
Preface 

This mmscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by 
Kevin Corley for a special project, "Illimis Coal : Ihe Legacy of an 
Industrial Society." The project WB sponsored by the Illinois State 
Historical Society and Eunded in part by the Illinois Hummities Colnril 
and the National ~~t for the lbmnities. Additional support cam 
frm the Oral History Office of Sangawn State University. Joyce Fisher 
transcribed the tapes and Susan Jones edited the transcript. 

Harry award McDonald was born Jamary 5 ,  1917 in Springfield, I l l h i s .  
In this m i r  Mr. WDondld discusses the f i r s t  tirae he entered the mines 
a d  his duties as a hoisting engineer. Other topics discussed are the 
Progressives and the mine m s .  

Readers of the oral history m i r  should bear in mind that it i s  a 
transcript of the spoken word, and that the thetemiewr, narrator and 
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversatima1 style that is 
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamn State University ard the 
Illinois State Historical Library are not responsible Eor the factual 
accuracy of the menoix, nor for views q e s s e d  therein; these are for 
the reader to judge. 

The manuscript may be read, qwced and cited kee ly .  It may not be 
reproduced in whole or in part by any mans, electronic or mxhanical, 
witbut pemdssion in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon 
State Wiversity , Springfield, Illinois, 62708. 



Harry WDonald, Springfield, I l l ino i s ,  June 12, 1986. 

Q: Mr. m n a l d ,  would you please state y ~ u r  ful l  name? 

A: Harry E. rnbnald* 

Q: What does the E stand hr? 

A : Harry McDonald. 

Q: All right. Wt was the the and place of your birth? 

A: Spring£ield, in our ham in &at they call Grandview nuw, 1917. 
January 5, 1917. 

Q: Ybu wre born in the house then? 

A: Yes. &st births in those days for the tarking people =re in the 
h, ard the doctors all made house calls for sick people. ' key  don't 
do that now. I don't recall ~EII they started going to the hospital, it 
cauldn't have been m y  years after, fhr births.  I don't recall when 
that really got important to every doctor, It n u t  have happened *n 
the doctors quit sing to homes because it took up so rmch t h e  h r  a 
doctor to go to each hame everyday. %t house is still there, 

Q: It's still s t a d i n g ?  

A: It m s  in Capitol Park. Tday  it 's Gradview area, on East North 
&and, ri&t when you cross the old I C  Railroad, The house survived all  
thr@ the years. I don't h o w  why, but it's still there. It stands at 
Daniels and North &and henue. 

Q: k s  there a doctor present d m  you =re born? 



Harry k b n a l d  2 

Q: PJo mtdwife. Yes. 

A: H e  p r a x i c d  medicine. Dr. Oscar Zelle practiced medicine Fn Springfield 
for many, m y  years. Probably forty or fifty years. He died in the 
19401s, a d  he m s  practicing d ic ine  back in the teens. 

Q: bhs  he youx family doctor? 

A: He was azr family doctor, and later, his boy became a doctor. He 
took wer the practice. I don't laow i f  he's still practicing or not, 
but he took wer his practice and kept it alive. k i d ,  as Ear as I know, 
still does. I don't larow that he ever retired. He's a doctor in Springfield. 

Q: tbw long did you l ive  in that hrme? 

A: Well, I didn't live there too long. The folks wved into Springfield 
d x n  I was tm years old. 'Ihey mxled to Seventeenth and Lawrence Avenue, 
&h was a fa i r ly  new addition then. As it is t d a y ,  they wmt to  get 
r id  of all of it, But the h s  in those days =re nice h s .  I lived 
there unt i l  I left h, unt i l  I m s  25 years old, with my ~mther and the 
rest of the family. 

Q: Okay. Were your parents inmigrants? 

mther m s .  My father was born to the kkDonald family that dates 
back A: % fore the Fkvolution. They've been here m y ,  many years. My 
mther was an hmigrant: in abaut 1909 . . , 
Q: Where kan? 

A: fian France, Her dmle  family migratd here f ~ a n  France, and they 
had been c o d  miners i n  France and in  Belgium. They had lived i n  Belgium 
a short tine. I mention it because i t 's  a coal mining field too, That 
w s  their history and h t  they hew to make their living vtas coal a. 
They migratd here and they lived in Coal City, I l l inois  for d l @ .  
Then they came dom to central Illinois and they settled in this area 
h r e  I w s  born, East of tam, east of Springfield, which w s  called 
Capitol Park. 

