Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Cullom Davis for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University
in the fall of 1977. TLinda Jett transcribed the tapes and Kitty
Wrigley and Nancy Cogburn edited the transcript.

Henry L. McCarthy was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts on March 22, 1902,
His boyhood in suburban Boston and later Providence, Rhode Island was
shaped heavily by the influences of Irish Catholicism, a large family
and a respect for learning. Marriage and employment interrupted his
college studies, which he later resumed after moving to Chicago. Good
fortune and excellent performance earned him both a graduate degree at
the University of Chicago and a series of important positions in New
Deal agencies., His service as regional director of the Social Security
Administration gave Mr. McCarthy an intimate perspective on politics

and the New Deal, and made him a prominent figure in the field of social
work. This in turn elevated him in the 1950s to the position of
Commissioner of Public Welfare in New York City. In one of the world's
most challenging welfare administrative assignments he struggled with
some success to implement humane and progressive views in social policy.
Simultaneously he taught social work courses at various metropolitan
universities.

Mr. McCarthy was recalled from retirement in the 1960s to assist
administering two Illinois agencies, the Public Aid Commission and
the Department on Aging. He retired in 1976 and died on May 25, 1979.

Mr. McCarthy's vivid memory is abundantly evident in his recollections
of boyhood experiences, his analysis of national politics and his
characterizations of countless associates, He was a rare public servant
whose intellectual bents enabled him to reflect on what he did while
doing it. What emerges from these pages 1s a detailed and candid self
portrait of an individual who astutely observed his own life and times
over a 75 year period.

Cullom Davis grew up in central Illinois, where he returned for a PhD

in history at the University of Illinois after his undergraduate education
at Princeton University. A specialist in American Studies and modern
United States history, he taught at Indiana University before coming to
Sangamon State University, where he is professor of history and director
of the Oral History Office. He is active in the oral history profession,
various historical organizations, civic activities and Democratic politics.
He is married and the father of three children.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it 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 not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Henry L. McCarthy, October, 1977, Springfield, Illinois.
Cullom Davis, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. McCarthy, why don't we begln with your very earliest recollec-
tions as a young boy?

A, Well, I have very vague recollections of Canbridge, Massachusetts,
where I wag born and where I lived for the first three or four years of
my life. I only have one recollection that 1s outstanding probably be-
cause it was traumatic. That was when I fell down a flight of stalrg—
somewhere between three and four years of age--and had in my hand a slat
from the bottom of a window shade. The thing broke off and came into my
mouth and ruptured my throat. And I was an emergency case for awhile and
was rushed off to some medical place for treatment. That really did no
permanent damage. But I do recollect falling, I do recollect the thrust
in the throat with this piece of wood, and I do recollect the panic my
mother had and the neighbors had of what had happened to me. And this
happened in Cambridge.

Around the age of four we moved to Somerville. And I can even remember the
address in Somerville in which we lived from the time I was four until

the time I was thirteen. That's nine years there and I have very clear
memories of that whole area, that whole time. I lived at 27 Harrison
Street in Somerville, Massachusetts, which runs parallel with Beacon Street,
and is kind of a dead end street which ends at Kent Court, which goes
across under the rallroad track with an underpass over to Cambridge Avenue
in Somerville. Then that takes you up the hill to St. Margaret's Church,
which became something of a center of our social and religlous life. Ours
was a religious famlly so I have to put that in. It will appear so many
times. I think of the impact of rellgion as a part of the cultural back-
ground that I come from. It will appear many times I would think.

And at 27 Harrlson Street we lived in a three-story building, which was
called a tenement, and we had.the Tirst floor. It was a very modest kind
of a bullding and in later years I used to describe it to my wife as a
slum. And that was partly because I became conscious as T grew older that
we were poor when we lived there, although at the time I lived there I
didn't think I was poor. We were never conscious of being poor, except a
few isolated instances—-and those I think are more my evaluation of it as
I got older rather than ny appreciation of being poor-at that time. Well,
we had the first floor and then the owner, the landlord, lived on the second
- floor. Their names were Walsh—DMr. Walsh, Tom Walsh—-and they owned the
“bullding. Then there was a third floor [which] was really an attic.whichi
- had been fixed up with sleeping quarters. Because my family was growing
rapidly—-by the time I was ten years old we had, I think, six children in
the famlly--two of us, I think, slept up on the third floor. And it was
very icy going up and down those stairs to the third floor, and very

~ isolated.
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We had no toilet in the house. The toilet was in the hallway. We were
the only ones that used it but the toilet was out In the hallway It
wasn't in the house itself, and .

Q.  Excuse me. You mean an outdoor vestibule sort of?

A, No, sort of a hallway before you went up the stalrs to the second
floor?

Q. I see,.

A. Now I don't know if this originally was a house which was bullt for
one family and then had been converted into a two-family home or not, but
at any rate . .

Q. It was part of the bullding but not part of your living quarters,
is that . . .

A. No, not part of our llving [quarters].
Q. I see.

A. We had some bedrooms downstalrs and a living room and kitchen. It

was kind of a dark house with houses crowding in on either side of it, and

some Of them large ones. And across the street was a six-flat house [with]
three stories here and three stories there (gestures) all in one building.

