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Robert Perry, Pam,  Illinois, June 26, 1986. 

Kevin Corley, Intewieer . 

Mr. Perry, m l d  you please state your full m? 

Robert Maxion Perry. 

bber t Mar ion Perry. 

Yes. 

k t  w s  the time and place of Fur birth? 

May 23, 1919, in Shelby Caunty. 

Okay. 

Cole Spring Tomship. 

Cole Spring, m e  you born in a house or . . . 
Yes, right over east of here. 

Yes. &as there a docmr present vhen yuu e r e  born? 

Yes. 

Q: Did p r  mother ever tel l  you anything about y o u  birth 
have aridwives or anythin%? 

? Did they 

A:  Fb. k, I had bctor Littlejohn, I believe, frm Pam at the time, 
Likely had a horse a d  buggy. 

Q: Were you prents inmigrants fern another country? 

A: No. They were born and raised here. 

Q: Okay. & t ' s  your nationality? 

A: k11, it's supposed to be Scotch, Irish, d Pennsylvania kwh. I 
think nrj dad is probably Irish and Scotch, and 1 don 't know, my mther 
was an Abrell. I don't know &at nationality they =re. 
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A: Yes .  

Q: Zhere's a mine w e r  named Johnny Abrell. 

A: That was my uncle. 

Q: Clh, w s  he? 

A: Yes. 

Q: h t  w s  yaur father's occupation? 

A: Construction wrk a d  fa*. 

Q: Okay, 

A: Fie w s  road ccnmissioner and when they put Route 16 in with horses, 
he had several teatas that Ere on that job there. 

Q: All right. 

A: ?hen they dug drainage dikhes out north of Pana there, ehan big 
drainage ditches back in than days w i t h  horses. 

h t  m s  you father's f u l l  ME? 

k l e s  Wideth. 

U l e s  br ide th?  

Yes, 

A l l  right, *en you =re grawing up did your mther ever mrk? 

No, never did. 

Okay, just stayed home? 

% was always famrs . 
Yes. l b w  many brothers a d  sisters did you have? 

I had four sisters ard tw brothers. 

How far apart -re they when Ere b y  born? Can you say that their 
nam a d  what yeaw they =re born approximately? 

A: W1, Mideth m s  the oldest. He'd be abmt 80 tday. Then sister 
Florme,  a d  she ' s been dead about three or four years. She m s  73 trhen 
she d i d .  I 've got one sister lives in Pam, she' s 69, I guess. I 've 
got t w i n  sisters live in Riverside, California. They're 61. 

Q: sisters. 
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A: Yes. %en f had a brother that got killed when he  as abut sixteen 
years old, hunting. . 

A: Yes. 

Q: A l l  right. h t  age e r e  p u  &en you e r e  married? 

A: Thirty-two. 

Q: Okay. 

A: I nwer did to go to high school and I always famed with my dad. 
Then I got a job when I tzs about eighteen, seventeen or eighteen years 
old. I mrked for Carl Price d m  on the farm taking care of race horses. 
I think I got a dollar a day ard my board. 

Q: &, really? 

A: Of course, that m s  pretty good mney in than days. 

Q: k s  that yrxll- first job? 

A: 'Ihat was my first job, yes. I had a brother-in-law that mrked wer 
~JI m a i d ,  they =re d o m  there one time and he said, '%wtd yw l ike  to 
wrk at the mine?" I said, Well, I W d n ' t  mind it." So I e n t  to 
mrk wer there *n I M eighteen years old. 

Q: h t  was your brother-in-law's name? 

A: Hamy Potts. 

Q: Harry Potts. So he got you the job in the mine? 

A: Yes, him a d  my uncle. My uncle rn the superintendent at that time. 

Q: Right, Johnny Abrell. 

: Yes. So they got m the job. Making $3.65 a day. 

:: All right, what did you do? 

: Pick rock. 

Q: b w  long did you do that job? 

A: I guess for about a couple of years, three, ard then they built a new 
washer there. Then I m t  over in the msher ard did a job, mrkd there 
in the processing plant. 

