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Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by George Ingle for the Oral History Office on October 10, 1987.
Margaret Reeder transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the
transcript.

May Carr McNeil was born in Beardstown, Illinois in 1898. May tells
of life in Beardstown during the early twentieth century. She talks
of Beardstown's early booming economy and relates its downfall to the
railroad strike of 1922. May relates her experiences of the major
floods in Beardstown, talks of both world wars and how they perscnally
affected her, and tells stories of corruption and bootlegying during
the heyday of prohibition. Finally May reflects back to her youth and
offers a personal comparison between life then and life in 1987.

George Ingle grew up in Beardstown, Illinois. He earned his Bachelors
Degree at Sargamon State University with a major in history. His
interest in early Beardstown life prompted him to interview a long
time Beardstown resident.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bhear in mind that it is a
transcrlpt of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator a.nd
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State Un.wers1ty is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The mamuscript 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 62794-9243.




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

George Ingle, Interviewer.

Q: I'd like to start talking about your parents. Do you know where
your father was born?

A: Chandlerville,

Chandlerville.

Yes, yes. Illinois.

2 2 Q

Chandlerville, Illinois. How many miles is that from Beardstown?
Do you know?

A: Nineteen miles.

Q: Where was your mother born?

A: Chandlerville.

Q: Do you know what year your father would have been born?
A: No I don't.

Q: Any idea about your mother?

A: No.

Q: Did your mom and dad go to school?

A: Yes, Dad was a carpenter. I don't know what school he attended to
learn it

Q: Did your dad go to high school?

A: He surely must have because he was well educated.

Q: Was he?

A: Yes.

Q: Do you remember if they have--they don't have a high school in
Chandlerville these days, do they?

A: No, it was some kind of school where you pay to go, like a
college, you know.
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Q: Or trade school, possibly?

A: Yes.

Q: Do you know if your mother went to high school?

A: No, she didn't.

Q: She did not. Were your mom and dad married when they came to
Beardstown?

A: Yes.

Q: What year would that have been?

A: 1902.

Q: 19202. You said your dad was a carpenter.

A: Yes.

Q: Was he a carpenter all his life?

A: Yes. He helped build the Lincoln School.

A: Oh he did.

A: Yes.

Q: Would that have been about the turn of the century when that was

built? Do you know?

A: Well, I don't know, it's tore down now.

Q: Right.

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

Q: When your dad first built that Lincoln School, was that a pretty
big project for Beardstown?

A: Well, it was a pretty big school.
Q: Was it?
A: I think it had eight classrooms in the basement.

Q: Eight classrooms in the basement. How many floors did the school
have, do you remember?

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

Did your mother work at all?

No, she didn't.

What was the size of your family, do you remember?
Well, I have three sisters that died and eight living.
Three sisters that died and eight living.

Eight living, boys and girls combined.

2R R 2o ¥ Q¥

: Oh, I see. Where did your mom ard dad live when they moved to
Beardstocwn, and the whole family I guess?

A: Right out here, over the fence from Johnny Anderson. We used to
own 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 know
how many acres we had but it was quite a large 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 let it go for taxes—Mom
did=-~that acre and a quarter because we didn't need it.

Q: And where did the family move then?

Here.

Right here in this same house?

Yes. This house was built in 1920.

220 ¥

Did your dad help build it by any chance?
A: I don't know if he did or not. I don't believe he did.

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

A: Well, there's one, two, three. Do you count the porch a room?
That's four. Two bedrooms and a bath in the hall on the other side.

Q: Was it big enocugh for the whole family?
A: Well, see when Mom moved here, Dad and Mom was parted and my

brothers and sisters, a lot of them were married. I was the oldest
one when we moved here,
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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 and a quarter and
when Mom moved here she didn't want it after we moved off that place
s0 she just let it go for taxes.

Q: Okay, let's jump around here and 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 sister's record.

Q: Any idea why the mistake was made?

A: Yes, I went over to get a birth certificate and 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 mine.

Q: Any idea what your sister's birth record says then?

A: Well, her birth record was September 23, 1902 and mine was
September 25, 1898. I don't have a birth record. I had to take hers.

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

A: Back over here on the cother side of Johnny Anderson's. We used to
own a farm 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 know where——Petersburg I think, most of
them.

Q: Why were they born in Petersburg?

A: Mom and Dad lived there,

Q: ©h, they did.

A: Yes.

Q: ILet's get back to your mom and dad moving to Beardstown then.
Were most of the kids already born when your mom and dad came to
Beardstown?

A: Well, I was the first one born after they moved here to
Beardstown. And then they moved to Browning and the two youngest was

born in Browning.
Q: And your mom and dad also lived in Petersburg?
A: Yes, they lived there before they moved to Beardstown.
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Q: Oh, I see. When you were growing up, if you can think back a
minute, were you pretty close to your parents?

A: Yes.
Q: Were you? Wwhat do you think your parents stressed most when you

were growing up? I mean, did they stress education or did they stress
religion?

A: Religion and education and honesty.

