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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews
conducted by Nick Cherniavsky and Bobbe Herndon for the Oral History
Office on April 16 and November 19, 1973. Chris Skoczynskl tran-
scribed the tapes and Nick Cherniavsky and Sheila Sears edited the

franscript. Frank Fries reviewed the transcript.

Frank Fries was born in Clyde's Patch, Illinois on May 1, 1893.
In 1904 he moved with hils parents to Gillespie, Illinois and later
worked as a coal miner until an injury forced him to give up coal
mining. From 1930 to 1934 Mr. Fries served as sheriff of Macoupin
County. He served in the Illinois General Assembly from 1935 to 1936
and represented the 38th Congressional District in the United States
House of Representatives from 1937 to 1941. In January, 1942 Mr. Fries
became an arbltrator for the coal industry, a position he held untill

hig retirement in 1968.

Mr, Fries has been involved in coal mining and labor activity
throughout his career, particularly in Central Illinois. In this
memoir he remembers the struggles of the coal miners in the formation

of the Progressive Mine Workers of America.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that
it is a transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer,
narrator and edltor sought to preserve the informal, conversational
style that 1s inherent In such historical sources. Sangamon State
University is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir,

nor for views expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.




Frank W. Fries, April 16, 1973, Gillespie, Illinois.

Nick Cherniavsky, Interviewer.

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

your age?

A. My name is Frank W. Frles. I live at 501 Spruce Street. I was
born at Clyde's Patch, three miles east of Gillespie, in the same
township that I 1live in today. Did I say what date I was born on?
1893, the first day of May, 1893; this coming May I'll be eighty

years old.

Q. The other volce on the tape belongs to Jack Battuello who 1s also
an ex-miner and an old friend of Frank Fries and he is sitting in on
the interview and will be generally helping us to carry out this inter-
view. Frank, please tell us when, approximately what year, and where

did you first join the miners' union?

A. I am not positive but as near as my memory will serve me, I
started to work at Egarville Number One Mine of the Superior Coal

Campany. I think that was either in 1908 or 1909, I'm not positive.

Q. Would you tell us Iin general terms, how do you see the difference
between the labor movement in particular, and specifilcally the miners'’
union, from the time when you joined the miners' union and as it is

today?
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A. Well, as near as I can recall, the leadership of the miners-——
locally, in districts and national--was for the interest of the men

that were producing coal and not for thelr own selfish interest.

Q. Weuld you glve us also your opinion as to whether the aims of
the union have changed in regard to their obligation to their rela-
tionship with their employers? Is there a great difference that you
can see from the time when you were a miner and as the situation

exlsts today?

A, Definitely. Today the representatives of labor wish to hobnob

with the empléyer rather than the men that they are actually supposed
to represent, which has caused many difficulties to arise and in some
instance, murder. And that is not the proper way to settle any kind

of a labor problem.

Q.  You have personally known John L. Lewls. Would you give us your
opinion and your views and describe some of the contracts that you

had with John L. Lewis?

A. I first became personally acquainted with Jomn L. Lewis when I
was a member of the United States Congress.l We had what they called
the—~let's see what did they call those new members of Congress at
that time? We had about eighty of them. They were called "yourg
turks" and wé had a weekly forum. Maverick?® was our leader. But

anyway, we'd have people from all over the world at different times

INarrator served in U. S. House of Representatives from
1937-1941. Ed4.

2Maverick, Fontaine Maury. Democratic Congressman from
Texas. (74th arnd 75th Congresses, Jarmuary 3, 1935~January 3, 1939).
Born in San Antonio, Texas, October 23, 1895. Died in San Antonio,
Texas, June 7, 1954. Ed.
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appear before that forum and John L. Lewis was there one evening and
he talked about the coal miners. He said if their lamp went out they
were in the dark and he sald that it seemed to him that the lights
had gone out with many people that's attempting to run the goverrment.
(laughter) And we become very, very close friends from then on in.

Q. In your opinion and in view of the fact that John L. Lewls had
been, of courée, a controversial figure with his labor work and his
political involvement, would you consider John L. Lewis' impact on

the labor movement a positive or a negative one?

A. Well, I feel sincere and concerned about this particular question.
I .think he was absolutely positive in hls determination for the inter-

ests of the working people, not only the miners but all working people.

