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May McNeil 



Preface 

This marmscript is the p m c t  of tape-recorded interviews conducted 
by George Ingle for the Oral History Office on October 10, 1987. 
Margaret R e d e r  transcribed the tapes & Linda Jett edited the 
transcript. 

May Carr McNeil was born in Beardstown, Illinois in 1898. May tells 
of life in Beardstown during the early M i e t h  century. She talks 
of Beardstuwn's early bacrming ecommy and relates its Mall to the 
railroad strike of 1922, May relates her expriences of the rrajor 
floods in Ba&btm, talks of both world wars and haw they m n a l l y  
affected her, a r d  tells stories of corruption and bootlegging during 
the heyday of prohibition. Finally May reflecks back to her youth and 
offers a personal comparison between life then and life in 1987. 

George Ingle grew up in -, Illinois. He earned his Bachelors 
Degree at Sangamon State University with a major in history. His 
interest in w l y  Beardstawn life prmpted him to intemiew a long 
t he  Beardstown resident. 

Readers of the oral history maroir should bear in mind that it is a 
transcript of the sp0ka-1 word, and that the intemiewer, m t o r  and 
editor sought to preserve the informal, corrversational style that is 
inherent in such historid sources. Sangamon State University is not 
responsible for the factual accuracy of the mmir, nor for views 
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge. 

The marrusc~ipt may be read, quoted and cited freely. It m y  not be 
reprcduced in whole or jn part by any means, electronic or medmnical, 
without permission in writing fm the Oral. History Office, Sanganwn 
State thiversity, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243. 



May McNeil, Wbber 10, 1987, Springfield, Illinois. 

Q: I1d l ike tos ta r t t a lk ingabou tyourparen t s .  Byouknowwhere 
your father w a s  born? 

A: Chandlemille, 

Q: m a n r i l l e .  

A: Yes, yes. Illinois. 

Q: ChmAlerville, Illinois. How marry miles is that fram Beardstown? 
D o y a u M  

A: Nine- miles. 

a: whe was your mother born? 

A: Chmdlerville. 

Q: Do you knm what year your father would have been born? 

A: No I donlt. 

Q: Any idea about yaur mther? 

A: No. 

Q: Did your mam and dad go to school? 

A: Yes, Dad was a mrpmter. I don't h o w  what school he attend& to 
learn it. 

Q: Did your dad go to high school? 

A: He surely must have because he was w e l l  educated. 

Q: Was he? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Do you mmaber if they have--they don't have a high -1 in 
Chmdlemille these days, do they? 

A: No, it was kind of school you pay to go, l h  a 
college, you knuw, 
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Q: O r  trade school, possibly? 

A: Y e s .  

Q: Do you knm i f  your mother  mt to high school? 

A: NO, she didn't. 

Q: She did not. W e r e  your nmm and dad married when they came to 
Beardstawn? 

A: Yes* 

Q: What year would that have been? 

A: 1902. 

Q: 1902, Y o u  said your dad was a a c p n t e r .  

A: Y e s .  

Q: Was he a arpmbr all his l i fe? 

A: Yes, He helped build the Ldnmln School. 

A: Oh he did. 

A: Y e s .  

Q: Would that have been a b u t  the tum of the century *en that was 
buil t?  m you kncrw? 

A: Well, I don't k m ,  it's tore down nm. 

Q: Right. 

A: I went there in 1918 so I think I was in the eighth grade maw or 
high school. It used to be the high school, before they built the new 
hi* school. 

Q: When ycur dad first built that Lincoln Sdxml, was  that a pretty 
big project for Beardstam? 

A: Well, it was a pretty big school. 

Q: was i t ?  

A: I t h h k  it had eight classroams in the basement. 

Q: Eight classmans in the hsemmt. Huw many floors did the schwl 
have, do you mmnbr? 

A: m. 

Q: Two. Three plus the -t, of course. 
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A: Yes. 

Q: D i d  your rather work a t  a l l ?  

A: No, she didn't. 

Q: What w a s  the s i z e  of yaur family, do you remember? 