This street I used to describe to my wife as slums until I took her there——
oh maybe twenty years ago, which was a long time after I had left there——
and took her to the very street and the very house that I had spent those
several years in. And she sald, "Why this isn't slums at all." Yet I
had in nmy own mind thought of 1t as slums principally, I suppose, because
it was a poor neighborhood. And then I just assumed after many years it
would've deteriorated. But it had not. Surprisingly, it had not. It had
still been kept up in about the same lewvel of repalr. Evidently the people
who lived in the street had some pride in ownership and kept the place

up. And I was agreeably surprised to find that she didn't think it was
slums and I really didn't myself when I came and loocked at 1t. T did have
the usual response that older people have when they come back to the scene
of thelr childhood to discover that Smith's Field, where we used to play
baseball, was Just an ordinary city lot. (laughter) And we thought of it
as Smith's Field. We called it a big playground. '

Q. “Was this an Irish neighborhood? Landmark?

A. Oh, a hundred percent Irish.

Q. A hundred percent Irish.

A. One of the things about that neighborhood that I liked and have always

contrasted with what goes on nowadays, 1s that anybody on that block could

discipline any child on the block--any parent on the block.  If I was doing

something wrong the neighbor two houses down could give me-a c¢lip across
the ear, or a pat, or a little slap and say, "Now you cut'that out and
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you go home" or something, and there'd be no problem sbout it. And if
I ever dld go home and say to my mother, "So and so gave me a slap,"
"Well, you must have deserved it" would be the answer. And today if a
chlld goes home and tells her mother that somebody hit her, she'd march.
out and eall the police and all kinds of things. "What do you mean hit-
ting my child?" and all that.

Q. Why do you suppose that was the case?

A. Commnity interest. They all knew one another. They all shared.
There was a great deal of sharing, and I had personal experlence with
that. We moved there about the time that my father had:changed Jobs. He
had been a streetcar conductor for the Boston Railway. That was a wonder-
ful experience. I used to love seeing him come in his uniform with his
canduetor's cap on and loved seeing him go back. And I remember one story
he told. One night when he was counting change on the back end of the car
" on the last run, a half a dollar fell out of his hand, fell off and fell
into the street. They were pretty near the end of the rn and so when he
got in and checked in at the end of the run he thought there was no easier
way of making a half a dollar than to go back and look for it. And so he
went back counting the lights. He counted the lights, the street lights,
to Just about where 1t was. And he went back and sure enough he found the
half a dollar. (laughter) He found the half a dollar very easily that
time,

Q. He had just changed jobs. You were going to be talking about . . .

A. He changed jobs because my grandfather moved from Portland down to
Boston. My,gramdfather had had a shoe store in Portland. His original
trade was a bootmaker.

Q. That's Portland, Maine.

A. Portland, Maine, yes. He had come there from Nova Scotia. My father
was born in Nova Scotia.and my grandfather McCarthy brought him to Portland——
brought the whole family to Portland--and opened a shoe store in Portland.
[He] sold shoes retall but also made shoes. Then [he] moved to Boston and
opened a shoe store in Cambridge. He had three sons, and the three sons
were my father, who was--the same name as myself—my Unale Andrew, and my
Uncle Tom. There was a fourth son, Uncle Pat, who went into the Spanish- .
American War, came out of the Spanish-American War, [and] went out to
Tonopoh, Nevada, to look for gold. And the last word we had of him was a
photograph of himself and other miners that somebody had taken. He sent us
a plcture of it and to this day, we've never heard of him since. But for
many years all of us used to have a dream that Uncle Pat would come back
someday rich (laughter) and take care of all of us. And Uncle Pat never
dld show wp.

.- Later in life I tried to.check through the Veteran's Adminlstration as to

whether or not any Spanish-American veteran by the name of Patrick McCarthy
had ever applied for a pension, or whether they had any record of where he
was, or what happened to him. And they had none. They had a record of his
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service but they had no record of what happened to him after he was
discharged from service. So, our guess is he didn't survive somehow
out there.

Q. Perhaps met a foul .

A, Might have been something like that. Anyway, my father and two ..
brothers with ny grandfather opened the shoe store. Now, the one brother
wag Andrew and he didn't survive very long. He died very young from what
they called consumption then—my Uncle Andrew on my father's side. My
Unele Tom had a drinking problem. So my grandfather had to withdraw from
the store because he lost his hearing. He became practically stone deaf.
But we found ways of commmnicating with him. Either he'd lip read or
we'd holler at him. Sometimes by hollering loud enough we could make him
hear but he was pretty deaf. So he started to stay at home and my father
and my .Uncle Tom ran the store.

And then my father--this 1s coming back to this sharing business—amy father
broke his kneecap. A case of shoes fell on him, broke the kneecap. I don't
know what the condition of the medical art was at that time, but he was

at home with a cast from his hip down to his ankle, and was immcbilized.

He was that way for about six or seven weeks and we had no money coming in.
My mother went out and took a job as a waitress. She would walt on tables
and then my brother and I would wait up at night for her to come home.

She waited at banquets. She'd walt on tables at banquets and so on and
we'd walt for her to come because she always came home carrying two big
paper sacks of leftovers from the banquet. And the minute she'd get in

the house we'd go through all the stuff to see—sweet rolls, or cake, or
bread, or whatever she could get. Then this helped to feed the famlly plis
whatever income she brought in :

But along at that same time [there was] a great deal of sharing from the
neighbors—-the neighbors would come over with something, food--and helping
one another. And I, as the oldest, had to drop out of school at that time
for awhile, because my father cou.ldn‘t get around, to take care of the
younger children while my mother went off to walt on tableg at noontime

or walt on tables at other times of the day.

Q. You were about ten?
A. I was ten probably, ten or eleven then.
Q. And you had to watech the children.

A. T had to watch the children. Somebody always asks me at one of these
parties where they start asking these questions,  "What had you learned

by the time you were ten years old?" And I always told them, "I had
learned how to diaper babies, and take care of babies,"-which I did from
the time I was just able to do that and aceept the responsibility. And

I think that this responsibllity had a great impact on my development of my
whole character and Personality over a lifetime. Being the oldest, and
being responsible and having to adopt the work ethic very early in_l1ife,










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































