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Harry McDonald, Springfield, Illinois, June 12, 1986.
Kevin Corley, Interviewer.

Mr. McDonald, would you please state your full name?
Harry E. McDonald.

What does the E stand for?

Edward.

Fdward.

Harry Edward McDonald.

All right. What was the time and place of your birth?

e r e r e e

: Springfield, in our home in what they call Grandview now, 1917.
January 5, 1917.

Q: January 5, 1917,

A: Right.

Q: You were born in the house then?

A: Yes, Most births in those days for the working people were in the
home, and the doctors all made house calls for sick people. They don't
do that now. I don't recall when they started going to the hospital, it
couldn't have been many years after, for births. I don't recall when
that really got important to every doctor. It must have happened when

the doctors quit going to homes because it took up so much time for a
doctor to go to each home everyday. That house is still there.

Q: It's still standing?

A: It was in Capitol Park. Today it's Grandview area, on East North
Grand, right when you cross the old IC Railroad. The house survived all
through the years. I don't know why, but it's still there. It stands at
Daniels and North Grand Avenue.

Q: Was there a doctor present when you were born?

A; Yes. The doctor was there.
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Q: No midwife. Yes.

A: He practiced medicine. Dr. Oscar Zelle practiced medicine in Springfield
for many, many years., Probably forty or fifty years. He died in the
1940's, and he was practicing medicine back in the teens.

Q: Was he your family doctor?

A: He was our family doctor, and later, his boy became a doctor. He

took over the practice. I don't know if he's still practicing or not,

but he took over his practice and kept it alive. And, as far as I know,

still does. I don't know that he ever retired. He's a doctor in Springfield.

Q: How long did you live in that home?

A: Well, I didn't live there too long. The folks moved into Springfield
when I was two years old. They moved to Seventeenth and Lawrence Avenue,
which was a fairly new addition then. As it is today, they want to get
rid of all of it, But the homes in those days were nice homes. I lived
there until I left home, until I was 25 years old, with my mother and the
rest of the family.

Q: Okay. Were your parents immigrants?

A: mother was. My father was born to the McDonald family that dates
back before the Revolution. They've been here many, many years. My
mother was an immigrant in about 1909 . . .

Q: Where from?

A: From Frace. Her whole family migrated here from France, and they
had been coal miners in France and in Belgium. They had lived in Belgium
a short time. I mention it because it's a coal mining field too. That
was their history and what they knew to make their living was coal mining.
They migrated here and they lived in Coal City, Illinois for awhile.

Then they came down to central Illinois and they settled in this area
where I was born. East of town, east of Springfield, which was called
Capitol Park.

Q: Yes. Go on.

A: Okay. There were probably mines in that area that we don't have a
history of right now or the knowledge of it is very short by people alive
today. I didn't know some of them were folding up, even at that time,
when I was a child., My folks got involved in the coal mining, and my dad
did after he got married to my mother, in probably 1921 or 1922. He
worked at a mine, Sangamon Number Two. It was operated by a man by the
name of R. J. Wilcoxson. He was a Springfield man and he was imvolved in
a Springfield business along with a fellow by the name of Ryan, who was a
coal supply salesman. Ryan operated a business there. Well, in later
years, he also operated a coal mine west of Springfield. It was called
Citizens Mine A. In the early years my father worked with this Wilcoxson
at Sangamon Two. There was also a mine on further northeast that they
called Starns, it worked out and they left a big dump there from all the
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refuge. It had burned out and people used the shale for roads. They
used to let these dum?s burn in those days. Today, they want to cover
it. The EPA says you've got to cover the dump with three feet of material.

Q: Wwhy's that?

