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i Robert Marion Perry was born May 23, 1919 in Shelby County. He entered
the mines at the age of eighteen., In this memoir Mr. Perry discusses the
various jobs he had in the mines and the mechanization of the mines. He

also discusses seniority in the mines and the bidding system.
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Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator ard
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Illinois State Historical Library are not responsible for the factual

accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed therein; these are for
the reader to judge.

The manuscript 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
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Robert Perry, Pana, Illinois, June 26, 1986.

Kevin Corley, Interviewer.

Q: Mr. Perry, would you please state your full name?
Robert Marion Perry.

Robert Marion Perry.

Yes.

What was the time and place of your birth?

May 23, 1919, in Shelby County.

Okay.

Cole Spring Township.

Cole Spring, were you born in a house or .

Yes, right over east of here.

Yes. Was there a doctor present when you were born?

Yes.
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Did your mother ever tell you anything about your birth? Did they
have midwives or anything?

A: No. No, I had Doctor Littlejohn, I believe, from Pana at the time,
Likely had a horse and buggy.

Q: Were your parents immigrants from another country?

A: No. They were born and raised here.

Q: Okay. What's your nationality?

A: Well, it's supposed to be Scotch, Irish, and Pennsylvanla Dutch, I
think my 'dad 1is probably Irish and Scotch and I don't know, my mother
was an Abrell. I don't know what nat:.onallty they were.

Q: Her maiden name was Abrell?
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A: Yes.

Q: 'There's a mine manager named Johnny Abrell.

A: That was my uncle.

Q: Ch, was he?

A: Yes.,

Q: What was your father's occupation?

A: Construction work and farming,

Q: Okay.

A: He was road cammssioner and when they put Route 16 in with horses,

he had several teams that were on that job there,
Q: All right,

A: Then they dug drainage ditches out north of Pana there, them big
drainage ditches back in them days with horses.

Q: What was your father's full name?

Charles Merideth.

(harles Merideth?

Yes,

All right, when you were growing up did your mother ever work?
No, never did.

Okay, just stayed home?

We was always farmers.

Yes. How many brothers and sisters did you have?

I had four sisters and two brothers.
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How far apart were they when were they born? Can you say what their
name and what year they were born approximately?

A: Well, Merideth was the oldest. He'd be about 80 today. Then sister
Florence, ard she's been dead about three or four years. She was 73 when
she died. I've got one sister lives in Pana, she's 69, I guess. I've
got twin sisters live in Riverside, California. They're 61.

Q: Twin sisters.,
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A: Yes. Then T had a brother that got killed when he was about sixteen
years old, hunting.

Q: In a hunting accident?

A: Yes,

Q: All right. What age were you when you were married?
A: Thirty-two.

Q: Okay.

A: I never did to go to high school and I always farmed with my dad.
Then I got a job when I was about eighteen, seventeen or eighteen years
old. I worked for Carl Price down on the farm taking care of race horses.
I think I got a dollar a day and my board.

Q: Oh, really?

A: Of course, that was pretty good money in them days.

Q: Was that your first job?

A: That was my first job, yes. I had a brother-in-law that worked aver
in Kincaid, they were down there one time and he said, "How'd you like to
work at the mine?" I said, '"Well, I wouldn't mind it." So I went to
work over there when I was eighteen years old,

What was your brother-in-law's name?

Harry Potts.

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

Yes, him and my uncle. My uncle was the superintendent at that time.
Right, Johnny Abrell.

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

All right, what did you do?

Pick rock.

How long did you do that job?
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I guess for about a couple of years, three, and then they built a new
washer there. Then I went over in the washer and did a job, worked there
in the processing plant.

Q: What did you do in the washer?
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A: Well, we had clean up jobs, you know. There was three or four sections
there and you had to go around ard watch all the conveyers and stuff that
they still needed cleaning up before going back in. I was on that job

from the time I come back from the service, that was in 1945. 1 stayed

on that job then until 1947 and I had a leave of absence of seven months.

I had malaria again after World War II. Then I came to Pana, Mine Seventeen,
I was lamp man there for nine years until they shut down.

Q: Okay.

A: Then from there I went to Farmersville, that's the old Famersville
Mine One and I ground bits over there. Then a new mine started in Indiana,
and I went over there. I lived in Sullivan and the mine was up around
Farmersville there on 41. I was the belt man there for six years.

Q: Okay.
A: Then I come back to Coffeen and finished my time there.

