
Preface  

This  manuscript is t h e  product of tape-recorded in te rv iews  conducted 
by Cullom Davis f o r  t h e  Ora l  His tory  Of f i ce ,  Sangamon S t a t e  Univers i ty  
i n  t h e  f a l l  of 1977. Linda J e t t  t r ansc r ibed  t h e  t a p e s  and K i t t y  
Wrigley and Nancy Cogburn e d i t e d  t h e  t r a n s c r i p t ,  

Henry L. McCarthy was born i n  Cambridge, Massachusetts on March 22, 1902. 
H i s  boyhood i n  suburban Boston and l a t e r  Providence, Rhode I s l and  was 
shaped heavi ly  by t h e  in f luences  of I r i s h  Cathol icism, a l a r g e  family 
and a r e spec t  f o r  l ea rn ing .  Marriage and employment i n t e r r u p t e d  h i s  
co l l ege  s t u d i e s ,  which he  l a t e r  resumed a f t e r  moving t o  Chicago. Good 
fo r tune  and e x c e l l e n t  performance earned him both a graduate  degree a t  
t h e  Univers i ty  of Chicago and a s e r i e s  of important  p o s i t i o n s  i n  New 
Deal agencies .  His s e r v i c e  a s  r eg iona l  d i r e c t o r  of t h e  S o c i a l  Secu r i ty  
Administrat ion gave M r .  McCarthy an  i n t i m a t e  pe r spec t ive  on p o l i t i c s  
and t h e  New Deal,  and made him a prominent f i g u r e  i n  t h e  f i e l d  of s o c i a l  
work. This  i n  t u r n  e l eva t ed  him i n  t h e  1950s t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of 
Commissioner of Publ ic  Welfare i n  New York Ci ty .  I n  one of t h e  wor ld ' s  
most cha l lenging  we l f a re  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  assignments he  s t rugg led  wi th  
some success  t o  implement humane and progress ive  views i n  s o c i a l  po l i cy .  
Simultaneously h e  taught  s o c i a l  work courses  at va r ious  met ropol i tan  
u n i v e r s i t i e s  . 
M r .  McCarthy was r e c a l l e d  from re t i rement  i n  t h e  1960s t o  a s s i s t  
adminis te r ing  two I l l i n o i s  agencies ,  t h e  Publ ic  Aid Commission and 
t h e  Department on Aging. H e  r e t i r e d  i n  1976 and d ied  on May 25,  1979. 

M r .  McCarthyts v i v i d  memory is  abundantly ev ident  i n  h i s  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  
of boyhood experiences,  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s  and h i s  
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  of coun t l e s s  a s s o c i a t e s .  He was a r a r e  pub l i c  s e rvan t  
whose i n t e l l e c t u a l  ben t s  enabled him t o  r e f l e c t  on what he  d i d  whi le  
doing i t .  What emerges from these  pages is a d e t a i l e d  and candid s e l f  
p o r t r a i t  of an ind iv idua l  who a s t u t e l y  observed h i s  own l i f e  and t imes 
over  a 75 year  per iod.  

Cullom Davis grew up i n  c e n t r a l  I l l i n o i s ,  where he re turned  f o r  a PhD 
i n  h i s t o r y  a t  t h e  Univers i ty  of I l l i n o i s  a f t e r  h i s  undergraduate educat ion 
a t  Pr ince ton  Univers i ty .  A s p e c i a l i s t  i n  American Studies  and modern 
United S t a t e s  h i s t o r y ,  he  taught  a t  Indiana Univers i ty  be fo re  coming t o  
Sangamon S t a t e  Univers i ty ,  where he i s  p ro fe s so r  of h i s t o r y  and d i r e c t o r  
of t h e  Oral  His tory  Off ice .  He i s  a c t i v e  i n  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  p ro fe s s ion ,  
var ious  h i s t o r i c a l  o rgan iza t ions ,  c i v i c  a c t i v i t i e s  and Democratic p o l i t i c s .  
He is  married and t h e  f a t h e r  of t h r e e  ch i ld ren .  