A: Well, I have three sisters that died and eight livhq. 

Q: Three sisters that died and eight livhg, 

A: Eight living, boys and girls cambind. 

Q: Oh, I see. Where did your mcnn atd dad l ive when they mwed to 
E=dstcm, and the whole family I guess? 

A: Right a t  here, over the fence E m  Johnny Anderson. We used to 
cwn a farm back there. 

Q: Oh you did. Did your dad farm then too? 

A: Well, we just raised sweet potatoes and watermelons. I don't bow 
haw marry acres we had but it was quite a larye farm. 

Q: When did you get rid of the land? 

A: Well, Dad sold all of it except an acre and a fourth and he kept 
that for his father. And then later we just l e t  it go for taxes--Mom 
d id - -a t  a m  and a quarter muse we didn't need it. 

Q: And where did the family move then? 

A: Here. 

Q: Ri@t here in this same house? 

A: Y e s .  This house was built in 1920. 

Q: Did your dad help build it by any chance? 

A: I don't hm if he did or not. I don't beliwe he did. 

Q: This is a fair sized house. Haw many do you have in this 
house right here, May? 

A: Wall, there's one, two, three. Do you count the porch a m? 
That's far. Dm hdrwm ard a bath in the hall on the other side. 

Q: Was it big emugh for the whole family? 

A: Well, see w h m  Pbn mwed here, Ikd an3 Mcnn was parted and my 
brothers and sisters, a lot of them were married. I was the oldest 
one when w maved here. 



Q: Oh, I see. So the farm wasn't sold till quite a while . . . 
A: No, it sold before that, but Dad kept that acre anl a qmrbr and 
when Mmn m e d  here she didn't want it after we raved off that place 
sa she just let it go for W. 

Q: Okay, let's j q  arourd here ard talk about you then. What year 
were you born? 

A: My birth record says 1902, but I was born in 1898. There was a 
mistake, that's my sisterts record. 

Q: Any idea why the mistake was made? 

A: Yes, I went aver to get a birth certificate ad there wasn't no 
names of the birth certificates then. They just said boy and a girl .  
And the judge found her birth record and thought it was rm'ne. 

Q: Any idea that your sisterts birth record says then? 

A: Well, her birth record was Se- 23, 1902 and mine was 
Septabzr 25, 1898. I dontt have a birth record. I had to take hers. 

Q: Nuw, where did you say you were born at? 

A: Bck over here on the other side of Johnny Anderson's. We used to 
awn a fam there and I was born there. 

Q: Were most of the kids in your family born in the house there? In 
the same farm house? 

A: No, they were--I don't knaw w h e r e -  I think, mst of 
them. 

Q: Why were they born in Petersburg? 

A: Mum ard Dad lived there. 

Q: Oh, they did. 

A: Yes. 

Q: Letts get back to yc~lr rn and dad wing to EsxdscrWn then. 
Weremstof thekidsalredybornwhmyourrrmmslnddadmmzto 
BeardstcxJn? 

A: Well, I was the first one born after they mclved here to 
Bard&mn. ~ ~ t h e y m o v e d t o ~ a n d t h e t w o y ~ u n g e s t w a s  
born in mxmhg, 

Q: And your man and dad also lived in Petemburg? 

A: Yes, they lived there before they mved to Beardstown. 
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Q: Oh, I see. When you were gmwing up, if you can think back a 
minute, w e r e  you pretty close to yaw parents? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Were you? What do you think your pasents stressed mst when you 
were grading up? I nwn, did they stress education or did they stress 
religion? 

A: Religion atd education and honesty. 

Q: What did your dad have to say about religion? 

A: Oh, well he believed in religion but he didn't at- ch&. 

A: No. Wlt Mother did. 

Okay then, did your mother have about religion? 

A: She taught us a lot about the B i b l e  but just in things she would 
say, you know. If like she thought we was cheating sanebdy or not 
being fair she'd say, ttHonesty is the best plicy,I1 and all that, you 
knm. 

