TWO



They came from Austria, Belgium, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Scotland, Sweden, Yugoslavia and from mining towns across the U.S. From around the world they flocked to Cherry seeking a better life, even if it meant trading daylight for a future. It was a time of peace, prosperity and progress. America had gone two full generations with no major wars, and the U.S. Treasury swelled with a $46,380,000 surplus.


With nearly five million people, Illinois was the third most-populous of America’s forty-six states, right behind New York and Pennsylvania. Each year, one million immigrants paid about twelve dollars to sail to America in steerage, where farming was the leading occupation, employing eleven million of the country’s seventy-six million people. Mining, with seven hundred and sixty thousand workers, ranked seventh.


Bituminous coal miners had been organized nationally since the Civil War started in 1861. Pennsylvania anthracite miners followed suit seven years later. From six unions in the late 1880s, U.S. organized labor had swelled to one hundred and seventy-one unions with more than two million members by 1909. Though accepted grudgingly by some coal operators, the nineteen-year-old United Mine Workers of America was a potent force in the coalfields. The UMWA sought to bring order to a competitive industry, extending its influence to reduce unfair competition among the various regions of the state and country by promoting a fair wage scale.


“Their power reduced the ability of any company to cuts its costs, wages, to gain unfair advantage over competitors,” said Illinois labor historian Richard Joyce, whose mother’s ancestors left Fanano, Italy, to mine in Illinois.


In 1910, life expectancy averaged 47.3 years, with diphtheria, malaria and typhoid leading the causes of death. The only vaccination available was for smallpox, and colds often turned to fatal pneumonia. Babies were born at home, parents doctored their children with cod liver oil and sewed their cuts with sterilized needles and cotton thread. There were no vitamins, just tonics and patent medicines that claimed to cure a variety of ills. There were also no antibiotics. People either got well or they died.


It was a time when women wore long skirts, corsets to cinch in their waists and never left the house without gloves and something on their heads. Usually it was a hat, and the bigger the better. They wore their hair long, piled atop their heads to emulate the Gibson Girl, the paragon of beauty immortalized in the sketches of Charles Dana Gibson. The Ladies Home Journal sold a million copies each month, and the Sears, Roebuck Catalog was America’s “wish book,’ with rockers for $2.95 and wood-burning stoves, $17.48. A woman’s skirt cost four dollars, a shirtwaist three dollars, and a man’s suit set him back nine dollars. Boys wore knickers and girls wore crinolines. There were no zippers, only buttons, hooks or snaps.


It was a dressier time for men too. They wore suits and hats to the office and on Sundays. Haircuts were short and males sported beards and mustaches, shaving with a straight razor after lathering up with a special stubby brush and soap sold in mugs.


Housewives boiled the laundry, scrubbed it by hand and hung it out to dry. Everything had to be ironed. They baked their own bread and canned fruits and vegetables for the winter. Eggs were twelve cents a dozen, canned vegetables a dime, and per pound, sirloin ran twenty-four cents, and chicken or turkey, seven cents.


William Howard Taft had just succeeded Teddy Roosevelt, Pius X was the pope and Nicholas II was still the Russian czar. In April 1909, after eight attempts in twenty-three years, Robert E. Peary finally reached the North Pole. Antiliquor crusader Carrie Nation was smashing up saloons with her hatchet and women were championing for the right to vote. It was the year the NAACP, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, was founded, and twenty thousand New York garment workers went on strike.


Barbershop quartets entertained on Saturday nights. Americans sang “Shine on Harvest Moon? “Meet Me Tonight in Dreamland” and “I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now? and reading by kerosene lamp filled the evening hours. Novels outsold nonfiction two to one, with stories like The Virginian wildly popular just as the Old West was disappearing. Cinema was in its infancy. Ten-minute movies chased the heels of the first connected story on film, 1903’s eight-minute Great Train Robbery. Ford introduced his Model T in 1908, and while Sunday drives became a pastime of the wealthy, many doubted the horseless carriage novelty would last. America had 193,368 miles of railroad track and only ten miles of paved road. In bad weather, horses and buggies got mired in muddy ruts.


No one had a radio. Only eighteen in a thousand owned a phone. The world communicated by post, telegram and telegraph. Trains brought the mail, and many cities delivered it three times a day. Often, relatives in Ladd would send a postcard three miles to Cherry midweek just to say they’d be coming for Sunday supper.


While Italians and Slavs predominated Cherry’s growing population, a cacophony of languages filled the air. Miners worked alongside men they could not understand, and neighbors communicated with nods and gestures.