Q: Wlhat did you do in the -her? 
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A: Well, m had clean up jobs, you know. There was three or four sections 
there ard you had to go ~ucaurd ard wtch all the conveyers a d  stuff that 
they still needed cleaning up before going back in. I was on that job 
fran the tim I  car^ back frm the service, that ww in  1945. I stayed 
on that job then until 1947 and I had a leave of absence of swen mnths. 
I had malaria again after Wrld k r  11. Then I  car^ t o  Pana, Nine Seventeen, 
I was lamp man there for nisle years until  they slut d m .  

Q: Okay. 

A: Then frm there I went t o  Farwrsville, that's the old Farmexsville 
Mine Che ard I gourd bi t s  wer there. Then a new mine started in Indiana, 
and I went aver there. I lived in Sullivan a d  the mine w s  up a r d  
Fanaersville there on 41. I wis the belt there for six years. 

Q: Okay. 

A: 'Ihen I care back to Coffeen and finished my t ime there, 

Q: Johnny Abrell , I 've heard quite a few things about him, what type of 
man w s  he? 

A: He a mining man a d h e  drank a lo t ,  but he hew his stuff. If he 
bawled p wt for something, he'd give yau a god reason why he did. Or 
if he told you to do sonrething, he m t e d  p u  to do it then. He WIS a 
very funny guy 

Q: Were you very close to  him? 

A: Yes, pretty close, yes. 

Q: h t  did he thh.k about all this wouble betwen the Progressives and 
thew 

A: Well, he didn't care too w h .  I think he leaned for the United Mine 
Wrkers quite a bit. But he always believed in unions. 

Q: Yes. Okay. k r e  there many of his relatives that E r e  mrking in 
the mines at that th? 

A: Not too m y .  He had two brothers--that was my uncles--and his boy, 
d me of my cousins that wrked uver there. But that's abut all of my 
family that did. He m s  a miner all  his life, and he always mtd to 
make samething out of roe. J3e said that I d d  take a bossing job and I 
did d u p  . . . 
Q: Fk vanted you to  take a bossing job? 

A: Yes. He said, '2 '11 make s a w h i n g  out of you. " Rut hel l ,  I 'd have 
probably got fired. 

Q: my do you think you'd have got fired? 
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A: No, I said I'd probably have got fired. 

A: N11, now back then it muldn't  have been so bad. But as the years 
got longer, I don't h o w ,  it s e d  to be kind of a deal,  that l ike sare 
superintendent, they changed hands too m y  t h s  . Like division supers 
and stuff, they'd always m e  them. If you vies on the carrpany's side, 
the guy that you was in god w i t h ,  they'd let him go and get another p y .  
Well, he's got k i d s  he's going to plt in there, a d  by God, if yw re 
not c a r e k l  , yau ' re aut . 
Q: I see. 

A: I figured I 'd stay h the union and be secure, which I was. I got 
41, 42 years in. 

I Q: Yes. thy did the division s u p e r h e t d e n t s  leave quite often? 

A: Oh, I don't know. Just yow big companies, they m t e d  to ship them 
around. 'Ihey do that mre now than they did k e n  I started over there. 
O f  course, he m s  over there for years and Mr. Argust w s  division 
superinterdent there. Then he died a d  old man Starks m s  for a long 
t*. I wrked dom at Coffeen there ard in the swenteen or eighteen 
years, they had an awful turner of management. Ihey'd change hands and 
I don't b, the stockholders or what, but they alwys h d  a lo t  of 
different superintendents and mLne mmagers. 

K Q: Would you say they're still doing that then? 

A: I'd say they are, yes. M course I haven't wrked i n  five years. 

Q: Well, that 's interesting. I wnder why they keep changing the mwqaaent. 

A: &ll, I don' t know. Like I tell you, I guess exh  group of v h a t  I 'd 
call officers, they'd be caupany men. They'd get i n  control and they'd 
have people that they wanted ta get in of their ideas, see, or train than 
that way. That's the only thhg I can figure out. 

Q: Yes. Are those the sane then that e r e  in mnagement that dealt 
with layoffs whenever there was a slowdown period? 

A: Ch yes,  they ws all . . . 
Q: And so m l d  they also do the sane thing and lay off the people that 
they.. . 
A: Yes. If they had to, yes. 