A: That's a law that the govermment came up with back probably in the
late 1950's., It might've been early, real early sixties, because when

the mines in the area of what they call the Midland, along Bulpitt and
Kincaid, that area, were shut down. Peabody shut down three or four
mines, and the law made them level the dumps off and cover them, That

was some of the first in this area. Probably the biggest one is where
they have that nice ball field now for the kids. It was Capitol Mine
there, on East Capitol Averue. They called it the Capitol Mine. That

was a Peabody Mine. The coal mines were located on the IC railsroads,

ard they shipped a lot of coal on the IC Railroad. It went northeast,
probably to Chicago and areas that way, for power. In those days, the
coal was essential to the home as well as to the power company. We felt
the impact of it every spring when the homes wouldn't use coal the sales
went down. We didn't use coal in the summer. The sales went down, the
work slacked off, and the mine would be shut down for three or four

months every summer. Air conditioning and different things have replaced
all that. They took up the slack, or they helped sales of coal in building
bigger and better power plants that supplied power for a growing commmity,
or area or the nation, really. They did it everywhere. They built

bigger power plants to supply the bigger demand for power.

This also eliminated the use that people were having for coal in the
winter. They come along with better types of heating equipment, and
natural gas come in, and these almost replaced coal so that the home was
no more an item for selling coal. It was totally power company that was
controlling the use of the coal, which is all right, you know. I don't
see any disadvantage there, probably helped a lot, it give everybody a
cleaner home. People are not burning coal in their homes. Homes had
ashes all the time and it was quite a problem for the cities to get rid
of ashes. People dumped them out in the alley and the city had to come
along with dump trucks and load all this up, they didn't have equipment
then like they do today. They didn't have end loaders in those days.
Fellows had to get in there with shovels and shovel these cinders into
these wagons, then go on down to the next one. It was quite a problem
for the city to take care of that. They did that for many years, until
somewhere along the line they made a law that you had to take care of
your own ashes or you had to pay for your own.

Q: What year would that have been?

A: That was probably in the early thirties when the city refused to do
it. What had happened, the government programs during the Depression
supplied people who were on relief. Something that they refuse to do
today, people who get help don't want to work for it., In those days,
they thought nothing of going out on a work order and paying for their
aid. They didn't call it aid, they called it relief, that's what they
called it, relief. You got an order and they would supply so much in the
federal building downtown, like potatoes and different vegetables, and I
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don't recall that there was any money handed out. You had to go and pick
up these items, similiar to what they do today when they pass out cheese
or something to these poor people., Well, that was going on during the
Depression, and these people had to pay for these by working. They would
work so many hours for this. There was also the W.P.A., People on aid
were automatically put on W.P.A. so they could have some income. They
worked fifty-two hours a month, and I think the pay was less than that,
it wasn't very much. It was in that area of pay too. I think they
vévorked fifty-two hours a month and then the money was right at $48 or

50.

Q: Were many of the people in the mining commmnity on . . .

A: A lot of the miners had to be put on and during the summertime. The
coal mines were like I said, some of them were shutting down or they were
eliminating them. Like this Sangamon Number Two was one, also that
Starns Mine, and there was a mine on the southwest side of town that was
a big mine by Peabody Coal Company. What Peabody didn't hire in their
other mines around Springfield, these people were all just thrown out of
work. In those days, it was all handloading, they didn't make a whole
lot of money to start with, and any shutdown of a mine created a financial
burden for them and they had to go on relief to keep their families.
These people who worked in the coal mines usually all had large families.
They were similiar to what they are today. They had too big of families
for their income, and there was a hardship because of that.

Q: Tell me, the first time you went down in the mine how old were you?
A: Probably about eight or nine years old when I went to the bottom.
Q: Describe that to me.

A: My dad worked there and I would go out there on weekends when there
was just he and a few people working in the shop area. We knew the
engineer and he would let us go down and just look around the bottom,
just for the thrill of it. You didn't go inside where the miners worked.
At that time, most of the transportation was what they called mule driven
loads, you know, they brought their coal out with these mules. They
didn't have the motors that they had in later years, this was before the
electric motors down in the mine. They didn't have electricity down
there either. They had carbon lamps on their heads, which is unheard of
today. It's illegal to take an open flame underground, and that's what
they had. That's why you didn't go roaming around the place. At that
time, they had maybe in some of these mines up to thirty or forty of
these miles that they kept underground all the time. When they were shut
down in the summer they would bring them all up, and they'd have to cover
their eyes when they brought them ocut so that the sun wouldn't bother
them, or the light. You know, they would go blind. But they'd bring
them out because they wouldn't do anything down there and they'd just get
fat and would create a work problem. So they brought them out every
summer when the mine shut down.

