PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview con-
ducted by Rex Rhodes for the Oral History Office on December 21, 1972,
Kay MacLean transcribed the tape; Dan Horton edited the transcript.

John Fancher was born in Belle Ellen, an Alabama coal mining
town, on Febuary 7, 1899, He began working in the mines when he was
ten years old, He moved to Herrin, Illinois in 1920 after being black-
listed at the recently organized United Mine Workers of America mines
in Alabama, Mr. Fancher worked in southern Illinois mines until he
wag barred from the United Mine Workers union for 99 years for opposing
John L, Lewis' administration of the union. In 1931 he moved to Spring-
field, Illinois to seek employment in mines then under contract with the
anti-Lewis "White Card" or '"Fishwick" faction and later became a member
of and organizer for the ?gog;epsive Mine Workers union.

Mr. Fancher's memoir includes hisg recollection of the miners'’
automobile caravan to Mulkeytown, Illinois in 1932, and events which
took place in Springfield and central Illinois during the mine wars
of the 1930's including the ambush of non«union miners at the Peerless
Coal Company mine and a gun battle which took place between members
of the two unions a@;'tﬁe Easter Sunday, 1935 meeting of the Progressives.

Readers of this:oral history memoir should bear in mind that 1t
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 is



John Fancher, December 21, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Rex Rhodes, Interviewer,.

Q. Mr. Fancher, could you give me a little bit of your background,

your age and where you were born and so forth to bring us up to date?

A, I was born on February 7, 1899. At the present time I am approaching
74 years of age. 1 was born in a little coal mining town of Belle

Ellen, Alabama. I had the misfortune to loose an eye at the early

age of nine and I started work at the coal mines when I was ten.

The wages paid then was nothing comparable to the wages paid today
because my wages then was eighty cents a day for ten hours. That's

eight cents an hour, I worked in the coal mines for approximately

25 years before 1 eventually left them.

Q. When did you move to this area?

A. 1 came to Illinois in 1920, just prior to the Herrin Massacre

that taken place in 1921,

Q. Did you move to Springfield or to Herrin?

A. No, I was at Herrin., I didn't come to Springfield until 1931,

Q. The Herrin Massacre would be a good starting point, I think,

for oar talk about coal mining and the union war. Do you recall that?

A Well, not too vividly, but some parts of it. 1 was working prior
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to the Massacre--this was before they became on strike--at a coal mine
called Wasson that was about, oh, a couple miles across the interurban
track from the Lester Strip Mine where the riot occurred, you see,.

And the riot was the riot which concentrated on the Lester Strip Mine
in that operation in there, I worked around Herrin, Marion and West
Frankfort up until the time that John Lewis (laughter) and I disagreed.

Then I came to Springfield.

Q. It was said by many people that Lewis contributed a great deal
to the massacre that happened down at Herrin, that he was instrumental

in this. Do you have any recollection of how he participated in this?

A. No, I couldn't say because at that time I was not close enough in
the miners' organization in that vicinity to be able to make a positive
statement to that effect. But I do know that the union gave both
financial and moral support to the individuals that was indicted for

participation in that thing after it was settled.

Q. Where were you when the fight took place between the scabs and the

miners thatswrounded the Lester Mine?

A. Well, I was visiting at that time; I was not in Herrin at that

particular time.
Q. What was the mood of the community down there?

A, The mood of the community, prior to the riot, was very vindictive
toward the company. After the roit there was more or less a period

of calmness; in other words, the people didn't want to disscuss it.
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They'd taken the attitude (thaf] as sobn as {t could be forgotten, the

best.

Q. You moved to Springfield in 1931, you said.

A, Yes,

Q. Do you recall Glenn Young and the Ku Klux Klan down there . . .
A, Very much.

Q. . . . and the Shelton Boys and Birger?

A. Yes, I worked in the mine at Peabody 18 with LeRoy Price--that was
before he was on the State Police--the two Thomasson boys that was
indicted and convicted for the murder of the mayor of West City.

What was his name? I can't recall it.
Q. Joe, I forget, . . . Adams, wasn't it?

A, I think that was it, The two Thomasson boys--~one of them was a
motorman and one was a trip rider--was pulling coal off of me at the

time that they was connected with the Birger outfit,
Q. Oh, they were working as coal miners?

