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throughout his career, particularly in Central I l l ino i s .  I n  this 
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Frank W. Fries, April 16, 1973, Gillespie, I l l inois .  

Nick Chedavsky, Interviewer. 

Q. Frank, would you please give us your name and your address and 

yow age? 

A. My name is Frank W. Eries. I l i ve  at 501 Spruce Street.  I was 

born at CLydets Patch, three miles east of Qillespie,  i n  the same 

township that  I l i ve  i n  today. Did I say what date I was born on? 

1893, the f i r s t  day of May, 1893; this taming May 1'11 be eighty 

years old. 

Q. The other voice on the tape belongs t o  Jack Battuello who is also 

an e x d n e r  and an old fkierd of Frank mies and he is sitting in on 

the interview and w i l l  be generally helping us t o  carry out this inter- 

view. FYank, please te l l  us when, app roxh t e ly  what year, and where 

did you first join the miners' union? 

A. I am not positive but as  near as rrly merrlary will serve me, I 

sta,rted t o  work a t  Egarville Number One Wne of the Superior Coal 

Ccanpany . I think that was ei ther  Fn 1908 or  1909, I'm not positive. 

Q,  Would you t e l l  us in general terms, how do you see the difference 

between the labor m v m n t  in particular, and specifically the miners' 

d o n ,  *om the time when you Joined the miners' union and as it i s  

today? 



A. Well, as near as I can recall ,  the leadership of the miners- 

locally, in dis t r i c t s  and natioml-was for the interest of the men 

that were producing coal and not for  thei r  o m  sel f ish  interest.  

Q. Would you give us also your opinion as t o  whether the aims of 

the mion have changed in regard t o  their  obligation t o  thei r  rela- 

tionship with t h e k  employers? Is there a great difference that  you 

can see f'rorn the time when you were a miner and as the situation 

exists today? 

A. Defiulitely. Today the representatives of labor wish t o  hobnob 

with the employer rather than the men that they m e  actually supposed 

t o  represent, which has caused many diff icult ies t o  arise axd in some 

instance, murder. And that is not the proper way t o  s e t t l e  any kind 

of a labor problem. 

Q, You have personally known John L. Lewis. Would you give us your 
' 

oplnAon and your views and describe som of the contracts that you 

had with John L. Lewis? 

A. I f i r s t  became personally acquainted with John L. Lewis when I 

was a member of the United States ~ o n g r e s s . ~  We had w h a t  they called 

the-let's see w h a t  did they c a l l  those new members of Congress at 

that t h e ?  We had about eighty of them. They were called "young 

turksl' and we had a weekly forum. Maverick2 was our leader. But 

anyway, we'd have people frm al l  over the world at different times 

l ~ m a t o r  served in U. S. House of Representatives f'rom 
1937-1941. Ed, 

h v e r i c k ,  Fontaine Ma,wy. Democratic Cowessman h 
Texas. (74th and 75th Congresses, January 3, 193Warwry 3, 1939). 
Born in San Antonio, Texas, October 23, 1895. Died i n  San Antonio, 
Texas, Jme 7, 1954. Ed. 



appear before tha t  f o m  and John L. Lewis was there one evening and 

he ta'lked about the coal miners, He said if their lamp went out they 

w e r e  fn the dark and he said that it seemed t o  h i m  tha t  the lights 

had gone out with m n y  people tha t  s attempting t o  m the g o v m e n t  . 
(laughter) And we become very, very close fkiends fwlom then on in. 

Q. In your opinion and in view of the fac t  that John L. Lewis had 

been, of co&e, a controversial figure with his labor work and his  

political involvement, would you consider John L. Lewis ' lmpact on 

the labor mvement a positive o r  a negative one? 

A. Well, I: feel sincere and concerned about this particular question. 

I think he was absolutely positive in  his determination for the inter- 

es t s  of the working people, not only the miYlers but a l l  mrking people. 

Q. I w u l d  l i k e  now t o  cane t o  some specifics and I would l ike  t o  

ask you when you joined the miners'union, wket was the relationship, 

what w e r e  the problems that  you, as a miner and a member of the union, 

encountered in those days i n  regard t o  the employers? What were 

specific problems that  you could recount? 