With the influx of a primarily young population quickly swelling the town to twenty-five hundred, the public schoolhouse was one of the first buildings up and running. A barber shop and other businesses followed. So did two churches, one small and Catholic and the other a Congregationalist offering both services and regular Sunday school classes. But it was the saloons, which excluded women and numbered seventeen of Cherry’s thirty-five businesses, that flourished. Prayer fortified the miners’ spirits on Sundays and spirits kept them fortified the rest of the week. A whiskey or three to cap off a day below ground was as important to the average miner as his dinner, and the saloons made certain no man went home parched. Yet tippling in Cherry was modest by standards in Westville, population one thousand, whose men supported sixteen saloons.


Protestant missionaries preaching temperance among the Illinois coal miners met deaf ears. “A saloon,” said one Westville miner in a 1902 issue of Missionary Review, “is the only decent place we fellows have to go. We have a newspaper to read, another fellow to argue with, and we can put our feet on the table and eat all the free lunch we want. We have a blooming fine fiddler who plays for us—say, wot’s a fellow livin’ for, all work?”


Miners everywhere drank hard because they worked hard. Their labor was tough, tedious, dirty, backbreaking. And it was dangerous. Miners were regularly maimed and killed. Accidents were common, mainly from the dynamite they used to blast coal from the seams. Poisonous gases claimed their victims slowly, and explosions took lives the instant a spark ignited the undetectable methane so pervasive in a mine. Odds of an Illinois miner dying on the job in the early 1900s were about one in four hundred, still better than in other states where miners lacked a union.


Families worried more than the miners. Women and children lived in constant dread of the piercing shriek of the mine alarm whistle. Explosions, cave-ins, slides and other accidents occurred so frequently that one Illinois miner’s wife remarked, “A natural death is such a strange thing here that when one hears that So-and-So is dead, they ask at once, ‘When was he killed?’ ”


Coal mining, like war, made camaraderie, friendship and concern for one another an unwritten law among miners. With danger ever present down in the depths, miners had only each other to save them. Many made lifelong friends of their mining “buddies.”


Most miners, by necessity, adopted a fatalistic attitude toward their work, but one sixty-seven-year-old Illinois miner quoted in Herman R. Lantz’s study, People of Coal Town, said if he had to do it over again he’d choose another occupation. “You never step on that cage without wondering if you’re going to come back or not. Being a miner is just like going into battle. There is always this fear of the mine.”


Some miners feared injury more than death because there were innumerable ways of getting maimed. Chest and other permanent injuries were the most feared, and poor health was a given.


“To do this work results in the degrading of a man,” Lantz quoted one sixty-year-old Illinois miner. “Many people get sick because of lots of dust. The lungs fill up with asthma. People die. They become discouraged, hopeless.”


Working in pairs in total darkness illuminated only by the thick grease called “sunshine” burning in their helmets, miners had to depend for their livelihood on their own strength, their own tools and their work partner. They rose before dawn to head for the mine, carrying deep dinner pails their wives or landladies packed with sandwiches and water. Often they crouched for hours, hacking coal from tight spaces with ceilings so low they could not stand upright. In this darkest place on earth, their only company was the nearby sound of dripping water and scurrying rats and the distant, muffled noise of hammering and explosions.


Faces smeared black, the men and boys worked in the pits like the mules they harnessed to the coal cars by day and stabled near the shaft overnight. For eight hours at a stretch, miners breathed in a variety of noxious fumes and a coal dust so silty it coated their lungs and embedded itself in their clothing. Despite soap and water at the end of the day, their skin and fingernails remained stained with a dark patina that never quite scrubbed off.


Coal superintendents and their bosses in the pits had considerable influence in the coal towns. “They were feared, if not universally liked or respected, due to their power to control the economic well-being of miners, their families and the towns they had created,” Richard Joyce said. When the owners decided to close mines, especially in smaller, one-industry towns, they created ghost towns as miners moved away to find work elsewhere.


Coal bosses often showed favoritism in assigning workplaces, giving choicer areas to men who were “loyal” to them. “These were also the men who supported the mine superintendents at the polls when they ran for public office,” Joyce added. “Superintendents often had the largest, nicest homes in the coal towns, along with the ability to purchase such frills as pianos and automobiles.


“Coal superintendents were sometimes viewed by miners as uncaring tyrants,” he said. “Other coal owners and bosses, however, were paternalistic benefactors who helped build the communities they had often created. They donated money and/or land for parks and churches, helped finance the purchase of land and homes by miners, started banks and seemed to care about their men. Others, however, were viewed as heartless manipulators of men whose purpose was solely to increase the companies’ profits. The miners usually had more respect for local men who had risen up through the ranks to positions of authority, while they often resented those who were sent in by the coal companies from the outside.”