Q. I would like now to come to some specifics and I would like to
ask you when you Jolned the miners'union, what was the relationship,
what were the problems that you, as a miner and a member of the union,
encountered in those days in regard to the embloyers? What were

specific problems that you could recount?

A. Well, the most disturbing factor in those days when men were
killed in the mines[was that] coal companies were not obligated to
meet any financlal responsiblility whatsoever. Many of those people
lived in dire poverty due to the loss of the head of the family that

was making the living for the famlly.

Q. Would you please give us the names of the mines or the names of

the mine owners where you were working at the time and also the locality?
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A. I started to work at Number One Mine for the Superlor Coal Company
at Egarville, that was Number One Mine. It was sunk in 1904. I had
a brother at the Number Two Mine over at Sawyerville, Illinois, in
this county and he had a better Job for me and I went over and worked
for him. We got $3.35 a day at that time, I believe it was. At that
time all miners were United Mine Workers Union members, at these mines
in this loecality. Then from there I went to Number Three in Mt. Clare
and I worked there until I was injured and I was unable to work for a
long, long time. During that period I picked up any kind of work that

I could get, in addition to doing police work .3

Q. Also, let's cover a little bit of a different territory. You were
involved in mine work at that time when the PMW of 4 [Progressive

Mine Workers of Americal unlon was being organized and would you des-
cribe to us any problems that you can recall that arose in regard to
police force in the area where the mines were. Were there any problems
with the police force in regard to the treatment of the miners during

the strike, or any other problems at the mines?

A. Yes, a very serlous one, an important one, I think Jack Battuello
was there on this one. At Carlinville we had a small mine-{JMW of A
A- [United Mine Workers of Americal—and it was owned, or 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 th5t institution., This mine was closed down; the mine
owners, at that time, decided that they were going to run it non-union.

3Police received $60 per month, twelve howr shifts. Ed.
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The miners objected. There was an estimate that about twenty=two hun-
dred to twenty-eight hundred union coal miners came to Carlinville to
stop those elght non-union men from working. And they beat the hell
out of them. ‘So anyway, Judge Burton called the mine owners and me
into the meeting and the board was there. Jesse Peebles was the law-
yer and Mr. Hoblet was the president of the bank, Judge Burton, the
undertaker, over there, Gus Helnz, But anyway, Judge Burton just gave
me particular hell. He said that it was my responsibility to protect

property regardless of what I thought . . .
JB. You were sheriff at that time?

A. T was sheriff at that time. So he sald, "If you don't comply
with the law, we'll put you in your own jail." I was qulte a young
man at that time and T thought, "That would be a disgrace to get put
in my own jall." In the courtroom there was a jury and the court was
in session and there was a jury selected to try a case and I went in
there and I was thinking about what was going to happen to me and
Judge Burton rapped on the desk and he motioned me to come over there
and he said, "Come around back here." He said, "Frank, you know at
the meeting I talked pretty rough to you but," he sald, "what's the
trouble there? Can't you fix it up?" I said, "Yes. But you said
you were going to put me in jail." I sald, "This never was a scab
gounty and I don't want to be the first sheriff that's golng to pro-
tect scabs and that's what they're doing, scabbing." "Well," he said,
"you go ahead and handle it the way you think 1t should be handled and
I'11 support you." And that was the end of it. They never tried to
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operate- their mine with non-~union miners after that.

Q. Frank, to clarify a point, were you at the same time a miner and

a sheriff or do they cover different periods in your life?

A. Yes. T owned a mine and operated 1t and I was a sheriff. At
that time the wage scale of the miners was eight dollars a day. And
all those small mines in that area, they pald three dollars a day and
I paild my miners eight dollars a day. I did all the drllling and the
shooting and, of course, the crew did the timbering under the mine
structures. We had a nice little mine. One day we produced 135 tons
of coal, hand loading, which was a terrific amount of coal for twelve
men to hand load.

Q. Earlier today I asked you a question about what, in your opinion,
1ls the prime difference between the labor movement today and the labor

movement in those days. Would you please cover this area again?

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

in those days, the representatives of the miners' 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 in the operation of those
Institutions as the coal companies had themselves. Without the hélp
of the miners they couldn't operate those mines. I think there's a
terrific difference today because I . . . Well, I better shut up now

for a second.

