
COAMCNINS IN KEWANEE TCWNSHIP 
(1854-1947)

By Dean L. Bates

-Ladies and Gentlemen

Those of you who know me and know that I have spent most of my working 

years irr manufacturing enterprises may wonder why I am qualified to discuss the 

subject of coal mining. I was born into a coalmining family. Going back two 

generations, Grandfather Bates learned the coalmining trade in Lancashire, 

England. He came to this country in 1849 and worked in the coal mines of 

Pennsylvania for several years. Learning that there was need for coal miners 

in Illinois, he and his family moved to Sheffield, Illinois, where he was again 

engaged in coalmining. A few years after the railroad was build thru Kewanee 

in 1854, he moved to Kewanee Township, where he bought land underlain with 

coal and opened a coal mine.

At that time, good, level farm land could be bought for $1.00 per acre, 

but farming methods were then very primitive, involving much hard, physical 

labor. For example, small grain was cut with cradle scythes, tied into 

bundles by hand and shocked by hand. The price of a bushel of com and the 

price of a bushel of coal were then about the same, so Grandfather decided 

that it was easier to mine a bushel of coal than to grow a bushel of corn.

His four sons, one of which was my father, were all engaged in coalmining 

thruout most or all of their active lives. Under the name of Bates Bros., 

these four sons operated three coal mines along what is now the Old Cambridge 

Road, the last one of which removed the coal underlying most of the area now 

occupied by Holes No. 1 thru 5 of the Baker Park golf course. The shaft was 

located on the west side of the small ravine just below No. 9 Green.

The mining of coal was one of the earliest industries In Kewanee Township, 

beginning shortly after 1854* when the railroad through Kewanee was built.

It continued until 1947, when the last local mine was closed. By to~dayfs 

standards, most of the mines -were small, the like of which will not be seen
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again. The small coal mine is now forever eliminated from the scene in Illinois

by the passage of stringent mine safety laws, which make it impossible for other 

than large corporations with huge financial resources to ppen and operate a mine. 

Coal underlay a good portion of the land in Kewanee Township, Down thru the 

years, many small mines have operated in this township, A drawing by the Illinois 

Geological Survey show the location of 51 closed mines, but there were probably 

as many more that were opened and closed before the Illinois Geological Survey 

started to keep records. The coal miners, who came to this area in the early 

days, were English, Welsh and Irish, who had learned the mining trade in the 

British Isles, Many of their descendents still live in Kewanee township.

Most of the mines were ’’slopes" or "drifts", indicating a tunnel-like 

opening dug into the hillside. If the opening started on the hillside at a

v*

level higher than the level of the vein of coal, it was called a "slope", since 

j it pitched downward until it reached the level of the coal. Where the ravine 

was cut deeper than the vein of coal, it permitted starting the opening on a 

level with the coal, thus approaching the vein horizontally# This type of 

mine was known as a "drift" and was much preferred to a "slope", where mine
J -

water disposal and the wheeling out of the mined coal created more of a problem 

There are two large and deep ravines in Kewanee township which were 

exceptionally suitable for the location of slope or drift coal mines# One of 

these ravines starts at the entrance to Baker Park at the soutwest corner of 

the Franklin School yard# This ravine follows a westerly course, then turns 

northward to cross the golf course in front of Ho# 6 tee and across No# 8 

fairway# In the early days, this ravine was known among the miners as the
:

South Slough. Their choice of the word "slough" is possibly significant. A 

slough is a wet, swampy hollowm s6 it would appear that the early miners found 

this ravine choked with native swamp grasses, cattails and willows, which 

greatly retarded drainage# Along this ravine was undoubtedly the‘location of 

the very first coal mine in Kewanee township.



To-day, at the bottom of this ravine in front of No. 6 Tee, is a water 

fountain, installed by the Park Board. This fountain marks the location of 

a drift mine, believed to have been operated by the then owner of the property, 

John Bradbury. Mr. Bradbury lived in a house, located approximately where 

Baker Park Club House now stands. He was the father of Samuel Bradbury, who 

served as one of Kewanee*s mayors. The water flowing from this fountain 

undoubtedly comes from water ^boxes’*, installed for the drainage of the mine. 