A. Working as coal miners and they was, in other words, moonlighting

I guess you would call 1t, (laughter) And LeRoy Price, before he
went on with the State Police, he was working the same mines with

us, They later killed him and dumped hie body in one of the old mines

in between Johnson City and Marion.
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Q. So LeRoy, then, was acquainted with these fellows before he became

a State Policeman?

A. Absolutely, absolutely, no question about it.

Q. Then he and his wife were killed and they were found later on.

That was quite a story.

A, Oh, yes. Of course I can't remember the exact incident, but the

talk about it was since described to me, you see.

Q. Were the Shelton boys working in that area at the time as coal

miners?

A. Not as coal miners, No, they were more or less out in some wayside

place running what we called a joiit.

Q. Do you recall Glenn Young when he was down there?

A, Yes,

Q. Would you describe him and tell what he was and what he did?

A. Well, if you would judge him by his appearance, you would take

him to be a very congenial type of inddvidual because of his appearance
and of the way he conducted himself publicly. Indirect, behind the
scenes, he was a different type of individual., I seen him a number of
times when he was on the indirect type of individual with two guns
strapped on him and he didn't hesitate to say just exactly what he
meant and what he would do. It was really a dangerous situation

because the danger was the individual who was not involved on either
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side of the controversy being caught in the cross fire. There's
where the danger was at, you see, If they'd have eliminated each
other, it wouldn't have been so bad, but the serious part was the

individual not inwolved being canght in between,

Q. And that happened many times, that innocent bystanders were shot

and killed,

A, Yes. And I think, if it's still there, his grave where he was
buried--I know I passed it a number of times from Herrin coming to
Johnaton City--after he was buried and the concrete vault was put around
the side there, you could see where somebody passed there and shot

with either a pistol or a rifle and you could see the indentures in

the oconcréete where it was damaged. (laughter) The feud was very, very

bitter.

Q. Is the vault still down there?

A. I don't know. I haven't been down in that part of the country
now in many years. I don't know whether it's still there or not,

The last time I was down there a number of years ago it was still there.

Q. There was a story--probably just folklore--that Glenn Young
escaped., He was a scab that participated in the Herrin Massacre and
he got away, and he vowed that he would come back someday and get
revenge, and he came back and in the form of an organizer and a

fighter against crime and liquor and so on.

A, Well, that's news to me,.
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Q. Did you know John Marchiando down there, or did you meet him up here?

A, I knew him down there. See, at that time I was around West Frank-
fort, in that area, and I knew of John over in around the Valier area,

but I didn't personally meet him until I came to Springfield.

Q. The participantsdown there in the gang war--Charlte Birger and

the Shelton Boys and the Thomassons--were they World War I veterans?

A, That I don't know. THat was ona-thing I waen't too tlosely acquainted
with. I passed their places., The Sheltonsg, I think it was, had a
half-way house in between West Frankfort and Johnston City on the
west sfde, It set back in a grove, and in between the highway and
the grove there was a high fence. I was told--~I never examined it--
that that fence was iined with sheet steel something like they use in
mine shakers, you know, flat steel that they use in mine shakers to
shake the coal. Now, the Sheltons--that was before the feud got so
bitter--run a place at Halfway. That was between Marion and Johnston
City. Tt was a bootleg dive as far as 1 was concerned. I'd been

out there; every time I was down at Herrin and used to drinmk, 1'd go
out there., You're:never going to be é;eated any nicer as long as

you kept quiet, but I never did thallenge anybody. I was out there
to get a drink and then when I got that I moved on. I used to drink,

but I haven't drank in years.

Q. Yes, I understand they were just real congenial fellows; as long
as you didn't have a dispute, you were Okay with them, You moved up
to Springfield in 1931. When did you first come in contact with John

L. Lewils?
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A, Well, my first hitter experience with John Lewis goes back to

1917. In Alabama at a little place named Garnesy Coal Mine, we were

on strike in 1917--an independent strike. We didn't have any union,

didn't belong to a union. We were on this strike fighting against an
fmposition that the coal company had imposed upon us where the loadérs would
[have tcﬂ add E:ca their Ioads 275 more pounds for the ton. The company
had imposed that as a penalty for the impurities that was in a car of coal.
Those cars there-:the average--weighed about thirty-five hundred pounds.

In other words, the loader had to load 2275 pounds of coal to get: paid

for the ton, and we were on strike to remove that imposition.