Q: Okay. So they m l d  leep the people pretty much that they w r e  
friends with, and family . . . 
A: k11, not too rmch that wy. Wlt  I =an in the managanent part  is 
*re tJ=y shipped than arourd, you haw, changing bosses a d  shif t  $lem 
different places. 
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Q: Yes. 

A: No, they didn' t do that. They might i f  it wsn' t for the union, but 
I don't lolaw. At one t h ,  they had seniority in classification like 
Caterpiller's got now. Like if I started at a mine tw years ago that 
ws an a belt  or miner operator, a d  they had guys that wrkd there for 
ten or fifteen years as timber men. k11, maybe they'd layoff so m y  
timbw men but they'd keep the miner operators, see. Where naw i t 's  
senioriw by the top man d m ,  and you have t o  get laid off that way. 

A: Were I've seen guys that have mrked the rrdne for fifteen to m t y  
years a d  got laid off ard a just started wrk a year, they kept him, 
see. Because he w s  in the right classification. 

Q: Right. 

A: I cane to Pam, I was the l a p  man and I always mtd t o  be a 
repaiman. So I v a s  the oldest man there, just about on top for the coal 
capany, and I was the lamp man. I was the only one on that,  they'd have 
to slut the mine dom i f  they got rid of me. There m s  som; openings in  
the shop then, after  they w s  there for six months or a year, and I 
thought, "Boy, I believe I'll tackle that." I 'd been the new man on that 
job, see, and by God, it wasn't five mnths until they had a layoff. I 'd 
have been the first one that got b m p d ,  so I learned then to stay with 
one job and stay with it. 

Q: Yes, I see. Okay. You =re talking about W.C. Argust. Was he 
kinds with Johnny Abrell? 

A: C& yes. 

Q: How close wxe they? 

A: I guess they'd been raised or wxked together for years w e r  there. 

Q: What k i d  of man ws Argust? 

A: I don't h. That was a li t t le b i t  abed of my th.  

Q: Yes. 

A: I never seen the mn, but I heard a little about h h  But I never 
did h o w  him. 

Q: Yes .  

A: lbt Mr. S t a r k s  was a great old man. I liked him. 

Q: Ws Starks also friends with Abrell? 

A: Ch yes. 
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Q: Did they socialize together and do t h h g s  together? 

A: Oh yes. 

Q: Did they also socialize w i t h  the coal miners? 

A: A little b i t ,  not tm mch. Usually the ccqany has a club house or 
parties and the union had their am parties. 

Q: Yes. Okay. 

A: Eht their relations are usually pretty g d .  

Q: Yes. 

A: But I 've w x k d  h r  som real god bosses. I'd say they mre sonre of 
the best. 

Q: Yes. bho =re they? 

A: It ws Bill Hatfield for one. When I hew him in  Taylowille, he was 
the face boss, ard then he clrme to Pana as a mine manager. Then he w a t  
to Indiana as a mine manager and I wmt wer there with him. 

Q: Yes. 

A: ?hen I cane to Coffeen a d  he mt to  Peabody down south here. 
I can't think what the hell the rn of it ms. Then he retired dom 
there, he died here about a couple of years ago. 

Q: okay. 

A: But he m s  a great mine manager. Jle w s  the boss, he hewdmt he 
was doing. If he explained smething to you that's the my he mted it 
done. If it was wrong, he took the blame for it. 

Q: kre you familiar with the going ons in the Pana mines during the 
mine wars? 

A: k, that was before my time. 

Q: A l l  right. I just mnlered why the Pana rnines mren't quite as 
radical as the mines over near Taylorville . 
A: Well, I don't know. %re w s  some of than pretty radical. 

Q: &re in Pana? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Like certain rrdnes or just the rnen? 

A: Well, no, just different ones. 
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Q: Did m y  of t l m a  turn Progressive? 

A: SCXE did, yes. I t h h k  Fred Trlmble turned Progressive once a d  then 
cane back to the United Mine bbwkers. I don't h o w ,  that m s  before my 
t h .  

Q: Yes. Okay. A l o t  of the Progressives rmst've been caning back to 
the W abut the t h  you s t a r t d  mrking in  1933. 