A: Okay. There Ere probably mines in that area that w don't have a 
history of right now or the lwwledge of it is very short by people alive 
today. I didn' t how sane of them =re fblding up, even at that time, 
when I ws a child. My folks got inv~lved 151 the coal mining, and my dad 
did dter he got marrid to my mther , in probably 1921 or 1922. He 
wrkd at a mrine, Sangauon Number T w  . It was operated by a man by the 
name of R. J. Wilcoxson. He ws a Springfield JIWI and he ws involved in 
a Springfield business along w i t h  a fellow by the name of Ryan, who was a 
coal supply saleaman. Ryan operatd a business there. bll , i n  later 
years, he also operated a coal mine =st of Springfield. It wts called 
Citizem Mine A. In the early years my father worked w i t h  this Wilcoxson 
at Smgamn T b .  There w also a mine on further northeast that they 
called S t a r m ,  it wrked out: and they left a big dump there f-rm a l l  the 



refuge. It had burned out a d  people used the shale 6 r  roads. They 
used to let these d y s  hm i n  those days. Today, they want to  cover 
it. 'ke EPA says you ve got to cwer  the dwnp with three feet of material. 

Q: my's  that? 

A: That's a l a w  that the gcwerroaent came up w i t h  back probably in the 
late l%O's, It mi&t 've lxm early, red early sixties,  because when 
the mines in the area of &at they ca l l  the Midland, along Bulpitt and 
Kirrcaid, that area, wzce shut dom. Peabody shut dom three or four 
mines, and the law d e  thm level the dumps off and cover tihem, That 
m s  SOUE of the f i r s t  i n  t h i s  area. Probably the biggest one is where 
they have that nice ball  f ield now for the kids, It was Capitol Mine 
there, on East Capitol PNenue. They called it the Capitol Mine. That 
was a Peabody Mine. 'ke coal mines =re located on the IC wailsroads , 
d they shipped a lot of coal on the I C  Railroad, It vent northeast, 
probably to  Chicago and areas that way, fbr pwer. In those days, the 
coal w u  essential to  the  ha^ as vie11 as to the powr campany. W f e l t  
the impact of it every spring *en the h s  m l d n ' t  use coal the sales 
wmt d m ,  bk didn't use coal in the m. sales went down, the 
mrk slacked off,  and the mine d d  be shut down for three or four 
mths every mumr. A i r  conditioning and different things kave replaced 
all that. They took up the slack, or they helped sales of coal in building 
bigger: d better pmer plants that supplied power for a gowing c d t y ,  
or area ox the nation, really. %y did it everywhere. 'Ihey hilt 
bigger power plants to supply the bigger d m  for p m .  

This also eliminated the use that people viere having k r  coal i n  the 
winter, They CODE along w i t h  better types of heating equiprent, and 
n a ~ a l  gas c- in, a d  these almst replaced coal so that the home w s  
no mre an i t e m  for selling coal. It vas total ly powr cmpmy that was 
controlling the use 05 the coal, &ich is all r ight ,  yrm Imaw. I don't 
see any disadvantage there, probably helped a lo t ,  it give everybody a 
cleaner hme. People are not burning coal in their m s .  Hltrclles had 
ashes all the time and it ws quite a problan for the c i t i e s  to  get w i d  
of ashes. People dumped than aut in  the alley and the c i ty  had to care 
along w i t h  dump trucks and load all this up, they didn't have eqyip~lent 
then like they do today. They didn't  have end loaders in those days. 
Fellows had to  get in there with shwels a d  shovel these cixlders into 
these w o r n ,  then go on down t o  the next one. It was quite a problem 
for the c i ty  to  take caxe of that. They did that for mmy years, unt i l  
sawhere along the line t h e y d e  a law that yauhad to  take care of 
your o m  ashes or youhad to pay for your om. 

Q: h t  year muld that have been? 