Then the union come in and organized us, and brought us into the
union, See, the miners of Alabama lost their strike in 1908 and
didn't have any semblance of a union until 1917 when they begun to
come in and they organized., We finally got that settled and went
back to work. I don't recall just exactly the date, but anyhow they
became on strike and there was an ggbgggaggf by the name of Garfield,
and the agreement was known as the Garfield Award which the companies
in Alabama never did recognize or put into effect, We came on a strike
in Alabama as a whole--the union that is--and we was on strike for
quite a while and finally Lewis let us down and he sold us to the
wolves. And many of us--many of the miners of Alabama, the natives
of Alsbama--had to leave the state because we couldn't get work and
we couldn't find employment nowheres within the state. We were

victimized, what they call blackligted and victimized because of our

union activities,
Q. Now when you say he let you down, how did he let you down, John?

A. He called the strike off and left us. We had been evicted from the
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company property, the company houses, and many of ug were living in
tents back on private property. He called the strike off and left

us out there,desperate, in that condition. My bitterness against

Lewis started back in that period of time. It continued until in

the latter part of the 1920's when I was at West Frankfort and he rewvoked
our sub-district charter and set up a provisional type of government
which was the beginning of his breaking up of the miners union in
Illinois. Because of my opposition to him establishing a provisional
govermment in our sub«distriet and taking a definite position against
Lewis, I was throwed out of the miners union for 99 years down there--
that is United Mine Workers.

There was a move throughout Illinois along about that time to
fight Lewis known as the White Card. They were organized here in
Springfield. Well, a number of us who were victims of Lewis's tyranmny,
we lined up with the Fishwick, or the White Card faction. That's
how I came to Springfield because this was under the White Card
jurisdiction here, under the Howard Fishwick faction. They had a
contract, and the miners all around here belonged to that faction,
and I came to Springfield because I could get employment here,

After T was here for sometime I received a letter from Lewls, or
from the executive board in Indianapolis, saying I would have to come
to Indianapolis on a certain date--which I can't recall--and stand
trial for insubordination against the intermatiomal unfion, which I had
already been threwed * out down there for 99 years and which he approved.
So I just replied back to him that the distance from Indianapolis to

Springfield was the same as it was from Springfield to Indianapolis
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and that if he and the executive board wanted to try me, they eould
come to Springfield because I sure as hell wasn't going to Indianapolis.
0f course, I was working here, and we continued to work under that
until an agreement was reached between the two factions. Then we

were reunited back into the mine workers before the 1932 court dispute

on it,

Q. What was the purpose of thig? Was it to give you a chance to get

back into the union, or just to stack up more penalties on top of you?

A. The only objective that I could see was to try to break the spirit
of an indfvidual, in other words, make him submissive to Lewis. And
that I won't do; if I've got it in for you or somebody else and I have
justifiable reasons, I'm too damn bullheaded to submit, T was penalized,
yes, for having kicked aroumd--having to leavé my family, and so forth--

but I didn't yteld to Lewis.
Q. He was trying to make an example out of you,

A. He was trying to make an example out of it, absolutely. And I
just indirectly told him where to go to, In the letter I didn't

mention any words but told him where to go to.
Q. And was this a pergsonal letter from him?

A. It was a regular personal letter signed by him, as directed by the
executive board which he run, I didn't hesitate about it because

I'm just too independent, thats all.

Q. Where was this in Alabama where you first came in contact with Lewis?
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A, It was in Garnsey. G-A-R-N-S-E-Y, That's about 35 miles south

of Birmingham in what is known as (inaudible) coal fields.

Q. When did you come in contact with Mr, Lewis after you moved up

here?

A, It was after we had been re-united in the United Mine Workers. The
miners of Illinois had previously voted twice to turn down the contract
which had been submitted to them for a vote. The third t¥me there was
people still using ice instead of coal,when they stole our ballots and
took out down 8ixth Street with the ballots in the carjand Lewis was
here and conveniently signed a contract declaring emergency existed.

Then was when the break was started,
Q. Could you describe how that stealing of the ballots happened?