Q: What did your dad have to say abaut education, you hw, I mean, 
what ware his feelings tclward &cation? 

A: Well, he wanted *-he thought education wzls pretty important. 

Q: Did m t  of your brothers and sisters grww up to graduate high 
school? 

A: Well, the older ones did but the younger ones didn't. Dave ad 
Charley, the lxi yaunger boys, didn't go through high school even. 
Mm 2mcl Dad parted just before M a n  m e d  here. 

Q: HOW old were yau then, do you have any idea? 

A: when? When Mam and Ed separated? 

Q: Yes. 

A: I was about eighteen, 

Q: What brothem or sisters  we^^ yau really close to when you grew 
w? 
A: I was close to my bruther Harry, next: to me, and he was killed 
just before World War I. K i l l e d  on the railroad, but the other 
brothers and sisters I wasn't too close to, 

Q: Well, was there a pretty big age difference? 



A: Well, ny older sister was a lot older than me and my younger 
sister was-+, abut eight years younger than me. That wasn't the 
reason though, they was high headed, you knuw, stuck up. 

Q: Oh, they were. 

A: And I wasn't. IQ husband was gassed in World War I and he was 
sick and of cmurse I couldn't have eveqthing they had. And my 
sisters' husbands were a pl- and a miner. The youngest one was a 
coal miner and the oldest one a plubr and they had everythiq in the 
world ad I couldn't have and they wauld kjnd of had the big head. 

Q: Okay, let's go back to when you were a kid, okay, in Beardstown, 
just for a little bi t .  Can you describe Beardstown say vhen you were, 
You -1 PEW Youw? 

A: Well, when I was about five years old the first the I saw it--and 
it t: wasn1t like it is now. 

Q: Why was it different? 

A: Well, the street was all sand, paved with mussel shells and 
cinders. TheyusedtoburncoaL, youknow, everykdybumedcoal. 

Q: Right. 

A: And they put these cinders on the streets and paved the streets. 

Q: There were no brick streets? 

A: No. Up around town they was paved w i t h  &, blcdcs of wood sets 
like milroad ties sawed off abut like that. S e t  endqide and you 
laxrw, upright. 

8: Railroad ties that were pounded into the ground? Is that what you 
said? 

A: No, they would saw blocks off a b u t  that . . . 
Q: About a foot. , . 
A: Fcut and put than upside down. 

Q: I see. 

A: And r i t  next to each other like you lay brick. 

Q: t r .  So they would saw railroad ties let Is  say a b u t  a 
fmt square and they would lay them just like you would lay brick. 
Lrrtothegmmd. 

A: And the stores were all &. There wasn't no brick 
buildings. And they had what they d l e d  an arcade. I think it was 
like a 1- porch all the way across the black and there was a plank 
walk .  
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Q: Okay, this arcade, was there a ceiling on it? 

A: Yes. 

Q: W a s  there? Did it go all around the square or just . . . 
A: In front of each block, the stores-no, it didn't go a l l  amund 
the square. It was just on the east side. And whese the new post 
office is, the old post office was right across the street on the side 
where they got a pasking lot. 

Q: Tell me about - of the stores back then. 
A: Well, the Silver Mnon Cafe, no--what Is that restaurant? Arrow . . 

Q: 'Ilhe Arraw Restaurant. 

A: That used to be Lmq John's Saloon. 

Q: Okay, the Arraw Restaurant that is on Second Street right by the 
river. 

A: Y e s .  

Q: U s e d t o  be. . , 
A: Ung John's Saloon, and his last name was Maclane. 

Q: Had you wer been in this saloon? 

A: No. 

Q: No. 

A: Yes, 1'11 take that back, I was once. I went in there when lrry 
friend's husband died & she didn't have any money. So I went in and 
asked Long John for a donation to help her. And he gave her sclme 
mney. I don' t knuw how md~. 

Q: What other stores or businesses were duwntcwn at the the? 

A: Well, they had a big clothing store cattymrner fsam the old city 
hall and it belmged to W. And H e m m a m u s  had a clothing store on 
t h e - b l o c k d t h e n o n W e c o m e r w a s a b s t o r e .  