A: ?hat was probably in the early thirties when the c i ty  rehsed to  do 
it. Wat had happened, the gwenmwt program during the Depressim 
supplied people dm =re on re l ief .  Samething that they refuse t o  do 
today, people a get help don't wnt to wrk for it, In those days, 
they th~~&t nothing of going out on a wxk order and paying far their 
aid. They didn't call it aid, they called it relief, that's what they 
called it, rel ief ,  You pt an order d they d d  supply so rmch in the 
federal kuilding downtom, l ike  potatoes and different vegetables, and I 



don't recall that there was any mney handed out. Yau had to go and pick 
up these i t e m ,  similiar to  what they do today when they pass out cheese 
or ~ i a m e t h h g  t o  these poor people. W e l l ,  that was going on during the 
Depression, d these people h d  to pay for these by wrking. They w l d  
umk so m y  hours for th is .  There m s  also the W.P.A. People on aid 
=re autaraatically plt on W.P.A. so they could have solne incame. They 
mrked f i f ty- tm hours a mmth, and I think the pay was less than that, 
it msn ' t  very rmch. It m s  in that area of pay too. I think they 
worked fifty-bm hours a mnth d then the mney was ri&t at $48 or 
$SO. 

Q: k r e  m y  of the people in  the mining comrunity an . . . 
A: A l o t  of the miners had to be p t  on ard during the sumnerth.  The 
coal lnines e r e  like I said, s o m  of than =re shutting d m  or they =re 
eliminating thm. Like this Sangamn Nmbr T ~ I  m s  one, also that 
Starns Mine, and there m s  a mine on the southwest side of town that was 
a big mine by Peabody Coal Conrpany. What Peabody didn't  hire in their 
other mines a r d  Springfield, these people =re a l l  just thrown out of 
wrk. In those days, it ws all handloading, they didn't  mke a tihole 
l o t  of mney to  start w i t h ,  a d  any shutdom of a mine created a financial 
W e n  for them and they hzd to go on re l ief  to  keep their families. 
lhese people wh~ mrked in the coal mines usually a l l  had large families. 
lhey w e  sMliar 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 t h  you writ dom in the mine how old =re you? 

A: Probably about ei&t or nine years old &m I wznt to the bottan. 

Q: Describe that to me. 

A: My dad wrkd there and I would p out there on mAerds when there 
was just he ard a few people wxki.ng in the shop area. k knew the 
engineer and he w l d  let us go h ard just look around the bottom, 
just for the t h r i l l  of it. You didn't go h i d e  &re the miners wrked. 
A t  that tine, most of the t r a n s p x t a t h  ms what they called rmle driven 
loads, yau h o w ,  they br-t their coal out with these mles, They 
didn' t have the mtors that they had in later years, this was before the 
electric motors down in the urine. Zhey didn't have electrici ty dom 
tbre either, %y had c a r b n  lamps an their heads, vhich is unheard of 
t day .  It's illegal t o  take an open flame urdergound, and that's what 
they had. That's why you didn't go rod.ng around the place. A t  that 
t ins ,  they had mybe in same of these mines up to thi r ty  or forty of 
these a le s  that they kept underground a l l  the time. When they =re slut 
down in the sumrer they d d  brhg than all up, and they'd have to  cover 
their eyes W they br-t them out so that the sun m l d n ' t  bother 
them, or th light. You b, they would go blind. k t  they'd bring 
them out because they wuldn't do an- down thewe and they'd just get 
fat and d d  create a wrk problem. So they brought them out every 
slmrmer d e n  the mine shut d m .  

This -8 all had loading, and these people had to  mrk with this lamp 
and it ws almys hazy ,  you h a w .  They *re looking thraug)lt a haze all 
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the tim to do their mrk. They had t o  d r i l l  holes thawelves to load 
with poder, and it was always a dangerous project for them. Men d d  
drill these holes ard load them w i t h  black p d e r  and towards the end of 
the shift there was a f e l l m  that  car^ sod, they called him the shot 
f i r e r ,  ard he muld inspect to see if  the hole was okay, taped and 
everything so that it muld shoot all  rip$&. Miners only mrkEd one 
shift during the daytime, and after  that shift l e f t ,  the shot firer m l d  
fire all  these holes underground and knock the coal do= for the men t o  
load up next: day. W e l l ,  that ws just  the t u r n e r  everyday, a d  
what they did, they loaded this coal in little cars that the mles pulled 
out to  a section and then m b o d y  else pllld it on. then they got the 
mtors ,  this all cornbind, They'd pull them on out to the bttan and 
there d d  be another mechanism there of people to load these cars onto 
the cage ard the engineer wmld pull than out and dtanp the coal, It ms 
a l l  a slow process, and there FnRre m y  imprtnr-ts made i n  the coal 
mines. The imgruvemnts in the c o d  mines in those days e r e  probably 
what ip i ted al l  the mion 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 msn't twm to  k t  his people that 
he had organized. J!Ie ws t ry ing to show them a better way. To progress, 
you had to accept it and the coal industry. The operators =re bringing 
in the people dm had ideas, inventing new a d  better mys to mine this 
coal, 