Water boxes were made by nailing four six inch boards together in box-like 

cross section to forna covered flume.

The other large ravine starts on Madison Avenue and takes a northerly 

course for approximately one mile and then turns west. This ravine was known 
as the North Slough. Both of these ravines had many slope.' and drift mines 

dug into their hillsides, but time and nature have healed over all evidence of 

where most of them were located.

There is a human interest story of South Slough miners that deserves to 

be told. Two of them build for themselves what we would now call a duplex 

miner*s shack, with a partition across the middle and with a door in each half, 

so that each could have some privacy. After a time, a quarrel developed between 

them, so one evening as one of them returned home from his day*s work in the 

mine, he was astonished to find only one-half of the shack - his half - remaining 

on the premises, with an open end exposed to the elements. The other occupant 

had stayed home from work and had sawed the building in two, taking the partition 
wall with his half and had moved it away.

Legend h§s it that one of the e airly Kewanee coal mine operators, by the 

name of Calloway, persuaded "the railroad (now the Burlington-Northern) to burn 

coal instead of wood in their locomotives. Accordingly, Kewanee, for a number 

of years, was a fueling station for the railroad*s locomotives. Local mines
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hauled and sold coal to the railroad facility, known as ”The Chutes”, where 

the coal wagons were dumped and locomotive tenders filled with coal by opening 

a chute. A portion of the coal was loaded onto cars and shipped to Chicago*

This provided a measure of year-round employment for the miners* Galloway, 

later, found an easier way to make a living than by operating a coal mine.

He opened a saloon, catering to the coal miners. His saloon was known as
*

” Galloway fs Shebang.” Its location is now unknown.

At a somewhat later date than the earliest mines, vertical shaft mines 

came into being in this area. Thes8 did not need to be located in a ravine.

The largest shaft mine was operated by the Lathrop Coal Mining Company, 

organised in 1869 and owned by Boston capitalists. It mined the coal from 

under the property in the vicinity of the Hyster Company factory, employing 

as many as 200 men. The average depth of a shaft mine was about 50 feet.

The coal vein in Kewanee township had a depth or thickness of from 42 to 

55 inches, with an average of about 48 inches. It was then known as the No. 6 

vein or seam, or the sixth coal vein to be formed in geological time. Present 

day geologists do not use this designation. This vein is identified by a 

band or seam of mining clod, averaging about 10 inches in thickness, which 

separates it horizontally into two parts about 15 inches from the bottom.

Above the coal,known as the ”roof”, was either a vein of slate, sandrock 

or soapstone, slate being much preferred. Below the coal was usually a deep 

vein of fireclay. Where mines were equipped with steam pumps, it was customary 

to excavate an area of fireclay to a depth of several feet to form a sump or 

reservoir into which the mine waters were drained for pumping. There were 

exceptions to the rule, since one mine, at least, is khown to have had .only a 

few inches of fireclay under the coal and under that a vein of rock.
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The method of mining was the "room and pillar’1 method. In brief, a pair

of entries were "driven" or dug to the limit of the property owned or leased.

These entries were usually about five feet wide and these became the avenues

for wheeling out the mined coal and for the travel of air in ventilating the

mine workings. From these entries, "rooms" were "turned" or dug at right

angles to the entries at spaced intervals. The width of the rooms varied
.1somewhat according to the strength of the mine roof, the usual width being 

about fifteen feet. Instead of starting the room at full width from the main 

entry, the cut was started at a width of about five feet. After penetrating 

several feet, the cut was rapidly increased to full room width. The purpose of 

this was to leave a small pillar of coal along the entry to support the entry 

roof.
As the miners penetrated further into the vein of coal with their "rooms," 

they were obliged to closely follow up their progress by installing mine props 

to support the roof of the mined out area. The props, which were of oak, were 

installed with a flat slab of oak on top, known as "caps" to spread the pressure 

over greater roof area and to adjust for differences in length of prop and 

height or thickness of coal vein. In exceptional cases, where the fireclay 

was soft, it was necessary to place an oak "mud sill" under the prop as well.

Eventually, the coal acreage, to the sides of the entries, became a 

series of alternate blocks or pillars of coal and mined-out "rooms," the 

pillars being about equal in area to the rooms.