Technically, a “miner” was a digger or blaster who dislodged large blocks of coal from the seams, the top tier in a young slate picker’s progression up the ranks. “Miners” were artisans who never handled the coal, but left their daily production for the laborers to shovel.


Small boys who started out picking rock from coal moved up to trapping, spending their days standing guard at mine ventilation doors and opening them only long enough to let mule drivers through with full or empty coal cars. Timbermen and spraggers kept the roofs shored up, trackmen kept the rails in shape and examiners searched for lurking dangers. Miners were Illinois’s highest-paid mine workers, with wages tied to output. Depending on how much they produced in a shift they could earn an average of $2.50 a day, roughly $45 in today’s dollars. It was forty cents a day more than the rock men, timbermen, cagers and trackmen earned, and more than double the set wages paid to young trapper boys and slate pickers. All miners, from the boys to the men, had to supply their own lamps, oil, wicks and tools and pay the company to keep them sharpened.


With year-round work and a choice of stores, Cherry’s miners had it better than the average miner, whose life and town was run by the mine company, had work only one hundred and eighty-one days out of the year and was always in debt, forced to purchase necessities on credit from the company store. Pay came on the first and sixteenth of the month in wage vouchers from which the mine company had already deducted grocery purchases, heating coal and six to ten dollars monthly rent in the drab houses it typically slapped up for mine families, one on top of the other.


Unlike other “company towns,” where identical shabby dwellings stood side by side, five different styles of architecture made each of Cherry’s three hundred and seventy-five homes different from the one next to it. The mine company built one hundred and twenty-five of these designs, the rest were privately contracted. Only Steele Street, which four years later would be dubbed Widows’ Row, was lined with thirty interchangeable houses.


Some of the company houses, plucked from other mining towns, rode into the state on flatbed cars. Split in two for their journey and reassembled in Cherry, most were one and a half stories. Each could house ten to fifteen people in three small downstairs rooms and two slope-ceilinged upper rooms cramped beneath the eaves. The kitchens were tiny, the closets sat under stairwells, and chickens, cows, thirty-foot surface wells and outhouses took up most of the minuscule backyards.


The town was seven blocks long and five shorter blocks wide, bisected by the railroad track and its modern depot. The park graced an entire square block opposite the schoolhouse at the north end of town. Main Street’s thirty-five, all-brick buildings comprised the attractive business district that boasted wide curbed streets and concrete sidewalks.


The mine company offices and buildings, fashioned of brick and stone, sat clustered immediately northwest of town near the huge gray rock dump or slag pile. The eleven buildings consisted of carpenter, machine and blacksmith shops; the power, fan, boiler and storehouses; engine rooms for each of the two veins and an emergency hospital. All were dwarfed by the massive eighty-five-foot steel tower rising into the air from the mouth of the mine. Visible for miles around, it was the hub of topside activity as hoisting cages brought their coal loads through the center of the tower and ran them out onto the tipple where they were dumped—first into hoppers for weighing and then into the coal chutes. It was state-of-the-art, with a shaker, screens, crossover dumps, steam pushers and steam transfers and a boxcar loader that, alone, cost $10,000. A conveyor system across the length of the tipple sent the scrap rock and waste materials to the nearby slag pile.


Like most coal deposits in Illinois, the rich one beneath Cherry consisted of several semihorizontal veins, or seams, separated by shale, clay, rock and mineral. Typically, the uppermost vein was ignored. Areas were cut away by glacial drift or were too narrow and irregular to be of any commercial value. Cherry’s second vein, nearly three hundred and twenty feet below ground, was four to six feet thick with better quality coal but less favorable working conditions than in the third vein.


Throughout Illinois, that third vein was uniform and extensive, yielding the most profitable product, often referred to as “black diamonds.” And glistening four hundred and eighty-six feet below Cherry was a seam three and a half feet thick with enough high-grade coal to keep the mine running at capacity for at least fifty years.


Initial plans were to mine out this bottom vein first. But when the second vein proved so bountiful, with a rich coal ore that could be mined immediately and easily, officials reversed their decision and concentrated their operations on the second vein.