This was all hand loading, and these people had to work with this lamp
and it was always hazey, you know. They were looking throught a haze all
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the time to do their work. They had to drill holes themselves to load
with powder, and it was always a dangerous project for them. Men would
drill these holes and load them with black powder and towards the end of
the shift there was a fellow that came around, they called him the shot
firer, and he would inspect to see if the hole was okay, tamped and
everything so that it would shoot all right. Miners only worked one
shift during the daytime, and after that shift left, the shot firer would
fire all these holes underground and knock the coal down for the men to
load up the next day. Well, that was just the turnover everyday, and
what they did, they loaded this coal in little cars that the mules pulled
out to a section and then somebody else pulled it on. When they got the
motors, this was all combined. They'd pull them on out to the bottom and
there would be another mechanism there of people to load these cars onto
the cage and the engineer would pull them out and dump the coal. It was
all a slow process, and there were many improvements made in the coal
mines. The improvements in the coal mines in those days were probably
what ignited all the union troubles,

Q: How's that?

A: John L. lewis was the president and he believed in progress. I
always looked at it that way. He wasn't trying to hurt his people that
he had organized. He was trying to show them a better way. To progress,
you had to accept it and the coal industry. The operators were bringing
in the people who had ideas, inventing new and better ways to mine this
coal,

Q: Did that employ less people when they found those ways?

A; Not necessarily. Miners worked at other things. They didn't do that
one thing like digging and loading coal. They were put on other types of
work, and the overall loss wasn't enough for them to object so much to
improving. Probably the mumber of the coal miners was much more in the
years to come than they were at that time when they refused to accept
change. In Illinois, this was mostly where the problem of making the
changes for bigger equipment or automatic equipment or whatever they were
improvising to do these jobs with. One of the main things was the loading
equipment, different types of loading equipment that was improved on, and
today is no resemblence of what they started out with. It's so much
improved all through the years. It was something that was necessary for
the coal industry to survive. They had to be able to get bigger production.
If we'd never changed the old plan that they had, they'd never be able to
produce the coal that is needed today for our power companies.

Like I said earlier, the coal demand was mostly by families, home heating,
and business building heating and that, and it was governed by temperature
outside. Just as soon as the temperature got warm, the economy didn't
matter, how it affected them, the people just didn't buy coal any more.
These coal mines shut down, and there was always an extra cost for the
operator. Well, those are things that were eliminated with the coming of
the power companies, the automatic equipment and better equipment to work
with, which I still agree was the best thing., Even if I was young, too
young to be imvolved in that, I lived on the Midland at that time and I
was golng to school, but my dad, he worked on the Midland, The people
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that wanted to stick with their old methods were very radical. They
created trouble all the time for people in the small towns who didn't
want to go along with their resistance. The people who were for the
improvement plan suffered from changes because they were in a minority,
really.

Q: What type of people were those?

A: They're all the same. If you're talking about the nationalities and
that, they were all the same nationalities. Maybe the second generation,
he would be for going into the improvement where the man who migrated
here still stuck to the old style that he lknew. He didn't know the new
and he stuck to the old, the one who immigrated here. There were many
people who migrated here in the early part of the century just for that
reason. They made their living that way here, and that was their history.
People here went overseas and solicited them to come to the United States.
Either to be union breakers or just be employees, they used them any way
they could. Do you understand what I mean? If we had trouble here, they
would bring these people in because they could not speak English and
because that was their work and they took it.

Q: What years are you talking about now?