Q. You don't have to shut up at all, Frank. But let me ask you an
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additional question. Remember the remark that you made about the
attendance at the union hall in those days? Would you cover that

please?

A. Oh, definitely. Every two weeks the unlon miners had a meeting
and if you weren't there a half an hour or an hour ahead of time, you
couldn't get into the meeting hall. When someone was speaking, they
had a—-I don't know what you could call it—a horfi-to stick out the
window. But nothing like we have today. In this way the men outside
would get word of what was going on. Everyone would vote in those
days on all questions that would arise as to the procedure of the
organization. Today, it's entirely different. The individuals, union
office holders, that are supposed to be representing the miners are in
fact representing themselves in matters of salaries and everything
that's beneficial to their selfish interest and to hell with the people
that are paying thelr wages. That's entirely different from what it
was In the early days. We voted in all elections. I doubt if there
was 5 percent of the members that didn't vote-=they all voted. Even
if they couldn't read they'd ask somebody to show them how to mark

the ballot. Then, if a fellow showed any Inclination to be a cormiver

or a chiseler, he was invariably defeated.

Q. As a labor ﬁnion member myself I know what you are talking about
and T would like Just to clarify it so that when the tape is tran-
scribed it willl come out clear. In your comparison between the atten—
dance in those days where it was impossible to get in the hall, you

also made reference to present days and I know that what you have in




Prank Fries 8

mind 1s that attendance is very slim usually today. Union hall meetings

are attended sometimes by maybe five or ten percent of the membership
at best. Is -this what you had in mind and also would you comment as
to why do you think there i1s lack of interest that you described as
present in those days?

A. Definitely. The fact is that today I think it takes seven members
to have a quorum. Most of the union meetings have two or three come
to the meeting—two or three menbers! And maybe one of them is a
committeeman and sometimes the president doesn't show up for two or
three months and there doesn't seem to be any interest pertaining to
unionism, except until such time some individual finds himself in
trouble. I'm talking about when I was in there as an arbitrator, I
don't know how 1t is now since they got rid of Tony Boyle and this
new get up may change conditions but in his days it wés deplorable.
.And a fellow that had a case, he couldn't bring anybody up to the
meeting, they Just wasn't interested. They wouldn't go to meetings.
Of course, you didn't have the same problem here, Jack, as they had
throughout the country. But it was terrible! And many of the members

didn't understand any part of the contract.

I had numerous groups come to my home and ask for an opinion and
sometimes they'd bet a barrel of beer or a dinner for the huncllz [on]
what was in the contract and what wasn't, and they'd come to me, the
arbitrator, to prove 1t. I'd always give them a copy of the contract
and they were supposed to 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 to
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me and asked something about the seniority of the miners. At one time
we did not have seniority., You had rights to a jJob but you did not

have senlority. You remember that, don't you,Jack? But when that
was changed, it changed everything.

Q. But why do you think people in a miners' union had this interest
and enthuslasm and attended meetings and participated to such a great
extent and why do you think there is a lack of this participation
today?

A. Well, in those days, thelr entire life depended on whether they
were able to make a living and earn a decent wage to maintain their
family. Today 1t seems like those things doﬁ't seem to enter the
mirds of the people, They Just pay no attention whatever to organiza-

tion until such time when samething goes wrong with them individually.

Q. Now I would like to approach another event which took place during
the time when you were involved in the miners' union and which had a
great significance and I'm talking, of course, about the division in
the miners' union and the establishment of the Progressive Miners.
Would you please, in your own words, recall as to when this event

took place, what has happened and what are your recollections of it?

A. Well, my honest opinion on that subject 1s this: I had a nephew

that was shot down when the miners marched down to southern Illinois

because the men felt as though they “had nbt been properly represented
and there was supposed to have been a member of the UMW of A and

he was supposed to have stolen the ballots armd marked them the way he
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thought they should be marked and denied the men their right to vote.
3o when they marched down to the south, I don't know how many car-
loads there was of them buf I can swear to this-—there wasn't one man
that carried a gun with him on that march. You was in that march,

weren't you?
JB. I certainly was.

A. They Just shot the hell out of them. They had kids there, four-
teen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years old, with rifles and guns and
drunker than hell or doped up and they Just shot at random. And they
shot my nephew right through the head, his top Jawbone. His father
was riding with him and he went to pick wup his son and they said,

"You old son-of-a-bitch. If you touch him we'll shoot you, too."