A. Well, the mst disturbing factor i n  those days when men were 

killed in the mbes[was that] coal ccanpanies were not obligated t o  

meet any financial responsibility wbtsoever. Many of those people 

lived i n  d b e  poverty due t o  the loss of the head of the family that 

was mkhg the 1fvir-g for the family. 

Q. Would you please give us the names of the mines o r  the names of 

the mlne owners where you were working at the tlnve and also the locality? 



A. I started t o  work at Number One Mine fo r  the Superior Coal Company 

a t  EgawLlle, that was Nmiber One Phe.  It was sunk in 1904. I had 

a brother at the Number Two U e  over a t  Sawyerville, I l l ino i s ,  in 

this county and he had a better job for  me and I went over and worked 

for hlm. We got $3.35 a day at tha t  time, I believe it was. A t  that 

time a l l  miners were United Mine Workers Union members, at these mines 

i n  this locality. Then fYm there I went t o  Number Three i n  M t  . Clare 

and I worked there until I was hjured and I was unable t o  work for  a 

long, Long t h e ,  During that period I picked up any kind of work that 

I m u d  get, in addition to  doing police work. 3 

Q, Also, let's cover a l i t t l e  b i t  of a different t e r r i to ry ,  You were 

involved In mine m r k  at that time when the PI~IW of 9 CProgressive 

Mbe Workers of America] union was being organized and would you des- 

crlbe t o  us any problems that you can recall tha t  arose i n  regard to  

police force in  the area where the mines were .  Were there any problems 

with the police force in regard t o  the treatmat of the mlners during 

the strike, or any other problems at the mines? 

A. Yes, a very serious one, an hpor tant  one, I think Jack Battuello 

was there on this one. A t  Carlinville we had a smll mine--ZnvlW of A 

A [Wted Mine Workers of Americal-end it was owned, o r  practically 

owned, by the National Bank of Carlinville and Judge Burton, for whom 

I had a great admiration. He was a member of the bank and had a large 

investment in  that inst i tut ion.  This mine was closed down; the mine 

owners, at that time, decided that they were gafng t o  run it non-udon. 

3 ~ o l i c e  received $60 per month, twelve hour shifts. Ed. 
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The miners objected. There was an estjmate that  about twenty-two hun- 

&ed t o  twenty-eight hundred union coal miners came t o  Carlinville t o  ' 

stop those eight nowunion men f-sm workiurg. And they beat the he l l  

out of them. So myway, Judge Burton called the mine owners and me 

into the met- the board was there. Jesse Peebles was the law- 

yer and M r .  Hoblet was the president of the bank, Judge &ton, the 

undertaker, over there, Gus Heinz . But a n y w a ~ ,  Judge Burton just  gave 

nae particular hel l .  He said that  it w a s  rrry responsibility t o  protect 

property regardless of what I t h o u t  , . . 
a. You were sheriff a t  that time? 

A. I was &riff  at tha t  t h e .  So he said, "If you don't c q l y  

with the law, we ' 11 put you i n  your own j a i l .  l1 I was quite a young 

man at that time and I t h o w t ,  That would be a diswace t o  get put 

In own ja i l ,11 In the courtroan there was a jury a d  the court was 

in  session d there was a jury selected t o  try a case and I went in 

there and I was thinking about w h a t  was going t o  happen t o  me and 

Judge W o n  rapped on the desk and he motioned me t o  come over there 

and he said, l l C m  around back here. " He said, '??rank, you how at 

the meeting I talked pretty rough to  you but," he said, " w h a t l s  the 

trouble there? Can't you f i x  it up?" I said, "Yes. Wlt you said 

you were going t o  put me i n  jail.I1 I said, "This never was a scab 

~ m t y  and I don't want t o  be the first sheriff tha t ' s  going t o  pro- 

t ec t  scabs and tha t ' s  what they're doing, scabbing." lWell,ll he said, 

Ityou go ahead and handle it the way you think it should be handled and 

I'll support you." Ard that was the end of it. They never t r i ed  to  
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operate their mine with non-union miners after that. 