Q: That dim store, was it Wmlworths? 

A: Yes. And then across the street where I d m m s  used to be, 
upstah was an cpra house, that's mere they had the shows. 

Q: This opra  house, had you been to that? 

A: Oh yes. 



Q: Okay, but this is when you were young, rigbt? 

A: Yes, I was just about fifteen or sixteen. 

Q: Okay. So the streets were paved with waod. 

A: That'suparoundthesquare. Zu-dthentheotherstreetswerejust 
cinders. W e  used to have two big button factories here an3 they cut 
the buttons out of the mussel shells and then they'd take the mussel 
shells and put them on the streets. And they never had m. They 
just had horse afi buggies then. 

Q: So they would pave the streets w i t h  broken up u s e l  shells. 

A: Y e s ,  w e l l ,  they would smn get broke but they was whole when they . . .  
Q: Oh I see, I see what youman, okay. There was a hole in than 
fm Mere the button was punch& out. 

A: Yes. It would be a rnussel shell with a whole l o t  of little round 
holes in i t ,  

Q: Yes, yes, and they would won get broken. Naw in I 3 e a r d s ~ ,  
Illinois, now there's a b u t  a twelve foot seawall. 

A: Oh, I remaher when that was built. 

Q: Did they have a seawall when you were a kid? 

A: No, the river wasn't leveed h like it is naw. And the water would 
get all around t a m  and you CMZldnl t get out but it never got in town. 

Q: Okay, so the water would care into the luwer lands? 

A: Y e s .  Ard then they leveed the river all the way long and of course 
then the water when it would rain there would be nuwhere for the water 
to go. 

A: About evary spring. 

Q: Every spring. So what did you say before? You couldn't get out 
of tcrwn? 

A: No. Not unless y m  take a boat across the water. 

Q: And that was every spring? 

A: Y e s .  

Q: D i d  arrybody l ive out where it would flood wery year? 
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A: Well, the w e s t  of Bearstam, d m  Cmnbs Addition every spring 
they'd have to put boards in the yard t o  walk on t o  keep out of the 
mud. 

Q: Did you ever wonder why that they lived there year after year? I 
would think they would want to m e  out -time. 

A: Well, the water didn't get in it, just  got ruddy, you knw, just 
enough to make a mud-nasw mud to track in. And the f i r s t  time the 
water wery got in here, we used to have a little lwee east of 
tam--west of --and it broke ard the w a t e r  a r e  t o  the railroad 
tracks but never had any on this side of tam. men Wt a week the 
lwee broke out here on the twin bridges on the bottam road then the 
water in here. And it lacked h t  that mch getting in this 
hause. 

Q: If we could let's tdLk about s a w  mre when you w e r e  a kid. I 've 
got sans qupctions I want to ask because I'm curious. Hcrw did people 
get amund in E=zrdsm a t  the the? Was it mostly horse d buggy 
men you were a child? 

A: %tls all they had. 

Q: That's all they had. There were no cars at al l  when you were a 
kid? 

A: I remember the first car that ever was in Beardstam and it 
klomeA to Albert C a l w e l l .  Or Caldwell I guess you pronounce it. 
Ard they w e r e  aur nei-rs anf i  my l i t t l e  sister usecl to keep track of 
the times she got to ride in it. 

What did your dad have for transportation? 

A little black horse and buggy. 

How many in the family could it hold? 

I guess three or  four but we never all went a t  once. 

Just one horse then? 

Y e s .  

What did you do for heat during the w i n t e r  when you w e r e  a kid? 

We burned coal. Zveqtdy had a coal hea-, heating stwe .  

H w  did you get  your coal? 

W e l l ,  we had two coal dealers, Califf ard Black. ancl thev 
delivered the coal in a big two team--I think it w& two &IS 

would pull it an3 they would deliver the coal in that and weld 
buy two or three tons at a the. 

that 
always 

Q: H m  long would two or three tons of coal last? 










































































































































































































































