A. We had suspected that something like that was going to happen, so

we had watchers, The ballots were being counted in the mine workers
building; that's on Monroe Street, at Fourth and Monroe, We had watchers
to watch to see that the ballots was properly counted and no skull-
duggery was ugsed, Thoge fellows who were counting the ballote of the
Lewis vote, when they taken the ballots out of the vault that morning,
Instead of going up the stairs they came out and came through the alley--
that alley is between Monroe and Capitol. and runs east and west--and

a car picked them up right at the alley on Sixth Streetf, and headed south.
Our watchers were watching all along in the area; we had watchers in

there.

Q. Were the ballots being held in a vault in a bank?
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A. 1In the vault in the basement of that miners' building. There's
where the ballots were being held, you see, until they: was ell
counted. Instead of them going upstairs where the miners' headquarters
and everything was, they went out through the alley and then they came
out on Sixth Street right at the alleyy I think that's the Leland Hotel
beyond that alley. There was a car conveniently located and waiting
for them to step right in and they took out S8ixth Street,and that's
when the alarm was given. That was the beginning of the Progressive
Mine Workers Union because it riled up the miners of Illinois and it
begun.

Then the Mulkeytown march developed. I know we lined up here at
Iles Park one morning and organized a march. The demomstratien was
not intended to be abusive or anything of that:nature; it waste show
the miners in Franklin County that we were organized solid here against
that kind of business. We were delayed a few times on route beforve
we got down to that area, which now I think was @ona deliberately
on the part of the officials in order to get properly organized to
meet the caravan; and we were turned back. I expect Joe has given you

the picture of that--the Mulkeytown march.
Q. Yes, but I woild just as soon hear it from you, too,

A. I was in that march; I was in the group. When the firing started
I left the car and (inaudible) was on the side of the highway was a
bunch of weeds {inaudible) and I managed to get my car out of the
caravan and went back this direction. I turned around right on the
hard road. I had a small car, just a little Chevrolet, and I turned

it around on that highway and got back this way then, But it's just
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a wonder that a lot of people didn't get killed trying to get their

carg moved (insudible). But, there was no intention on our part. We

were told here by those--I was not in the leading group here, you

know, just a new member and taking a part a little later on--and we

were told by those who organized the march, or caravan, to take no

weapons of no kind. The only weapons we had was something we could

eat because we knew wewas going to be gone for a couple of days.

When they did that, then that just simply agitated the situation completely.
That was enough, That's when we began to fgrm the new organization.

My local union was Local Number 12, that was one of the first that

was formed and broke away from the United Mine Workers.

Q. That was here in town?

A. Yes, and that's when I began to take an active part, in this area

here, against Lewis,

Q. The stolen ballots had to do with the $5.00 wage that they were

voting on?

A. I was working at No. 59--that's out here by the stock yards--and
my wage at the time the contract had expired was $8.05 for eight
hours a day. If my memory serves me right, I would have been reduced
around $2.00 a day, at my wage. I'm not saying that as a positive
statement, but if my memory serves me right, that's what my reduction
would have amounted to. And the miners of Illinois had voted that
contract down twice Before and this was the third ballot they had

taken., Lewls was in Springfield, conveniently located here, to sign
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the emergency contract when people were still using ice instead of

coal when the ballots were stolen.
Q. When you say they were using 1lce instead of coal . . .,

A. It was still in the summertime, see, "The weather didn't demand

emergency; you see the point?

Q. Yes. I heard a story--this might again be ficticious--but there
was a time when Lewis was in the Leland Hotel and his people had to

8lip him out in a laundry cart.
A. (laughter) Yes, I heard #&t.
Q. Was that the time?

A, That I don't know. TI've heard that story, but I don't know the

accuracy of 1it.

Q. Then the Progressive Minera were formed early in September, 1932,

Were you down at Gillespie when they were formed?
A, No, I was active in the local headquarters here.

Q. What happened as soon as the Progressive Miners were formed? How

was the organization set up?

A, Well, of course, it was something that was new and in the beginning
they elected a temporsxy president, vice-president, secretary-treasurer
to start to make arrangements to hold a regular election. That

election was held very shortly; 1'd say around December of 1932,
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if my memory serves me right, when that election was held. And then

there was elected permanent officers for a two year period and board

members for each board member district. Our board member district here

was Number Four, There was a district around Taylorville, I forget °

just exactly what it was, There was another one in southern Illinois,

around Bellville and in through that area. Different districts had different
board member:-numbers. A campaign was started to try to show and to

convince those who were not with us to join with us.