Q. Rank, t o  clarifgr a point, were you at the same t h e  a miner and 

a sheriff or do they cover different perlods in  your l i fe?  

A. Yes. I owned a mine and operated it and I was a sheriff. A t  

that t b e  the wage scale of the miners was eight dollars a day, And 

a l l  those small mines h that area, they paid three dollars a day and 

I paid w miners eight dollars a day. I did a l l  the drilling and the 

shooting and, of course, the crew did the timber- under the mine 

structurea. We had a nice l i t t l e  mine. One day we produced 135 tons 

of coal, han3 loading, which was a te r r i f ic  amount of coal for twelve 

men t o  hand load. 

Q. Earlier today I asked you a question about whst, i n  your opinion, 

is the pr im difference between the labor mvment today and the labor 

mvement i n  those days. Would you please c o v e  this area a@n? 

A ,  Yes, I'd be glad to. It is my honest ard sincere opinion that 

in  those days, the representatives of the rnhers' union were definitely 

for  the interest of the men and they believed in  complying with the 

terms of the contract, It was difficult for them to convince the op- 

erators that they had Just as much right i n  the operation of those 

institutions as the coal companies had themselves, Without the help 

of the miners they couldn't operate those mines. I t h h k  there's a 

terr i f ic  difference today because I . . . Well, I better shut up now 

for a second. 

Q. You don't have to shut up at a l l ,  Fbank. But l e t  me ask you an 



additional question. Remember the r a w k  that  you made about the 

attendance at the union ha l l  in those days? Would you cover that  

please? 

A. Qh, definitely. Every two weeks the union miners had a meetlng 

and i f  you weren't there a half an hour o r  an hour ahead of t-, you 

couldn't get in to  the meeting hall. When someone was speaking, they 

had a-I don't h o w  what you could call it-* hoF~?-to s t ick  out the 

window. kt mthlng l i ke  we have today. In this way the men outside 

would get word of what was going on. Everyone would vote In those 

days on al l  questions that  would ar i se  as t o  the procedure of the 

organization. Today, i t 's entirely different.  The individuals, union 

office holders, that are supposed t o  be representing the miners are i n  

fact representing themselves in matters of sa lar ies  and everything 

tha t ' s  beneficial t o  t h e b  se l f i sh  interest  and t o  he l l  with the people 

that are pay- the* wages. That's entirely different from w b t  it 

was In the  early days,  We voted in all elect iom. I doubt i f  there 

was 5 percent of the members that didn't vote-they all voted. Wen 

if they couldn't read they'd ask somebody t o  show them how t o  mark 

the ballot.  Then, if a fellow showed any inclination t o  be a conniver 

or a chiseler, he was invariably defeated, 

Q, A s  a labor union member myself I know what you are talking about 

and I would l i k e  just  t o  clarif'y it so tha t  men the tape is tran- 

scribed it will come out clear ,  In yowl comparison between the  atten- 

dance In those days where it was impossible t o  get i n  the hal l ,  you 

also rrsde reference t o  present days and I know tha t  what you have i n  
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rdrd i s  tha t  attendance is very sllm usually today. Union ha l lmee thgs  

are attended somet&s by mybe f ive  or  ten percent of the membership 

a t  best. Is this w b t  you had in mind and also would you ccannent as 

t o  ww do you think there is lack of interest  that you described as 

present i n  those days? 

A. Definitely. The fac t  is that t m y  I think it takes seven members 

t o  have a quomnn, M~st of the union meetings have two or  three come 

t o  the  meting-two or three members! And mybe one of them Is a 

cornnitteeman and sometimes the president doesn't show up fo r  two or  

t h e  m t h s  and there doesn't seem t o  be any interest pertainhg t o  

unionism, except un t i l  such time some individual finds himself i n  

trouble. I ' m  talking about when I was i n  t h q e  as an arbi trator ,  I 

don't know how it is now since they got r i d  of Tony BOyle and thZs 

new s e t  up may change conditions but in his days it was deplorable. 