Readers of t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  memoir should bear  i n  mind t h a t  i t  i s  a 
t r a n s c r i p t  of t h e  spoken word, and t h a t  t h e  in t e rv i ewer ,  n a r r a t o r  and 
e d i t o r  sought t o  preserve  t h e  informal ,  conve r sa t iona l  s t y l e  t h a t  is  
inherent  i n  such h i s t o r i c a l  sources.  Sangamon S t a t e  Univers i ty  is  not  
r e spons ib l e  f o r  t h e  f a c t u a l  accuracy of t h e  memoir, nor  f o r  views 
expressed t h e r e i n ;  t h e s e  a r e  f o r  t h e  reader  t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be  read,  quoted and c i t e d  f r e e l y .  It may no t  be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  p a r t  by any means, e l e c t r o n i c  o r  mechanical,  
without  permission i n  w r i t i n g  from t h e  Oral  His tory  Of f i ce ,  Sangamon 
S t a t e  Univers i ty ,  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  I l l i n o i s ,  62708. 
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Henry L. McCarthy , October, 1975, Springfield, I l l inois .  
Cullom Davis, Interviewer. 

Q. Mr. McCarthy, why don't we begin with your very ear l ies t  recollec- 
t ions as a young boy? 

A. Well, I have very vague recollections of CambrLdge, Massachusetts, 
where I was born and where I lived for  the first three o r  four years of 
rry l i f e .  I only have one recollectfon that  i s  outstanding probably be- 
cause it was traurr~vtic. That, was when I f e l l  down a f l i @ t  of stairs-- 
somewhere between three and four years of age-and had in ny hand a s l a t  
fmmthe  bottom of' a window shade. The thing broke off and cam in to  w 
mouth and ruptured throat. And I was an emergency case fo r  awhile and 
was W e d  off t o  sore medical place fo r  treatment. That r e a l l y  did no 
p e m e n t  damage. But I do recollect fal l ing,  I do recollect the thrust 
in the throat wilth t h i s  piece of wood, and I do recollect the panic w 
rather  had and the neighbors had of what had happened t o  re. And th i s  
happened in Cambridge. 

Around the age of four we mved t o  Somrville. And I can even remember the 
address in Somrville i n  which ye lived f r o m  the time I was f o w  until 
the time I was thirteen. That's nine years there and I have very clear 
mmories of that  whole -a, that  whole time. I lived a t  27 Harrison 
Street in Sornerville, Massachusetts, which m s  paral lel  with Beacon Street,  
and i s  kind of a dead end s t ree t  which ends a t  Kent Court, which goes 
across under the railroad track with an underpass over t o  Cambridge Avenue 
in Sommrille. Then that  takes you up the h i l l  to St. Margaret's Church, 
which became s o ~ t h i n g  of a center of our social  and religious l i f e .  Ours 
was a religious family so I have t o  put that  in. It w i l l  appear so many 
t f m s .  I think of the impact of religion as a part of the cul tural  back- 
ground that  I cone from. It w i l l  appear many times 1 would think. 

And at 27 Harrison Street we lived in a three-story building, which was 
called a t a e m t ,  and we had. the f i m t  floor-. It w a s  a very mdest kind 
of a building and in l a t e r  years I wed t o  describe it t o  w wife as  a 
slm. And that  was p-ly because I became conscious as I g r e w  older that  
we were poor when we lived there, although at the tim I Lived there I 
didn't think I w a s  poor. We were never conscious of being poor, except a 
few isolated instances--and those I think are more IQI evaluation of it as 
I got older rather than rry app~ecia t ion  of being poor a t  that tine. Well, 
we had the f i r s t  floor and then the owner, the landlord, l ived on the second 
floor.  Their nams were Walsh--Mr. Walsh, Tom Walsh--and they owned the 
bui1db-g. Then there was a third f loor [:which] was really an a t t i c  ,which; i 
had been fixed up with sleeping quarters. Because my family was growing 
rapidly-by the t h e  I was ten years old we had, I think, six children i n  
the family--two of us, I think, s lept  up on the th i rd  floor. And it was 
very icy going up and down those stairs t o  the th i rd  floor, and very 
isolated. 



Henry M c C a r t h y  2 

We had no t o i l e t  in the house. The t o i l e t  w a s  in the hallway. We were 
the only ones that  used it but the t o i l e t  w a s  out i n  the hallway. It 
wasn't in the house i t s e l f ,  and . . . 
Q. Excuse m. You mean an outdoor vestibule sort  of? 