A: Yes ,  they E r e ,  yes. 

Q: Did they give their reasons for that? 

A: No, they never did discuss it. kll, earsh side thinks they got the 
best, yru b o w ,  and I guess that's the way it worked. I don't know. 

Q: Jhw did the loyal lfvlW mrkers feel about the Progressives caning 
back? Were there any words said? 

A: k11, now I 've wxked w i t h  saw guys that E r e  in Progressive mines, 
but i t 's  an altogether different union. Progressives has got things that  
w haven't got, but w 've  got things that they never did h e  and never 
w i l l  have. 

Q: Yes. What type of things do they hwe that ynu hwen't got? 

A: W e l l ,  I 've heard the guys that I WKM w i t h  say that . . . you go 
back to *en they got the eight bur day, they had to  pay you eight hours 
when you went dom. 

Q: Yes. 

A: Okay, you wxked on a machine that broke down, they had to find 
somthing to do. Back in the Progressive days, some of them, vihen t.r 
thing shut down, they sent them guys hrme. So maybe you wuldn't get but 
about t w  or three days a week. Well, I h o w  one guy complained about 
this. said, "I got a note f i rm so and so, and he said m've have t o  
do this ." Well, i f  they mt t o  leave than sit there, they can, but then 
they m' t, these big canpanies, they aren't going to do that. But 
anyway, they kept giving you sam;thhg to do. And ycru got the same pay 
vhatwer yrm was on. If you m s  a roof holder at~I had to go timber or 
shuvel , they had to pay ycw wages and stuff. 

Q: Now that's w i t h  the Progressives or w i t h  the W? 

A: 'Ihat's w i t h  the I,MW that yrm get that pay. 

Q: Right. So the Progressives didn't have anything like that. 

A: W e l l ,  they didn't have to  go on another job I guess. The way these 
guys colllplainad to IIE that they didn't. And then they had a lo t  of 
different things. I never did mrk for than ht the my they complained . . .  
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Q: h t  type of things did the Progressives hwe , . . 
A: But they didn't have m pension either. 

Q: Yes. 

A: They had their pension plan I urderstad , m s  like i f  I was tmrldng 
at the mines, w e l l ,  you paid in on it right there where you m s  at that 
mine, but then it didn't go anyplace else. I& had several guys that c- 
into aur place that hd mrkd for the Progressives. Then they didn't 
have the hospitalization that w hrd. 

Q: Well, dmt type of things did the Progressives like about their 
union? 

A: ell, I don't how. 

Q: Che of the big issues back in those days dm the Progressives g0t 
s t a r t d  ws they =re trying to achieve a thing called job sharing, &re 
t k y  c d d  cut down the hours but everybody muld still be mwking. Did 
you wer hear anything about that? 

A: Yes. Where they divided equalization of mrk or smething like that. 
Rut that: didn' t pan out. They msn' t strong enough I guess. I don't 
know why they nwer did do it. There's a few Progressive mines here. 

Q: Yes. When yau say here, yau rean down in southern Illinois? 

A: Yes. Araurd mid-state, d there may be other places too, I don't 
h o w .  

Q: I know in 1938, when p u  started mrldng in the mine, there e r e  a 
lo t  of machjnes that =re starting to replace workers. That'd been going 
on for abut ten years. What happened a new machine came in, did a 
lot  of mrkers get laid off? 

A: Smetimes they did, but that m s  still going on h n  there m s  a 
cowentian in 1956 and John L. Lewis there. He said that you've got 
to keep up w i t h  progress to  keep producing this coal. He said you can't 
be like they are over i n  Fmglard , not producing emu& to met yaur o m  
demands. He said coal is a big thing and you've got to keep up. There 
was complaints I guess, &ere the machines had laid off a lot of p y a .  
But they usually got jobs somewhere else at  that time. 

Q: Like where? 

Q: In other mines? 

A: . . . other mines , or they even sate of them got jobs in factories 
where they were making these mchines. 
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Q: Okay. Can you describe sane of the whines  that cane i n  about the 
t he  you started mrking in the 1930s a d  early 'SOs? 