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

A: He was a mining man and’ he drank a lot, but he knew his stuff., If he
bawled you out for something, he'd give you a good reason why he did. Or
if he told you to do something, he wanted you to do it then. He was a
very funny guy.

Q: Were you very close to him?
A: Yes, pretty close, yes.

(ét:le What did he think about all this trouble between the Progressives and

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

Q: Yes. Okay. Were there many of his relatives that were working in
the mines at that time?

A: Not too many. He had two brothers--that was my uncles--and his boy,

and one of my cousins that worked over there. But that's about all of my

family that did. He was a miner all his life, and he always wanted to

?iadlfeefdanething out of me. He said that I would take a bossing job and I
up . .o

Q: He wanted you to take a bossing job?

A: Yes. He said, '"I'll make something out of you." But hell, I'd have
probably got fired.

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

A: Well, now back then it wouldn't have been so bad. But as the years
got longer I don't know, it seemed to be kirnd of a deal, that like some
superinterdent, they changed hands too many times., Like div1s:Lon supers
and stuff, they'd always move them., If you was on the company's side,
the guy that you was in good with, they'd let him go and get another guy .
Well, he's got frierxishesgomgtopltmthere ard by God, if you're
not cax:eful you're out.

Q: I see.

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

Q: Yes. Why did the division superinetendents leave quite often?

A: Oh, I don't know. Just your big companies, they wanted to ship them
around. They do that more now than they did when I started over there,
Of course, he was over there for years and Mr. Argust was division
supern.ntendent there. Then he died and 0ld man Starks was for a long
time. I worked down at Coffeen there and in the seventeen or eighteen
years, they had an awful turnover of management. They'd change hands and
I don't know, the stockholders or what, but they always had a lot of
different supermtendents and mine managers.

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

A: I'd say they are, yes. Of course I haven't worked in five years.

Q: Well, that's interesting. I wonder why they keep changing the management.
A: Well, I don't know. Like I tell you, I guess each group of what I'd

call off:l.cers, they'd be company men. They'd get in control and they'd

have people that they wanted to get in of their ideas, see, or train them
that way. That's the only thing I can figure out.

Q: Yes. Are those the same men then that were in management that dealt
with layoffs whenever there was a slow down period?

A: Ch yes, they was all .

g}:leAndsowuld they also do the same thing and lay off the people that
) AN

A;: Yes. If they had to, yes.

Q: Okay. So they would keep the people pretty much that they were
friends with, and family . . .

A: Well, not too mich that way. But I mean in the management part is
where they shipped them arourd, you know, changing bosses and shift t:.hem
different places.
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Q: Yes.

A: No, they didn't do that. They might if it wasn't for the union, but
I don't know. At one time, they had seniority in classification like
Caterpiller's got now. Like if I started at a mine two years ago that
was on a belt or miner operator, and they had guys that worked there for
ten or fifteen years as timber men. Well, maybe they'd layoff so many
timber men but they'd keep the miner operators, see. Where now it's
seniority by the top man down, and you have to get laid off that way.

Q: Right.

A: There I've seen guys that have worked the mine for fifteen to twenty
years and got laid off and a guy just started work a year, they kept him,
see. Because he was in the right classification,

Q: Right.

A: When I came to Pana, I was the lamp man and I always wanted to be a
repairman. So I was the oldest man there, just about on top for the coal
company, and I was the lamp man. I was the only one on that, they'd have
to shut the mine down if they got rid of me. There was some openings in
the shop then, after they was 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 months until they had a layoff. I'd
have been the first one that got bumped, so I learned then to stay with
one job and stay with it,

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

A: Ch yes.

Q: How close were they?

A: T guess they'd been raised or worked together for years over there.
Q: What kind of man was Argust?

A: T don't know, That was a little bit ahead of my time.

Q: Yes.

A: I never seen the man, but I heard a little about him. But I never
did know him,

Q: Yes,

A: But Mr. Starks was a great old man. I liked him.

Q: Was Starks also friends with Abrell?

A: (h yes.
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Did they socialize together and do things together?
Ch yes.
Did they also socialize with the coal miners?

> e =R

A little bit, not too much. Usually the company has a club house or
part:.es and the union had their own parties.

Q: Yes. Okay.
A: But their relations are usually pretty good.
Q: Yes,
A

: But I've worked for some real good bosses. 1'd say they were some of
the best.

Q: Yes. Who were they?

A: It was Bill Hatfield for one. When I knew him in Taylorville, he was
the face boss, and then he come to Pana as a mine manager. Then he went
to Indiana as a mine manager and T went over there with him.

Q: Yes.