A: The early part of the century, probably the 1920's. I can't talk
about before that, only what my folks . . . my mother come here in 1909,
These things went on earlier, back in the 1800's.

Q: So the fact that the people couldn't speak English, they weren't as
likely to argue with the bosses?

A: Yes, that's right. They accepted the conditions, they knew how to do
that work and they didn't have an education. A lot of them that came
over here didn't even educate their children. You'll notice that your
first generation to come over here didn't educate their children like
they do today. Probably it was an important issue with the families that
had to be resolved because of the changes. It wasn't only in the coal
industry, it's in everything that we do that there's been improvements
and advances in their way of life. We see here people, probably third or
fourth generation, do go to school in this area, right here in this area.
There were five coal mines in this Pana area, most of those people, or
I'd say all of them, went to this rival union that did not want improvement.
These old mines were all hand loading. All these mines were old hand
loading types, and they were operated by hometown owners, But they were
smail time people and they kept the coal mine in this area on that low
scale,

Q: Now, you're talking about the Progressives now?
A: Yes,
Q: The Progressives were . . .

A: Well, it was low scale to start with and all these people went
Progressive in this area. The only ones who were United Mine Workers
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might've left here and gone to another mine in another town, but there
weren't any United Mine Worker mines here after the Progressives came in.
There might've been before the Progressives, but in that change, they all
went Progressive. They voted to go Progressive. The first mine that
came in, United Mine Worker, after that was when I came here in 1948. We
sunk a coal mine here for Peabody Coal Company, and it was operated under
the United Mine Workers. It was the first one that had been in this area
since back in the 1920's, when the Progressive movement started, arnd they
were real strong here. These people here, their wives and the husbands,
would come up to Springfield and they'd march along with all them small
towns arourd, Stonington, the Virden area and all those small towns that
had Progressive backing. They were strong, and the United Mine Workers
just couldn't operate coal mines in that area. Peabody Coal Company did
manage to operate on the Midland, around Tovey and Bulpitt and Langleyville.
They managed to operate those mines under United Mine Workers. But

that's where there was turmoil all the time, even families separated
because of their belief. You know, one would work and the other didn't
believe in working that way. They'd be mad at each other because of the
whatever you call it, jealousy or hatred or whatever. They didn't believe
together. Brothers fought with each other, that's just how bad it was.

During this time in the 1920's when this Progressive movement was on the
way, the Peabody Coal Company owned a coal mine in Riverton, Illinois. I
don't know if that dump still stands there today, but I recall it all the
time because the outline of this dump and the town area there was settled
by immigrants from Italy, probably some French. They had a huge company
area with houses where the people lived and worked for this coal mine.
They would go down along the edge of this dump and pick up their coal to
burn, they got it for nothing., This dump was buwming all the time, and
had sulphur fumes all the time, Those people, a lot of them lived to be
90 years old, 80, 90, these immigrants. You wondered why the E.P.A. can
say that sulphur would damage you so much when you saw these people
breath it day in and day out. They shut that mine down eventually. The
union trouble shut it down and their production was hurt so bad that they
shut it down and moved their operation to other towns where they could
accept the machinery. I don't think they ever did get any machinery in
that mine at Riverton.

Q: Now, let me clarify what you're saying here then. The Progressives
you think were mostly first generation or some of the people that had
been immigrants, because they were less likely to want the changes.

A: Yes. The people most apt to be in resentment to the move would be
first generation era, deperding on their age. Some of the older ones had
sons that would still be in resentment to the move and they would be in
8 thy with these people dates back before the 1900's, That's what I
don't know about. But that was their age in those areas, and there was
probably definitely first and partially second generation people who
disagreed with the change. You've got some of those people like myself,
they're mother's and father's who worked or migrated here. They followed
the line because the coal industry was a great father-son thing, where
the father got the son to work, and it was only the means of getting a
job. It followed pretty much down the line like other trades where the
father got the son a job and that still prevails. A lot of the young











