A: Yes. It m l d  be the cutting machines. I forget ih&?xr they *we 
old ones or old type. And the Joy loading nuchines =re, they called 
than mmber elevens. Then hen  the roof loaders came in, I believe that 
was about along in the 19508 ~EII they got started w i t h  that. In other 
wrds  they =re mre or less hrrmemade d r i l l s  and stuff, they wasn' t as 
safe. W l t  these new roof holders has got the hollon augers a d  they've 
got the vacuun on each d r i l l  and s tuff ,  just like a vacuum cleaner. The 
old ones, you had to run than in water ox else the dust m l d  k i l l  you. 
It was, y13~ h o w ,  foggy arrl that. 

Q: Okay. lhey ran in m t e r  . Mas that m t e r  cooled or just,  you say t o  
keep the dust don? 

A: Well, they was running than mt. Wlt the cutting machines, nar they 
had the water on them. But now these bolters we've got d a y ,  they've 
got them vaculm hydraulic things that just suck that dust right down that 
pipe a d  there's a box ard they take that ard dump that just l ike a dust 
bag 

Q: Why did the continuous miners have mter on then? 

A: To keep the dust dom. 

Q: Okay. The w t e r  wuld sit on the rwhines? 

A: Yes. They had sprays on than, and each miner's got a hose, a mter 
hose, that runs to it w i t h  lo t s  of pressure on it and that sprinkles as 
it cuts. 

Q: Oh, I see. And it just kid  of catches the dust in the air and makes 
it settle? 

A: Y e s .  As long as pur water sprayer mrks gad ,  well it gets pretty 
clean. 

Q: Yes. 

A: Of course, they have problems keeping than mrking . 
Q: my is that? 

A: ell, you know, they get broke off and they've got iron pipes wlded 
on than  w i t h  the water hooked up to than. 

Q: You m t e d  to  be a repairman you said. 

A: Yes, I alwys wanted to be a repairman. 

Q: Better pay? 
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A: C&, yes ,  better  pay d p u  could learn a li t t le mre. 

Q: Yes. 

A: And then I s t a r t e d  wer in Indiana as a belt  m, and I liked that 
pretty wll. 

Q: h t ' s  a belt man do? 

A: k11, see, instead of hauling coal in the mine on cars now, they'd 
belt it in. They've probably got about a 42 or 60 inch belt  there, and 
they've got 36 belts or 42s onto that that takes it to the bottom. bk 
had I expect a b u t  five or six miles of belts a t  Coffeen. There ws the 
big belt  a d  then the others cane in  on it aml take it to the bottau. 

Q: Yes. NOW, I 've seen those belts you're talking about, they're l ike  
thick rubber mats? 

A: Yes .  'Ihey're about that thick. 

Q: Yes. I was almp amazed that those things wuldn't break. Could 
they get too rmch coal on them, too nnuch weight? 

A: &, they have, they've broke, they break. I 've got some out here, 
pieces of a thirty-six inch belt. 

Q: Ran the rnine? 

A: Yes. bt it's really sar~thing though. I thought it was interesting 
to p t  in a belt  d get the coal running out because we'd say w ' d  go 
into a new sun ard then s ta r t  a belt.  k11, ynu'd plt the belt in and 
then there's a feeder sits out here they buggy dow the coal on. Then as 
they go in, you keep extending that bel t ,  see. Ebt this one belt  dumps 
out: here on this main belt that goes to the bottm. They've got a big 
chute out there and she canes out, d q s  that, goes to the bottom. Now, 
som of the older mines had skip shafts, tJh;ich are s i t t ing  dowl there. 
Wlt riow same of the new mines belts it ri&t out of the mine on top. 

Q: They ride it right up to the top? 

A: Yes. Wer at Ttrmnderbixd , that big belt cam right t o  the bottm. 
It w a big belt  that carre frm the bottan to  the top. I think MX do= 
here is the sane way. 

Q: So mld that be a slope mine? 

A: W11, yes, it d d ,  in a my. 

Q: Okay. 

A: Now, Coffeen had a skip sha£t, see, that they'd belt  coal in aver a t  
that hopper a d  into the skip. Then they belted it over to  the powr 
plat. 






