A. No, sort  of a hallway before you went up the s t a i r s  t o  the second 
flwr? 

Q. I see. 

A. Now I don't know i f  t h i s  originally was a house which w a s  bui l t  fo r  
one family and then had been converted into a two-family home or  not, but 
a t  any ra te  . . . 
Q. It w a s  part; of the building but not part of your l iving quarters, 
is  that  . . . 
A. No, not part  of our l iving [quarters]. 

Q. I see. 

A. We had som bedroom downstairs and a l iving room and kitchen. It 
was kind of a dark house with houses crowding in  on e l ther  side of it, and 
some df them large ones. And across the s t ree t  was a six-flat house [with] 
three s tories  here and three s tor ies  there (gestures) all i n  one buildfng. 

This street I used t o  describe t o  nly wife as slums wlCil  I took her there- 
oh rmybe twenty y e w  ago, which was a long tire a f t e r  I had le f t  there--: * , -  

and took her t o  the very s t ree t  and the very house that  I had spent those 
several years in. And she said, "Why t h i s  i s n ' t  slums a t  a l 1 . I '  Yet I 
had In own m h d  thought of it as slums principally, I suppose, because 
it was a poor nei@borhood. And then I just a s s m d  after mmy years it 
would1 ve deteriorated. But it had not. Surcpzrisingly, it had not. It had 
still been kept up in about the sam level of repair. Evidently the people 
who lived in the s t ree t  had sore pride i n  ownership and kept the place 
up. And I was a p e a b l y  surprised t o  find that  she didnl t think it was 
slum and I really didn't w s e l f  when I cam and looked at it. I did have 
the usual response that  older people have when they come back t o  the scene 
of t he i r  childhood t o  &iscover that  Smith's Field, where we used t o  play 
baseball, w m  just an ordinary c i ty  lo t .  ( l a w t e r )  And we thought of it 
as W t h '  s Field. We called it a big p laypund .  

Q Was th is  an I r i sh  neighborhood? Landmark? 

A. Oh, a hwdred percent Ir ish.  

Q. A hundred percent Ir ish.  

A. Om of the t h i n g  about that  neighborhood that  I liked and have always 
contrasted w i t h  w h a t  goes on nowadays, is  that anybody on that block could 
discipline any child on the block--any parent on the block. If I was doing 
sorething wmng the neighbor two houses down could give m a c l i p  across 
the ear, or a pat, o r  a l i t t l e  s lap and say, "Now you cut that out and 
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you ga haw1' or something, and thereld be no problem about it. And i f  
I ever did go horn and say t o  w mother, "So and so gave m a  slap," 
'Wel l ,  you must have deserved it would be the answer. And today i f  a  
child goes hare and t e l l s  her m the r  that  somebody hit her, she'd march 
out and. eall the police and a l l  kinds of things. "What do you mean hi t-  
t ing rry child?" and a l l  that.  

Q. Why do you suppose that  was the case? 

A. Camunity interest .  They a l l  knew one another. They a11 shmed. 
There w a s  a  p a t  deal of sharing, and I had personal experience with 
that.  We mved there about the time that  f8ther had changed jobs. He 
had been a s t ree tcar  conductor fo r  the Boston Railway. That was a wonder- 
W experience. I used t o  love seeing h i m  come i n  h i s  uniform with h is  
cor?ductorfs cap on and loved seeing him go back. And I r e m d e r  one story 
he told. Ckle nigbt when he was counting change on the back end of the car 
on the last run, a half a dollar f e l l  out of his hand, f e l l  off and f e l l  
in to  the s t ree t .  They were pretty near the end of the run and so when he 
got i n  and checked in at the end of the run he t h o w t  there w a s  no easier  
way of making a half a dollar  than t o  go back and look fo r  it. And so he 
went back comting the lights. He counted the lists, the s t ree t  l ights ,  
t o  just about where it w a s .  And he went back and sure enough he found the 
half a doll-. ( l a w b e r )  He found the half a dollar very easily that  
time. 

Q. He had just changed jobs. You were going t o  be talking about . . . 
A. He changed jobs because w grandfather mved f r o m  Portland down t o  
Boston, Mp 1 grmdf'ather had had a shoe store in Po&land. His original 
trade wsls a bootmaker. 