The final phase in mining the coal acreage was to "draw the pillars." 

Starting at the extreme outer limitte of the coal property and working back 

toward the mine entrance or shaft, the coal in the pillars was removed. This 

was the most productive part of coalmining. There were then no corners to 
cut, so "falls" of coal came quicker and easi or. Also, it then mattered 
little if the roof behind their workings started to settle or cave in - the 

miners were then through with that part of the mine.
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Coal mined in Kewanee township was mined almost entirely by manual labor. 

Whether "driving entry" or "working a room”, the miner dug a notch with his 

pick to a depth of about two feet in the face of the coal at each side, 
extending from roof down to the mining clod. This was called "cutting corners.” 

The top portion of the coal vein was then undermined by digging out the mining 

clod to a depth equal to or slightly in excess of the depth of the cut corners. 

Thus was effected an overhanging block of coal, freed on both sides by the cut 

corners and undermined at the bottom.

To get a "fall” of coal, a few steel wedges were then started into the 

coal at the roof line and driven in with a sledge until the block of coal 

parted from the roof and fell. The fallen coal was then loaded into mine 
cars and wheeled away. It was then a comparatively easy job to dig ou?* the 

bottom portion of the coal vein, since with the top portion of the vein having 

been removed, the miner had room or clearance to strike down from above with 

pick or sledge. This bottom coal was then loaded out and the procedure 

repeated. A few mines, particularly during the later years of the coalmining 

period, permitted the use of blasting powder to bring down a "fall" of coal.
Since a minerTs height was greater than the thickness of the veain of coal, 

the miner had to move around the mine workings with his body in a jackknifed 

position. It was tiresome to travel any considerable 'distance in this fashion, 

so it was found easier to travel by pushing an empty mine car ahead. The mine 
cars ran on oak tracking.

The miner had a certain amount of "dead work" to perform, such as laying
iwooden trackage for his mine cars to run on and in setting props to support 

the roof in the room area excavated by him. This propped, area was the area 

into which unwanted materials, such as sulphurs, mining clod, slate and for 

many years coal slack was thrown. This area was known as the "gob."



The minerfs work was done by light from a minerfs lamp, which hung from 

a metal bracket above the beak of his cap. During the early years, these 

lamps burned lard oil, which produced a light not much brighter than that of 

a candle. Later, influenced possibly by the advent of the automobile with 

its early lighting equipment, carbon carbide was used in a new type of minerTs 

lamp. By regulated dripping of water on this chemical, it gave off a gas which 

is commonly known as acetylene. This gas burned with a much brighter flame than 
lard oil.

Except for special work, miners were paid on the basis of weight of coal 

brought to the mine surface. The mine operator, from the margin between the 
mine selling price and the minerfs wages, had to bear the expense of operating 

the mine, which included such items as royalty to the land owner, the cost of 

props and caps, tracking, the cost of water disposal, mine ventilation, repairs, 
ndead work” and a return on his investment.

Fortunate was the mine operator who found a relatively clean acreage of 

coal upon opening his mine. The vein of coal was never pure coal. In varying 

amounts, it contained unwanted materials,* such as sulphur bats, nnigger-heads,” 
clays and ’’horsebacks.51 Clays were evidently cracks or fissures in the vein 

of coal that had been filled with clay, deposited by water, in a geological
c

period subsequent to that in which the coal was formed. A '’horseback” was 

the miner’s term for a much larger ’’clay,” evidently formed by a stream or 

river which had cut a channel thru the coal vein, leaving a void to be filled
with clay, similarly deposited by water in a later geological period.

|
When ”clays” or ’’horsebacks1’ were encountered, the mine operator was 

obliged to pay ’’day work” for the unproductive labor of digging through them, 

always with the hope of finding good, clean coal on the other side. Many times, 

they were disappointed.
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There may be an exception or two, but I know of no coal mine operator or 

miner in Kewanee township who ever received more than just a fair living from 

his occupation. Many of them received somewhat less.
Considering that approximately 100 mines were operated in Kewanee township, 

one would expect that there were some mine fatalities. I have learned of four, 

two of which occured in a single accident when a huge block of soapstone roof 

fell on two miners. However, there was no. imprisoned gas in the coal vein 
to escape and cause explosions. With the coal located in a wet environment, 

there was no danger of fires or dust explosions in the mine workings.