There were only two passageways in or out of the mine—two vertical shafts, sunk three hundred feet apart and plunging nearly five hundred feet from the surface to the bottom of the third vein. (Refer to mine map, Appendix A, Figure i.)The hoisting shaft ran cages of men or coal between the surface and second vein only, while the air shaft operated its cages only between the second vein and the third. The hoisting shaft was the larger of the two and the mine’s main entrance, with its mouth centered below the giant steel tipple. Sixteen feet long by twelve feet wide, the shaft had a five-foot-thick top crest of concrete and was lined with eight-by-twelve-foot pine timbers set lengthwise to divide the shaft into two cageways, or elevator shafts. Each cageway contained a six-by-sixteen-foot steel cage, one a counterweight for the other.


The eight-by-twelve-foot air shaft, half the size of the main shaft, was also divided. With a wooden stairway in one compartment running from the third vein to the surface, it was also called the escapement shaft. Partitioned off in a separate compartment between the second and third veins, a single smaller cage brought up either men or single full coal cars from the bottom. Its counterbalance ran up and down the shaft’s ventilation compartment and all bell signals to hoist were sent by the third vein cagers to the air shaft engineer at the controls in the topside engine room.


The ventilation compartment provided fresh air to the mine via a strongly built, double inlet Clifford-Capell fan connected to a highspeed engine. Six feet wide and made of steel plate casing, its huge blades spanned sixteen feet and could push an air current seven hundred feet per minute. Although it was reversible, the fan ordinarily propelled a constant stream of fresh air down the air shaft, forcing oxygen through the mine, up the hoisting shaft and out again. At up to one hundred and eighty revolutions a minute, it could circulate one hundred and eighty thousand cubic feet of air in sixty seconds. The air intake split at the second vein, with the larger volume flowing through the workings there while the remainder blew down the air shaft into the third vein works before upcasting through the hoisting shaft.


Incandescent electric lights were strung in the topside buildings and underground along the shafts, main passageways and stables. Miners still blasted entries open and dug out coal in pitch darkness brightened by the light of oil lamps.


The two veins in the mine contained an irregular square of tunnels, each approximately six feet high, seven feet wide and three hundred feet long, joined like streets outlining a city block. These runabouts were laid with a double track system of steel rails, along which mules hauled full coal cars to the hoisting shaft. Branching out from these runabouts was a labyrinth of mine entries that snaked through the coal block to the “rooms” worked by the miners.


Beneath the cages at the bottom of the second vein was a sump, or marshy bottom, boarded over with flat wooden doors and a perforated iron screen, all removable. A pump room, the large lengthwise fresh air tunnel and a mule stable situated opposite the sump completed the second vein.


Work in the third vein had begun only a year before the disaster. Although a large coal pillar surrounding the shaft had been blocked out, most of the coal here was dug in a circular route, with miners starting from two set points and meeting at the middle. By November 1909, approximately ninety such third vein areas were being worked.


From the four-hundred-ton, first-day yield on December 11,1905, to the fifteen-hundred-ton daily average flowing down the chutes just four years later, the mine and town prospered. By 1909, Cherry was putting out four hundred thousand tons annually, at an average of thirty thousand tons of high-grade coal per month.


And there was no limit in sight. The St. Paul Coal Company owned 7,217 acres at Cherry and had worked only three hundred and sixty of them.





CHAPTER THREE



Friday, November 12, 1909


Cherry, Illinois


The mine shaft disgorged its groups of weary miners, one cageload after another, in the steady rhythm marking day’s end. Like alternating pistons, one cage shot up the tower, struck the landing and triggered the gate, raising it so the men could exit, while the other zipped down for another load. They stopped only to check in their tools as they hurried through the chill autumn air in search of something to warm their bellies. Some headed for home. Others, family men, boarders and loners alike, made a straight shot for a tavern and a drink or three to help them forget the hours they’d just spent crouched and cramped and listening for cave-ins.


“Adam, tell your mother not to save me any dinner tonight,” John Tintori called to his cousin. “I’m going to the tavern.”


Adam Galletti’s eyebrows went up. Sure, the priests who’d raised John in Italy had taught him to make a fine bottle of wine, but Adam couldn’t call his older cousin much of a drinker. In the months since twenty-two-year-old John had come from Italy to board with them, Adam had never seen him down more than an occasional glass of wine. Something in that pit must have gotten to John today—his square face looked pale beneath a coal dust veneer nearly as black as his sweeping mustache and wavy hair.


Saturday, November 13, 1909


Johnny Galletti rose before dawn to eat a hurried breakfast of biscotti dipped in strong coffee, same as he had every day since he was a kid. Before morning could swallow the fading glimmer of moon from the sky, he, his brother and brother-in-law would be swinging their pickaxes down in the inky caverns of the Cherry Mine.


He watched over the rim of his coffee mug as his mother, Beatrice, and sisters, Mary Corsini and Olinda Galletti, packed the men’s lunches into deep covered metal pails. Beatrice glanced over her shoulder, taking note of the empty chair beside Johnny.