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

A: Not necessarily. h r s  mrkd at other things. lhey didn't  do that 
one t h q  like digging and loading coal. 'key =re put on other types of 
mrk,  d the uverall loss msn ' t  emu& for t h e m  to object so nu& to 
imprwing. Probably the nuder of the coal miners was rmch m r e  in  the 
years to come than they w e  at that time when they re£used t o  accept 
change, In Illinois, this vas mostly k e  the problem of making the 
changes for bigger equipment or autanatic equipment or whatever they viere 
imprcwising to do these jobs w i t h .  CXle of the =in things was the loading 
equipumt, different types of loading eqyiptmt that improved on, and 
today is no resembleme of what they started out w i t h .  It's so u h  
improved all throu& the years, It ws sarrrething that was necessary for 
the coal M u s t r y  to sunrive. lhey had to  be able t o  qet bigger prductim. 
If w ' d  never changed the old plan that they had, they d never be able to  
produce the coal that is needed today £or our power companies. 

Like I said earlier, the coal dared was m s t l y  by families, h m ~  heating, 
ard business building heating and that, and it ms gaverned by temperature 
outside. Just as soon as the tanperature got warn, the e c o q  didn't  
matter, b w  it affected tbem, the people just didn't buy coal any mre. 
These coal mines shut do=, a d  there m s  always an extra cost for the 
operator. kll, those are thugs that *re eliminated with the caning of 
the campanies, the autaraatic equiprent a d  better equipnent to work 
with, d-ich I still agree m s  the best thing. Even if I was young, too 
ylxlng to be involved in  that, I lived on the Midland at that t k  and I 
was going to  school, kt my dad, he mrked on the Midland, 'ke people 
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that m t e d  to st ick with their old rnethads e r e  very radical. They 
created trouble a l l  the tirne for people in the small toms didn't  
win: to  go along w i t h  their resistance. 'Ihe people dm =re for the 
imprwmmt plan suffered fran changes because they =re in a minority, 
really. 

Q: bhat type of people viere those? 

A: Xhey're dl the same. If you're talking about the nationalities and 
that, they w e  a l l  the sanre nationalities. Maybe the second generation, 
he d d  b for going into the imgrwemnt &re the man &o migrated 
here still stuck to  the old style that he h e w .  He didn't h o w  the new 
and he sktck to the old, the one dm bdgra td  here. %re -re m y  
people dm migrated here in the early part of the century just for that 
reason. They made their living. that way here, and that w s  their history. 
People here mt overseas and solicited than to curre t o  the United States, 
E i t h e r  to  be union breakers or just be employees, they used thean any way 
they could. Do yrm dess tad dxit I wan? I f  E had trouble here, they 
muld bring these people in because they could not speak F,nglish and 
because thst was their mrk d they took it. 

Q: bhat years are you talking about now? 

A: The early part of the century, probably the 1920's. I can't ta lk  
about before that, only a t  my folks . . , my ~mther C ~ I E  here i n  1909. 
These things mt on ear l ier ,  back in the 1800 Is.  

Q: So the fact that the people couldn't speak Ehglish, they e r e n ' t  as 
likely to argue w i t h  the bosses? 

A: Yes, that's right, They accepted the conditions, they h e w  how to do 
that wrk a d  they didn't have an edtw;ati.m, A lot  of than that cam 
over here didn't even educate their children, You'll notice that your 
first generation to came over here didn't edwate their children l ike 
they do Way. Frobably it w s  an important issue w i t h  the families that 
had ta be resolved because of the changes. It wasn't only in the coal 
industry, it's ]In everything that R do that there's been imprwements 
and actvatxes in their m y  of l i fe .  k see here people, probably third or 
fbwth generation, do go to school in this area, right here in this area, 
There -re five coal mines in this Pana area, mst of those people, or 
I 'd say a11 of them, ~ n t  to  this r ival  mion that did not m t  improverrent. 
These old mines e r e  all hand loading. All these mines =re old hand 
loading types, a d  they e r e  operated by hometown owners, But they =re 
small time people a d  they kept the coal mine in this area on that low 
scale. 