01d Bill Williams was the father. Lefty was his son. The hospital
wouldn't even accept him or a doctor wouldn't even accept him in the
towns nearby. They had to come to Litchfield., How far is that?
Sixty miles. No, farther than that. Eighty miles, maybe one hundred.

I don't know exactly how far that was.

Q. When did this event take place?

A. I think it was in 1932, wasn't it,Jack, or 1931?
JBy 1932, I'd say.

A. 1932. T think that's near enough anyway. It was during my
perlod as sheriff.

Q. Would you say, then, that the reason for the creation of the
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Progressive Miners was the miners, the rank and file miners, and their

dissatisfaction with thelr leaders at that time? Is that the reason?

A. Absolutely. Definitely. They felt as though thelr rights as
members of the union were being denied. Some of those fellows, you
couldn't call them leaders, they were just mis-leaders and stooges
for certaln groups and they controlled those elections and the men
decided that they'd have a union of their own. And I. . . . Well,
I better walt untlil you ask me a question and I'1ll tell you more
about this.

Q. You don't have to wait at all, Frank. You can go ahead and speak
as long as you want on any questions. But let me ask you this, how

long were the Progressive Miners in existence?

A, That I can't answer you definitely because I don't recall when
the mines shut down here and just about destroyed the Progressive
Miners.

Q. How wldespread an area was it, do you recall, that the Progressive

Miners were active in?
‘A. Tllinols is about the only place they were active in.

JB. They attempted to organize some outlying fields In West Virginia
but it was a fallure,

A. I think that the Progressive Miners was Infiltrated by some lrre-
sponsible people who were seeking a job that was beyond anything that

they had dreamt of before. We had some of them, but we had some good
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men come in here, aJ.so. Like Gerry Allard, he was a wonderful labor
leader. Jack, here, he got kicked out of the organization because
he was fighting for the men's rights.

Q. Why or what, specifically, were the reasons for the march or the
caravan down south to Franklin County or to that general area? Why
was 1t necessary for the Progressive Miners to stage the march down

south?

A. There was no Progressive Miners at that time. They marched down
there to get the men to stand up for their rights and oppose these
people that denied them thelr rights. That's the reason they marched
down there. And then when they were shot all to hell down there,
they decided to organize the Progressive Miners. This is the county
where it happened and I was the sheriff and it was the only county
where the miners could land without having the deputy sheriffs and
militia come out and shoot the hell out of them. Over in Taylorville
they ordered out the militia.

Q. Would you recall approximately, or specifically 1f you can, how
many people were shot and injured? Were there any fatalities? Exactly
what happened?

A, Ten of them.were shot and seriously injured. Here's something 1
should tell you. You know before they went down there, Bill Brown who
tried to be a leader here and who was major of-G1llespie, he and four
other fellowsteame to talk to me about going down there and I told -~
them, "Those are bloodthirsty people down fhere aﬁd," I said, "I've
talked with this sheriff"--who was Browning Robinson. You remember him,
he was the one that was in_@uthbrity at that time, and he said, "Tell

.‘cbe:m to shay away from h_e‘rei I

. LT} FAN
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they come down, we're going to shoét the hell out of them." So I
told Bill Brown and his committee what the sheriff had said and I
sald, "What I think you should do is send two or three carloads of
fellows down there to ascertain what the situation is. Ard if you go
down there to face those hillbillies, they'll shoot the hell out of
you." But no, they went down anyway. I feel absolutely sure that
there wasn't a man in that caravan that carried a gun. And I haven't

got any idea how many hundred cars was there, do you?
JB. The caravan was about forty miles long.
A. Automobiles bumper to bumper.

JB: Prior to the entrance into Franklin County, the caravan was
stopped by the sheriffs and the officers of . . .

A, And the chief of the State Police,
/

JB. . . . of the county at the city of Sawanee and all the cars were
searched and not one weapon was found. And then they permitted us to

proceed into the county of Franklin where we were ambushed.

Q. Frank, would you give us what you think was the number of people
who you think were invelved in the caravan?  Were there hundreds of

people Involved or was there less or more than that?
A, Oh, thousands! Several thousand people.
Q. Was 1t all men or were there women?

A. Every coal miner, whatever age he was. In fact, they put the heat















































































































































