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

A: ©Oh, well he believed in religion but he didn't attend church.

Q: He didn't?

A: No. But Mother did.

Q: Okay then, what did your mother have to say about religion?

A: She taught us a lot about the Bible but just in things she would

se.ly, you know. If like she thought we was cheating somebody or not
being fair she'd say, "Honesty is the best plicy," and all that, you
mw.

Q: What did your dad have to say about education, you know, I mean,
what were his feelings toward education?

A: Well, he warted to—he thought education was pretty important.

Q: Did most of your brothers and sisters grow up to graduate high
school?

A: Well, the older ones did but the younger ones didn't. Dave and
Charley, the two younger boys, didn't go through high school even.
Mom and Dad parted just before Mom moved here.

How old were you then, do you have any idea?

When? When Mom and Dad separated?

Y% -

Q% Q

I was about eighteen.

Q: What brothers or sisters were you really close to when you grew
lm.

A: I was close to my brother Harry, next to me, and he was killed
just before World War I. Killed on the railroad, but the other
brothers and sisters I wasn't too close to.

Q: Well, was there a pretty big age difference?
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A; Well, nmy older sister was a lot older than me and my younger
sister was-—ch, about eight years younger than me. That wasn't the
reason though, they was high headed, you know, stuck up.

Q: ©Oh, they were.

A: Arnd I wasn't. MyhusbardwasgassedeorldWarImﬂhewas
smkamlofcourselcmldnthaveeverythlngtheyhad And my
sisters' husbands were a plumber and a miner. The youngest one was a
coal miner and the oldest one a plumber and they had everything in the
world and I couldn't have and they would kind of had the big head.

Q: Okay, let's go back to when you were a kid, okay, in Beardstown,
just for a little bit. Can you describe Beaxdstwn say when you were,

you know, pretty young?

A: Well, when I was about five years old the first time I saw it--and
it sure wasn't like it is now.

Q: Why was it different?

A: Well, the street was all sand, paved with mussel shells and
cinders. They used to burn coal, you know, everybody burned coal.

Q: Right.
A: And they put these cinders on the streets and paved the streets.
Q: There were no brick streets?

A: Up around town they was paved with wood, blocks of wood sets
like ra:.lroad ties sawed off about like that. Set end-wide and you
know, upright.

Q: lzailroad ties that were pounded into the ground? Is that what you
said:

A: No, they would saw blocks off about that . . .
Q: About a foot . . .
Foot and put them upside down.

A

Q: I see.
A: Ard right next to each other like you lay brick.

Q: Right, right. So they would saw railroad ties let's say about a
foot square and they would lay them just like you would lay brick.

Into the grourd.

A: And the stores uptown were all wood. There wasn't no brick
buildings. And they had what they called an arcade. I think it was
like a long porch all the way across the block and there was a plank
walk
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Q: Okay, this arcade, was there a ceiling on it?

A: Yes,

Q: Was there? Did it go all around the square or just . . .

A: In front of each block, the stores—-no, it didn't go all around
the square. It was just on the east side. And where the new post
office is, the old post office was right across the street on the side
where they got a parking lot.

Q: Tell me about some of the stores back then.

A: Well, the Silver Moon Cafe, no—what's that restaurant? Arrow . .

Q: The Arrow Restaurant.
A: That used to be ILong John's Saloon.

Qj" Okay, the Arrow Restaurant that is on Second Street right by the
river.

A: Yes,
Q: Usedtohe ...

Iong John's Saloon, and his last name was Maclane.
Q: Had you ever been in this saloon?
A: No.
Q: No.
A: Yes, I'll take that back, I was once. Iwentinthe.rewhenmy
friend's husband died and she didn't have any money. So I went in and
asked Long John for a donation to help her. And he gave her some
money. I don't know how much.
Q: What other stores or businesses were downtown at the time?
A: Well, they had a big clothing store catty-corner from the old city
hall and:.tbelongedtoKohl And Herranamus had a clothing store on
the same block and then on the corner was a dime store.
Q: That dime store, was it Woolworths?

A: Yes. And then across the street where Iohmans used to be,
upstairs was an opera house, that's where they had the shows.

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

A: ©h yes.
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Q: Okay, but this is when you were yourgy, right?

Yes, I was just about fifteen or sixteen.
Q: Okay. So the streets were paved with wood.
A: That's up around the square. And then the other streets were just
cinders. We used to have two big button factories here and they cut
the buttons cut of the mussel shells and then they'd take the mussel
shells and put them on the streets. And they never had cars. They
just had horse and buggies then.
Q: So they would pave the streets with broken up mussel shells.
A: Yes, well, they would soon get broke but they was whole when they
Q: Oh I see. I see what you mean, okay. There was a hole in them
fram where the hutton was punched out.

A: Yes. It would be a mussel shell with a whole lot of little round
holes in it.

Q: Yes, yes, and they would soon get broken. Now in Beardstown,
Illinois, now there's about a twelve foot seawall.

A: ©h, I remember when that was built.
Q: Did they have a seawall when you were a kid?