Q: W ,  you're talking about the Progessives now? 

A: Yes, 

Q: The Prog~essives were . . . 
A: &11, it was low scale to  start with a d  a l l  these people mt 
Progressive in  this area, The only ones tJho sere United Mine Mrkers 



might 've left here ard gone to another Ird_ne in another tom, but there 
wren ' t  any Uted Mine krker rrdnes here after the Progressives C ~ I E  in. 
There mi&tlve been b e h r e  the Progressives, but in that change, they all 
m ~ t  Progressive. They voted to go Progressive. The f ixs t  mine that 
came in, United Mine bbrker, after that m s  h I canre here in 1948. We 
sunk a coal mine here for Peabody Coal Canpany, and it w s  operated under 
the United Mine Mrkers. It was the first one that had been in th is  area 
since back in the 19201s, when the Progressive mvement started, ard they 
were real strong here. These people here, their wives and the husbands, 
muld CUIE up to  Springfield and they'd march along w i t h  all than small 
toma azourd , Stonington, the Virden area a d  all those small towns that 
had Progmssive backing. They were strong, and the United Mhe Wxkers 
just c d d n '  t operate coal mines in that area. Peabody Coal Company did 
mmge to  operate on the M i d l d ,  around Twey and Bulpitt and Langleyville. 
They m e d  to operate those mines under M t e d  Mine lkzkers. But 
that's where there w u  tunmil  all the t b ,  even families separated 
becawe of their belief.  You Zcnxrw , one muld wrk and the other didn' t 
believe in wrking that way. &yld be. mad at each other because of the 
whatweu you call it, jealousy or hatred or whatever. %y didn't  believe 
together, Brothers fought w i t h  each other, that's just how bad it was, 

Wing this time in the 1920's mihen this Progressive mwement m s  on the 
way, the Peabody Coal Camparry omed a coal mine in Xverton, I l l inois.  I 
don't know i f  that  dump still stands there today, but I recall it al l  the 
tine because the outline of this dump a d  the tom area there WLS settled 
by k d g r a n t s  £ran I taly,  probably sure French. They had a huge company 
area w i t h  hauses vihere the people lived a d  wrkd for this coal mine. 
They d d  go d m  along the edge of this dump and pick up their coal to  
b, they got it for nothing, This dump WAS h r n h g  all the tirne, and 
had sulphur k s  all the time, Those people, a lot of than lived to  be 
90 years old, 80, 90, the= inmigrants. You wndered wby the E.P.A. can 
say that sulphur d d  damage you so I I U C ~  when you saw these people 
breath it day in and day out. They shut that m h e  down eventually, The 
union trouble shut it dam and their production m s  hurt so bad tha t  they 
shut it dom and w e d  their operation to  o t h e ~  t o m  where they could 
accept the uuchinery, I don' t thMc they ever did get any machinery in  
that mine at 'ECiverton. 

Q: kw, let nre clarify a t  you're saying here then, The Progressives 
you think w e  m s t l y  f i r s t  generation or some of the people that had 
been inmigrants, because they e r e  less likely to mt the changes. 

A: Yes. Ttbe p p l e  mst apt to  be in resentnrent to the m e  muld be 
first gemration era, deperding on their age. Sonw3 of the older ones had 
sons that would still be in wesenbmnt to the m e  and they m l d  be in 
symythy w i t h  these people dates back bekre the 1900's. That's rhat I 
don t how about. But that w their age in those a r e a s ,  and there =s 
probably definitely *st and part ial ly seed generation people h o  
disagreed w i t h  the change. You've got some of those people like myself, 
they're mther ' s and father ' s who wrked or migrated here. TZley hll& 
the line because the coal industry wts a great Eather-son thing, *re 
the £ather p t  the son to  mrk, ard it a s  d y  the means of getting a 
job. It f o l l d  pretty r u ~ ~ h  dom the linn l ike other trades where the 
father got the son a job and that still prevails. A l o t  of the young 




