Q. That's Portland, m e .  

A. Portland, Malne, yes. He had come there f r o m  Nova Scotfa. P& father 
was born in Nova Scotia and granMather McCarthy b r o u t  him t o  Portland-- 
b m w t  the whole family t o  Portland--and opened a shoe &ore i n  Portland. 
[He] sold shoes retail but also made shoes. Then [he] mved t o  Boston and 
opened a shoe store i n  Cambridge. He had three sons, and the three sons 
were rqy father, who was--the sam nam as myself-qy b l e  Andrew, and 
Uncle Tom. The-re was a fourth son, Uncle Pat, who went into the Spanish- , 
American War, cam out of the Spanish-Amrim W a r ,  [and] went out t o  
Tonopah, Nevada, t o  look fo r  gold. And the last word we had of hlm was a 
photograph of himself and other miners that  somebody had taken. He sent us 
a picture of it and t o  t h i s  day, we've never heard of him since. But fo r  
naany years all of us used t o  have a @am that  Uncle Pat  would corn back 
somday r ich (laughter) and take care of a11 of us. And Wcle Pat never 
did show up. 

Later in l i f e  I t r i e d  t o  check through the Veteran's Adrritnistration as t o  
whether or not any Spanish-Amrican veteran by the nam of Patrick McCarthy 
had ever applied for  a pension, o r  whether they had any record of where he 
was, or  what happened t o  him. And they had none. They had a record of h i s  



semrlce .but they had no record of what happened t o  him after he was 
disohaqed f'rom service. So, our guess is he didn't survive somhow 
out there. 

Q. Perhaps met a foul . . . 
A. Mi@t have been something like that.  Anyway, rq7 father and two ,- 

brothers with rrly grandfather opened the shce stom. Now, the one brother 
w a s  Andrew and he didn't survive very long. He died very young from what 
they called cawm@tion then-w Uncle Andrew on w father's slde. I@ 
mcle  Tan had a drWclng problem. So nly grandfabher had t o  withdraw fYom 
the store because he los t  h i s  hearing. He became practically stone deaf. 
But we found w a y s  of ccmmnicating with him. F.,ither he'd l i p  read or 
we ' d holler  at him. Sometimes by hollering loud enough we could make hfm 
hear but he was pretty deaf. So he star ted t o  stay at horn and father 
and rry Uncle Tom ran the store. 

And then r r ~ y  father-this is c&g back t o  this shavling business--w father 
broke h i s  kneecap. A case of shoes fe l l  on h i m ,  broke the hneecap. I don't 
know what the condition of the mdical art was at that  t im, but he w a s  
a t  horn with a cast fm his hip down t o  his ankle, and w a s  l.mmbilized. 
He was that  way f o r  about six o r  seven weeks and we had no mney coming in. 
l'Q mother went out and took a job as a waitress. She would w a i t  on tables 
and then ~QI brother and I would w a i t  up at night fo r  her t o  corn horn. 
She waited a t  banquets. Shefd w a i t  on tables at banquets and so on and 
we'd wait for  her t o  corns because she always cam h m  camying two big 
paper sacks of lef'tovers f?om the banquet. And the rrdnute she d get in 
the house wefd go thm@ al l  the stuff  t o  see-sweet ro l l s ,  o r  cake, o r  
bread, or  whatever she could get. Then t M s  helped t o  feed the f m l l y  p l k  
whatever income she bm&t in. 

But along at that  same t i r e  [there w a s ]  a great deal of sharing f r o m  the 
neQJibors-the neighbors would cone over with somthing, food--and helping 
one another. And I, as the oldest, had t o  drop out of school at that  time 
for  awhile, because nly father couldnst get around, t o  take c z e  of the 
younger children while mther went off t o  wait on tables at noonthe 
o r  w a i t  on tables at other t h s  of the day. 

Q. You were about ten? 

A. I was ten probably, ten or eleven then. 

Q. And you had t o  watch the children. 

A. I had t o  watch the children. Somebody always asks me at one of these 
part ies  where they start asking these questions, 'What had you learned 
by the tim you w e r e  ten y e w  old?" And 1 always to ld  them, "I had 
learned how t o  diaper babies, and take care of babies," which I did f r o m  
the t* I was just  able t o  do tha t  and accept the responsibility. And 
I think that  t h i s  mqa0nsibili ty had a great impact on developmnt of my 
whole character and @eksonality over a lifetime. Being the oldest, and 
being mspmible and havlng t o  adoQt the work ethic very early in-Ufe, 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