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

Q: Okay, so the water would come into the lower lands?

A; Yes. Ard then they leveed the river all the way long and of course
then the water when it would rain there would be nowhere for the water
to go.

Q: How often would the water surrourd the town?

A: About every spring.

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

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

Q: And that was every spring?

A: Yes.

Q: Did anybody live out where it would flood every year?
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A: Well, the west end of Bearstown, down Cambs Addition every spring
they'd have to put boards in the yard to walk on to keep out of the
mad.,

Q: Did you ever wonder why that they lived there year after year? I
would think they would want to move out scometime.

A: Well, the water didn't get in it, just got muddy, you know, just
enough to make a mud—nasty mud to track in. And the first time the
water every got in here, we used to have a little levee east of
town~-~west of town—and it broke and the water come up to the railrcad
tracks but never had any on this side of town. Then about a week the
levee broke cut here on the twin bridges on the bottom rcad then the
water come in here. And it lacked about that much getting in this
house.

Q: If we could let's talk about some more when you were a kid, I've
got some que.stlons I want to ask because I'm curious., How did people
get around in Beardstown at the time? Was it mostly horse and buggy
when you were a child?

A: Thal's all they had.

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

A: Irame:rberthefirstcaxthateverwasinBeézdstmmandit
belonged to Albert Calwell. Or Caldwell I guess you pronocunce it.

Ard they were our nelghbors ard my little sister used to keep track of
the times she got to ride in it.

Q: 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 at once.

Just one horse then?

Y%.

What did you do for heat during the winter when you were a kid?
We burned coal. Everybedy had a coal heater, heating stove.

R e ¥ »r Q9 ¥

How did you get your coal?

A: Well, we had two coal dealers, Califf and Black, and they
dellverai the coal in a big two team—-I think it was two teams that
would pull it and they would deliver the coal in that and we'd always
buy two or three tons at a time.

Q: How long would two or three tons of coal last?
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A: Everytime they would have a meeting, my mother taught a Sunday
School class there and she always made us go. She always went with
ml

Q: Did you enjoy it, the church?

A: Yes.

Q: Tell me about any of the sermons, were they lively sermons or were
they . . .

A: Well, some of the members got pretty happy. Uncle Dick Anderson
and Bertha, they was real good people and Uncle Dick always used to
get up and pound the back of the chair and shout (pause) but they was
really Chiristians. They was nice pecple.

Uncle Dick Anderson, was he . . .

That's Mandy's father. [Mandy was May's best friend)

Was he your real uncle?

E’.E‘&‘?E’?t‘?

No, everybody called him uncle because, you know, everybody liked

Q: Iet's talk about--you would say he was shoutingor . . .

A: He would shout and get happy and pound the back of the chair with
his fist.

Q: Would a lot of people do that in the church?
A: Quite a few. Churches wasn't quiet like they are now.
Q: They were really getting excited about the sermon?
A: Yes. They would get happy and one old lady, her name was

, and she had a Bible and she would say, "Glory to God when
IdieI'm gomg to heaven," or "I'm going here." And she would drop
her Bible, (laughs) you know bring it down like—-we was
laughing--because looked like she meant she was going to hell.
(laughs)
Q: (lauwghs) sShe, of course, meant—~where did she mean she was going?
A: To heaven. |
Q: (laughs) And you kids would laugh?
A: Yes,
Q: How many people would attend that church, any idea?

A: Well, at one time the church wouldn't seat everybody and they
would go across the street and get chairs and put in the aisle and































































































































































































































































































































































May McNeil 131
End of Side One, Tape Four

Q: So World War II ended with the two atomic bombs. Did Charles,
your son, get cut of the navy then?

A: No.

Q: What about Korea?

A: I just don't remember that too much.

Q: I wondered if you had a son that went to Korea?

A: No.

Q: I want to totally change the subject. I'm wondering if you
remember when television was first introduced in Beardstown?

A: Yes, we were the first pecple to have ocne. I lived in Virginia
and was working over there. I took my pension money and bought a
television. It was a RCA Victor. So then when I moved here from
Virginia all the neighbors would come and sit on the floor and watch

television. Wouldn't have seats encugh for them so I made a bunch of
big old pillows and filled them with straws for people to sit on.

Q: What programs did you used to watch?

A: Ch, I don't just remember now. "Amos and Andy" was on. They was
twoccmedlansarﬂthmtherewasacoloredmnthatwason I don't
remember the programs too much.

Q: How many channels did you get on this TV?

A: ©Oh quite a few. But before that we had radio and the first
program on the radion was “Over the Hill to the Poorhouse."

Q: what was that about?

A: About a mother. Her son sent her to the poorhouse and then she
had a blacksheep son and he was the one that got her ocut.

Q: A hero story I guess?

A: Yes,

Q: When did you first have the radio?

A: I don't remember what year. I know we hadn't been married too
long ard we were staying here. Oh, it was just before that boy was

born. That's how come I was here. Emmet bought it and brought it in
one night.

Q: Just before Charles was born?