And a fellow tha t  had a case, he couldn't brine; anybody up t o  the 

meeting, they just  wasn't interested. They wouldn~t go t o  meetings. 

O f  course, you didn't have the same pmblm here, Jack, as they had 

throughout the country. But it was terr ible!  And many of the members 

didn't urderstand any part of the contract. 

I had numerous groups cane t o  my home and ask for an opinion and 

s a ~ t 3 . 1 ~ ~  they'd bet a barrel of beer o r  a dinner fo r  the bunch [on] 

w h t  was i n  the contract and w h a t  wasn't, and they'd come t o  me, the 

arbi trator ,  t o  prove it. I'd always gLve than a copy of the contract 

and they were supposed t o  get a copy of the contract and I don't know 

why they did not, but it wasn't too long ago that some people came t o  
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me and asked something about the seniority of the miners. A t  one t h e  

we did not have seniority,  You had rights t o  a job but you did not 

have seniority. You remember that ,  don't you,Jack? But when that 

was changed, it changed everything. 

Q. W1C ww do you think people in a miners' union had this interest  

and enthusiasm and attended meetlngs and participated t o  such a great 

extent d why do you thMc there is a lack of this participation 

today? 

A. Well, i n  those days, the i r  ent i re  l i f e  depended on whether they 

were able t o  make a l iving and earn a decent wage t o  maintain the i r  

family. Today it seems l ike  those things don't seem t o  enter the 

minds of the people. They just pay no at tent ion whatever t o  organiza- 

t ion  un t i l  such time when something D e s  wrong with them individually. 

Q. Now I muld l ike  t o  approach another event wMch took place during 

the t3m when you were Involved i n  the miners' union ard which had a 

great significance and I'm talking, of course, about the  division in 

the minerd mion  and the  e s t a b l i s h t  of the Progressive Miners. 

Would you please, in your own words, reca l l  as t o  when t h i s  event 

took place, w h a t  has happened and what are your recollections of it? 

A. Well, npr honest opinion on that  subject is this: I had a nephew 

that was shot down when the miners m h e d  down t o  southern Illhmis 

becawe the m fel t  as though they had not been properly represented 

and there was supposed t o  have been a member of the UMW of A and 

he was supposed t o  have stolen the bal lots  ard marked them the way he 
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thought they should be marked and denied the men the i r  r ight  t o  vote. 

So when they marched down t o  the south, I don't know how many car- 

loads there was of them but I can swear t o  this-there wasn't one man 

tha t  carried a gun with him on that m c h .  Ym was in that  m c h ,  

weren't you? 

JB. I certainly was. 

A. They just shot the he l l  out of them. They b d  kids there, four- 

teen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years old, with r i f l e s  and guns and 

drunker than he l l  o r  doped up and they just  shot at random. And they 

shot nephew right through the head, his top jawbone. His father 

was riding with him and he went t o  pick up his son and they said, 

IIYou old son-of-a-bitch. If you touch him w e ' l l  shoot you, too." 

Old Bill Williams was the father. Lefty was his son. The hospital 

wouldn't wen accept him or  a doctor woUdnVt  even accept him i n  the 

t a m  nearby. %!hey had to cane t o  Litchfield. Fbw far is that? 

Slxty miles. No, far ther  than that .  Eighty miles, maybe one hundred. 

1 b n ' t  h o w  exactly how far that  was. 

Q. When did t h i s  event take place? 

A. I think it was in 1932, wasn't it, Jack, o r  1931P 

A. 1932. I think that ' s near enough anyway. It was during my 

period as sheriff. 

Q. Would you say, then, that the reason fo r  the creatlon of the 



Ehmk Pries 

Psogressive Miners was the miners, the rank and f i l e  miners, and t h e i r  

dissatisfaction with t he i r  leaders at tha t  t h e ?  Is that  the reason? 

A. Absolutely. Definitely. They f e l t  as though the i r  r ights  a s  

members of the union were be* denied. Sane of those fellows, you 

couldn't c a l l  them leaders, they were just  mis-leaders and stooges 

fo r  certain p u p s  and they controlled those elections and the men 

decided that they'd have a union of the i r  own. And I. . . Well# 

I bet ter  wait un t i l  you ask me a question ard 1'11 t e l l  you more 

about this. 

