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THE PRICE OF COAL: LIFE IN THE COAL MINING TOWNS 1880S -1950S 

by Joann Condellone 
Illinois holds part of the largest 

coal reserve in the country, 200 bil-
lion tons and 37,000 square miles of 
coal. Much of Madison County's 
farms and prairies, river bottoms and 
villages have coal seams beneath 
their soil. 

In the industrialized world of the 
1880's, coal became the primary en-
ergy source. St. Louis, one of the 
countryôs 50 largest cities, and Alton, 
Illinois' fastest growing city, were sur-
rounded by fertile bottom land, prairie 
farms, navigable rivers, new factories 
and industries fed by new technolo-
gies, and an ever expanding system 
of railways that all demanded coal. In 
fact, all of America was hungry for 
energy. Coal would reign as king until 
the 1950s when petroleum products 
took the crown.  

Today, there are no longer any active coal mines in 
Madison County, but there is evidence of that heritage   
everywhere. Occasional incidences of mine subsidence are 
a reminder that the mines are still beneath our towns and 
fields. The Miners Institute on Collinsvilleôs Main Street, now 

the Miners Theatre, stands as a re-
minder of the miners who came here 
and worked hard in the mines. And 
last, but not least, are the many fami-
lies, still here, who came for the 
mines but continue to contribute to 
the betterment of Madison County 
communities. 

Early Madison County Mines  

      The first Madison County coal 
mine was likely the McCrea mine in 
Fosterberg which closed around 
1860. In Collinsville, two mines were 
producing coal by 1862. Octavius 
Lumaghi, a physician from near 
Turin, Italy, who lived in St. Louis, 
opened the first of his four Collinsville 
area mines in 1871. 

      The Madison Coal Corporation, a 
group of three St. Louis business-
men, opened the first of their four 
mines in 1891. Madison Coal dug 

three mines in Glen Carbon and purchased a fourth, the 
Wolf Brothers Mine, in Edwardsville. 

      By 1910, there were 29 working mines; only four Illinois 
counties produced more coal than Madison 
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Sculpture depicting coal miners on the Miners 
Theater in Collinsville, Illinois        (Condellone) 

MCHS - AROUND THE COUNTY WITH  FESTIVALS, PROGRAMS, EVENTS AND MORE! 

MCHS attends events around the county, but even when it is not an MCHS event, the Society often provides resources.  Above 
are just a few of �³our�´��events in the last few months. From left, 1. Joe Hutton opens the time-capsule at the Clock Tower in 
Edwardsville on May 13. MCHS scanned the contents after it was opened. 2. MCHS President Fred Faust working a booth at 
Collinsville�¶s International Horseradish Festival on June. 3. Thomas Jefferson at the Wildey Theatre, cohosted with Friends of 
the Wildey. 4. The newly restored West End Service Station, a Route 66 Information Center operated by Rivers and Routes 
Tourism Bureau. MCHS assisted with photographs and history.                                                                         (Cindy Reinhardt) 