Her nephew, John, was still in bed, sleeping off a hangover. She sliced up his chunk of cold polenta and added it to the one already in Johnny’s lunch pail. John wouldn’t have the stomach for it and Johnny would have to dig twice as fast today to offset his digging partner’s absence. The miners were paid by the ton, and the rock they hacked out along with the coal didn’t count.


Cold polenta was the same lunch his father and grandfather had carried out to the mountains in Italy where they’d tended sheep, but Johnny liked the cornmeal mush best the way his mother cooked it for dinner, sliced thin and fried in butter. Sometimes, when they could afford it, she’d dust the top with Parmesan cheese.


In Tuscany the Gallettis and their Corsini and Tintori relatives had all been sheep herders and farmers. Until they left the fields and sloping hills for the coal mines of America, only an uncle had tried his hand at something else and became a shoemaker.


At eighteen, Johnny was the man of the house, responsible for his widowed mother and six of seven younger siblings. He’d been in charge since age thirteen, when his father was killed in a mine accident in nearby Braceville. Johnny had worked that mine too, but with production and paychecks continuous in Cherry, the family had picked up and moved there, eleven of them squishing into a tiny one-and-a-half-story company house rented from the St. Paul Mine.


The work, solitary, dirty and backbreaking, was easier for Johnny than the responsibility. He was exceptionally strong and athletic. He’d been a catcher for the Braceville White Sox baseball team in the spring and summer, and a football player for their Tigers in the fall. He was popular and would have been thinking of starting up a family of his own soon if the one he already had didn’t depend on him so much.


The first whistle sounded from the mine like a sonorous rooster announcing a new day.


“Andiamo.” Let’s go.


Chairs scraped back from the table as the miners rose for the door. Johnny downed the last of his coffee and grabbed up his deep lunch pail. His brother, Adam, and brother-in-law, Attilio Corsini, followed him down the wooden stairs. At least it was Saturday, the last workday of the week. By 3:30 he’d be on his way back home and tomorrow, he’d try to sneak in some time to rest.


*  *  *


Over in John and Jessie Love’s home, number 83 in the Long Row, a family of Scottish miners was also finishing up their breakfast. Jessie readied lunch pails for her husband and the five brothers who shared their tiny home—Morrison, James and David on John’s side, and orphans Alexander and Robert Deans on her own. Alex, almost seventeen, had barely six weeks of mining under his belt. He’d started right off as a digger, like John Love and his brothers. Bobby, twenty-two, was assistant eager at the second vein air shaft. All day long he’d help shove off each full car of coal coming up from the third vein, replace it with an empty car and ring the engineer to send the small cage back down.


Only one car a day ever went down full, the one William McAdams always loaded high with heavy hay bales to feed the mules that lived and worked in the mine.


*  *  *


While the miners made the quick trek across town, bosses and topside personnel were already at work—the whir of machinery and clang of tools echoed from the company buildings clustered near the huge gray slag pile. Second vein boss John Bundy stepped out of the company offices, hoping to spot the crates of new electrical wiring stacked on the ground. A father of eight, he was an Englishman whose own father farmed a mean and rocky patch in Herefordshire. Bundy had left farming as a young man to work the mines in Wales, then with his Welsh wife, Sarah, he’d crossed the ocean to mine coal in Illinois. Four years ago, James Cherry offered him this job while Cherry was still a cornfield.


For weeks on end he’d expected that delivery on each morning’s train. The electricity had been out in the mine for nearly a month now, ever since moisture caused a breakdown in the lead-covered electric cables and sparked a short circuit. In the interim, miners had reverted to the old kerosene torch system in the main passages. Fashioned from two-by-sixteen-inch lengths of pipe, they were plugged at one end and narrowed down at the other to hold a two-inch cotton wick. The torches were hung horizontally, strung to the supports and overhead timbers by wire. As the kerosene burned off they were tipped downward to keep fuel supplied to the flame.


Everyone would be glad to have the electric lights up and running again, especially John Bundy. Twice they’d put in an order for that electric wiring. It should have been here and long installed by now. But today, Bundy was disappointed again.


*  *  *


Something Sam Howard had been waiting for arrived in Cherry on that Saturday’s early morning train. For days the dark-haired twenty year old from France had been stopping at the post office on his way to work, anxious for the mail order engagement ring he’d sent away for, engraved with his sweetheart’s initials. It was several weeks before Thanksgiving, and he planned to marry Mamie Robinson on Christmas Day. But he needed to propose to her first.
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