Q. How successful was that?

A, We didn't make too much headway through here; we did make some
headway in some of the other:states. Because here it seemed like
everytime that we tried to do something--particularly in southern

Illinols, around West Frankfort and in through that area there--that

the pressure was too great. I know I went into the Danville district
and I worked up in there for a while to try to do something and I
worked with a former board member of the United Mine Workers who
had become disilléisioned with them, Peter Markelonis I think he was
named-~Peter Markelonis, And Pete and I, we did make some headway
but the pressure was so great we couldn't accomplish anything because
a lot of people doesn't realize that we were not only fighting the
operators and Lewis's organization--the influence of Lewis's organization
in Illinois--but we had the federal goVernment against us,

I don't know whether Joe told you -or not, but I would say in
comnection with the situation that our representatives--I wasn't in
Washington at the time,they told me--but our representatives were

told by Madam Perkins, who was then Secretary of Labor, and General
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Johnson, director of the NRA-~that's the National Recovery Act--that
the government preferred and would only recognize one miners union

and that miners union was not ours, it was the United Mine Workers.
Q. So they flat out told you?

A, Flat out tdld us, absolutely. Both men who were present at that
time, that's Claude Pearcy and Bill Keck, both are dead. But, we
discussed many times how stunned they was when two people of such high
standing would be so abrupt in télling them to get the hell out of
there, "We're not going to do anything with you." That was what we
were up against; we were up against not only the coal operators who
were in conspiracy with Lewis, but there was a conspiracy--and I'll

say it but I can't prove it--of the three combinations in government.
The operators, Lewi#, and certain individuals who were in the government.
So we were doomed as far as that was concerned. We tried and tried and
triedyand that's why I told you the other day that this was the first
honest election the miners union haé had in fifty years. If we had
been able to get a free and uninterupted election back in them days,

we'd have beat Lewis. ~ . ..~ ": - :.

Q. Lewis purported that the coal miner needed strong central leadership
and the coal miner could not go on his own, he had to have a strong

central figure leading him.

A. Yes, that was his theory. A dictatorial tyrant. That was Lewis's

pergsonality; he was a dictatorial tyrant,

Q. He just didn't give the coal miner much credit,
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A. No, he didn't figure the coal miner had intelligence enough to

govern himself,

Q. Do you think he really believed that?

A, Yes, I do because he was the type of individual who if he thought
certain things strong enough and hard enough it become a reality with

him.

Q. Well, it's a documented fact that the United Mine Workers and
Lewils gave the Democratic party in excess of $500,000 contribution
for the 1936 election. It would seem that this would have a great
deal of influence with the federal govermment. 1Is there any in-
dication of contributions prior to the 1936 election by the United

Mine Workers?

A. As far as I know, I couldn't say. 1It's a supposition on my part

that there was, but I cdan't prove it,

Q. That's a lot of money, especially during the Depression years.

A, Yes, If there was nothing prior to that, that was probably the

repayment for what they had done prior to the 1936 convention.

Q. There was a lot of activity here in Springfield, I did an extensive
search through the headlines in the newspapers in 1932, 1933, 1935 to

see what happened during this period of time. There were a lot of bombings
in Springfield, a lot of bombings in the Taylorville area and a lot

of activity in the southern part of the state. It seemed like,

though, that they didn't happen simultaneously. It seemed like it
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happened in Springfield then it would move to southern Illinois, or
it wotld move to Taylorville and it didn't happen concurrently. Now
this might be a bad supposition, can you gee where this would be true,

or not?

A, I know 'that there was a lot of turmoil, a lot of that sort, It

was true, there was a lot of it going on (inaudible),
Q. Taylorville was in the captive mine area?
A. Yes, that's right.

Q. There was what was called the Midland Tract over there, and that

wag Taylorville, Tovey and ., . .
A, Kincaid, and Jeisyville and Bulpitt and all along that Midland area.

Q. Why was it so hard for the Progressives to get into this and form

a union in this area?

A. They formed a union practically solid, that is the miners of Taylorville
were practically solid to begin with in the Progressives And the mines

that operated in that area after this was with imported labor., And

that was why there was so much commotion down there because that was

all, practically all, imported iabor. The original miners of the

Taylorville district, or the Midland, were. out with the Progressives,

Q. There was a march very early in the mine war activity, I-guess maybe
in September or October, into Taylorville and pretty soon the National

Guard was called, I believe, and from that point on it was hard to































