During the later portion of the coalmining period, all mines were 

required by State law to have an escape shaft. This was usually similar to 

a dug-and-brieked well, with steel bars or pipes added to form the rungs of a 

ladder. At the bottom, it was connected to the mine workings. This escape 

shaft had to be located away from the mine buildings, so that the miners 

could climb out of the mine in case the mine buildings caught fire.

An interesting fact is that a majority of the mines were opened, operated 

and closed without recovering coal slack. Slack is the fines or very small 

piecBs of coal resulting from cutting corners, making the falls and in 
dumping the coal at the surface of the mine. It is practically the same as 

that now sold as stoker coal. For most of the coalmining period, there was 

no market for coal slack. Coal customers objected to there being any 

appreciable amount of slack in the coal delivered to them. Accordingly, in 
loading the coal wagons at the mine, shoveling forks were used instead of 
scoop shovels. The spacing of the1 tines of these forks allowed the slack 

to fall through. Beforer somewone thought of these forks, the coal was hand 

riddled to remove the slack. Where slack was not recovered, I would 

estimate that the amount of slack was probably one-fourth of the coal sold.
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During the last few years of the coalmining period, domestic coal stokers 

came on the market and there began to be a market for coal slack. It is ironic 

that pulverised, or stoker coal, which is essentially the same as coal slack, 

is the form in which almost all coal is now sold. Thus, those which were once 

the only merchantable forms of coal - lump, egg and nut - are now pulverised 

into what w§s once the only unmerchantable form.
Comparing the amount of coal mined and sold with the total amoiint of coal 

underlying the land on which the mines operated, one must reach the conclusion 

that, in the aggregate, the local mines were very inefficient. I would estimate 
that no more than 30$ of the underlying coal was recovered and sold. Strip 

mines recover almost 100$. Lack of capital to invest in proper equipment did 

not permit the mine operator to overcome such problems as water disposal, mine 

ventilation, unfavorable roof strata above the coal, adverse pitching of the 

coal vein and surface haulage roads. Consequently, many mines were abandoned 

before mining out a respectable portion of the coal underlying the property.

It was sometimes easier and more economical to open a new mine than to overcome 

the problems of the old mine.

The old time small coal mine operator would probably consider that all of 

the worth-while areas of coal in Kewanee township have been mined out. let we 

have witnessed the fact that more than one-fourth of all the land in Kewanee 

township was bought up several years ago by the Consolidated Coal Company. 

Included in this purchase was much of the land supposedly mined out by local 

mines. It is thus apparent that, at the time of purchase, the Consolidated 
Coal Company must have considered iij would be profitable to work over old coal 

mine territory.

Recently, however, we have learned that title to all of this property 
has been transferred to one of the large insurance companies. One can only 

guess at the reason for so doing. Was it transferred to satisfy a loan?
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Did Consolidated suddenly realise that Kewanee township coal, when burned, 

has too high a sulphur content to meet current Government emission standards?

Was Consolidated offered too good a price by the insurance company to pass it up? 

With the opening up of the western coal fields, did Consolidated come to the 
conclusion that strip mines in this area, mining 48 inch veins of coal, could

not compete with strip mines in Montana and Wyoming where coal veins are as much
i * *as 70 feet deep?

Thdse lands, now owned by the insurance company, are, for the most part, 

of rolling terrain. Sinc6 acquisition, the insurance company has spent many 
thousands of dollars in bulldozing out almost every tree on their property 

except those at the homesteads, in scraping the soil from the crests of hills 

to fill up the valleys and in tiling hillside ravines. The wisdom of doing 

much of this work is questionable.
It is my understanding that these lands are now held for resale for farmingV

purposes at prices which are considered much,too hjlgh and most unrealistic in 

view of the productivity of the land and the current prices of farm products.

For the time being at least, it would thus appear that the threat of having 

a strip mine area covering one-fourth of Kewanee township has been averted.

Given at meeting of Kewanee Historical Society,
August &, 1978

/