Q. You don't have t o  wait a t  all, F11ank. You can go ahead and speak 

as long as you want on any questions. But let me ask you th is ,  how 

long were the Progessive Mhers In  existence? 

A. That I can't answer you definitely because I don't r eca l l  when 

the mines shut down here a d  just  about destmyed the Progressive 

m r s  . 

Q. How widespread an area was it, do you recal l ,  tha t  the Progressive 

Miners w e  active in? 

A. I l l i no i s  is about the only place they were active in. 

JB. They attempted t o  organize same outlying f i e lds  in West Virginia 

but it was a fai lure.  

A. I think that  the Progressive Miners was in f i l t r a ted  by some irre- 

sponsible people who were seeking a job tha t  was beyond anything that  

they had dreamt of before. We had some of them, but we had some good 



men cane in here, also. Uke Gerry All&, he was a worderf'ul labor 

lea&. Jack, here, he got kicked out of the organization because 

he was fighting for the men's riets. 

Q. Mhy or w h t ,  specifically, were the masons fo r  the  march o r  the 

caravan down south t o  Franklin County or t o  that general area? Why 

was it necessavy f o r  the Progressive Miners to  stage the m c h  down 

south? 

A. There was no Progressive Miners at  tha t  time. They marched down 

there t o  get the men t o  stand up for the i r  rights and oppose these 

people that  denied them their r ights ,  That's the reason they marched 

down there. And then when they were sbnt all t o  hell down there, 

they decided t o  organize the Progressive Mhers. This is the county 

w k r e  it happened and I was the sheriff and it was the only county 

where the miners could land without having the deputy sheriffs and 

m i l i t b  come out and &mot the he l l  out of them. Over i n  Taylorville 

they ordered out the militia. 

Q. Wcruld you reca l l  approxhately, o r  specifically if  you can, how 

rmny people were shot ard Injured? Were there any fatali t ies? Exactly 

what hqppw?ed? 

A, Ten of them were shot and seriously injured. Here's something I 

should t e l l  you. You h o w  before they went down there, B i l l  Brown who 

tried t o  be a leader here and who was major of&$llespie, he and four 

other f e l l o m % m  t o  t a lk  t o  me about going down there and I told 
- 

them, "Those are bloodthirsty people down there and," I said, "I've 

talked with t h i s  sheriff1'--who was Browning Robinson. You =member kim, 

he was the one t h a t  was in  . -- authority at that time, and he said, "Tell 

t h e m  t o  s p a y  a w 8 - y  f r o m  h e r e ,  I f  . - - .  ., , . ' I  - -<- -' - I , \ .  3 ,  
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they cane down, we're going t o  shoot the hell out of them." So I 

told B i l l  Brown and his c d t t e e  what the sheriff had said ard I 

said, "What I think you should do is send two or  tWee carloads of 

fellows down there t o  ascer tah w h a t  the situation is. Ayld i f  you go 

down there to  face those hil lbil l ies,  they'll  s b o t  the hell out of 

you." But no, they went down anyway. I feel absolutely sure that 

there wasn't a rrm i n  that caravan that carried a gun. And I haven't 

got any idea how miry hundred cars was there, do you? 

JB: The caravan was about forty miles long. 

A. Autonobiles bumper to  bumper. 

JB; Prior to  the entrance into fianklin County, the caravan was 

stopped by the sheriffs'and the officers of . . . 

A. And the chief of the State Police. 
/ 

JB. . . . of the county a t  the city of Sawanee and all the cars were 

searched and not one weapon was fourd. And then they permitted us to  

proceed into the county of Franklin where we were ambushed. 

Q. FranZc, would you give us what you think was the nurriber of people 

who you think were involved i n  the caravan?' Were there hundreds of 

people involved or was there less or mre than that? 

A. Oh, thousands! Several thousand people, 

Q. Was it a l l  men or were there wchnen? 

A. Every coal h e r ,  whatever age he was. In fact, they put the heat 




















































































