A: Then I come to Coffeen and he went to Peabody mine down south here.
I can't think what the hell the name of it was. Then he retired down
there, he died here about a couple of years ago.

Q: Okay.

A: But he was a great mine manager. He was the boss, he knew what he
was doing. If he explained something to you that's the way he wanted it
done. If it was wrong, he took the blame for it.

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

A: No, that was before my time.

Q: All right. I just wondered why the Pana mines weren't quite as
radical as the mines over near Taylorville.

A: Well, I don't know. There was some of them pretty radical.
Here in Pana?
Yes.

Like certain mines or just the men?

2 e r L

Well, no, just different ones.
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Q: Did many of them turn Progressive?

A: Some did, yes. I think Fred Trimble turned Progressive once and then
came back to the United Mine Workers. I don't know, that was before my
time.

Q: Yes. Okay. A lot of the Progressives must've been coming back to
the UMW about the time you started working in 1933.

A: Yes, they were, yes,
Q: Did they give their reasons for that?

A: No, they never did discuss it. Well, each side thinks they got the
best, you know, and I guess that's the way it worked. I don't know.

Q: How did the loyal UMW workers feel about the Progressives coming
back? Were there any words said?

A: Well, now I've worked with some guys that were in Progressive mines,
but it's an altogether different union. Progressives has got things that
we haven't got, but we've got things that they never did have and never
will have.

Q: Yes. What type of things do they have that you haven't got?

A: Well, I've heard the guys that I worked with say that . . . you go
back to when they got the eight hour day, they had to pay you eight hours
when you went down.

Q: Yes.

A: Okay, you worked on a machine that broke down, they had to find you
something to do. Back in the Progressive days, some of them, when

thing shut down, they sent them guys home. So maybe you wouldn't get but
about two or three days a week. Well, I know one guy complained about
this. He said, "I got a note from so and so, and he said we've have to
do this," Well if they want to leave than sit there, they can, but then
they won't, these big companies, they aren't going to do that. But
anyway, they kept giving you something to do. And you got the same pay
whatever you was on. If you was a roof holder and had to go timber or
shovel, they had to pay your wages and stuff.

Q: Now that's with the Progressives or with the UMW?

A: That's with the UMW that you get that pay.

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

A: Well, they didn't have to go on another job I guess. The way these

guys complamed to me that they didn't., And then they had a lot of
different things. I never did work for them but the way they complained
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What type of things did the Progressives have . . .
But they didn't have no pension either.
Yes.

They had their pension plan I understand, was like if I was working
atthemines well, youpa:.d monltrlghttherewhereymmsat that
mine, but then it didn't go anyplace else. We had several guys that came
into our place that had worked for the Progressives. Then they didn't
have the hospitalization that we had.

o Lo

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

A: Well, I don't know.

Q: One of the big issues back in those days when the Progressives got
started was they were trying to achieve a thing called job sharing, where
they could cut down the hours but everybody would still be working. Did
you ever hear anything about that?

A: Yes. Where they divided equallzation of work or something like that.
But that didn't pan out. They wasn't strong enough I guess, I don't
know why they never did do it. There's a few Progressive mines here,

Q: Yes. When you say here, you mean down in southern Illinois?

A: Yes. Around mid-state, and there may be other places too, I don't
know,

Q: I know in 1938, when you started working in the mine, there were a
lot of machines that were starting to replace workers. That'd been going
on for about ten years. What happened when a new machine came in, did a
lot of workers get laid off?

A: Sometimes they did, but that was still going on when there was a
corwention in 1956 and John L. Lewis was there. He said that you've got
to keep up with progress to keep producing this coal. He said you can't
be like they are over in England, not producing enough to meet your own
demands. He said coal is a big thing and you've got to keep up. There
was complaints I guess, where the machines had laid off a lot of guys.
But they usually got jobs somewhere else at that time.

Q: Like where?

A: Well . . .

Q: In other mines?

A: . other mines, or they even some of them got jobs in factories

where t:.hey were makmg these machines.
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Q: Okay. Can you describe some of the machines that came in about the
time you started working in the 1930s and early '40s?

A: Yes. It would be the cutting machines. I forget whether they were
old ones or old type. And the Joy loading machines were, they called
them munber elevens. Then when the roof loaders came in, I believe that
was about along in the 1950s when they got started with that. In other
words they were more or less homemade drills and stuff, they wasn't as
safe. But these new roof holders has got the hollon augers ard they've
got the vacuum on each drill and stuff, just like a vacuum cleaner. The
old ones, you had to run them in water or else the dust would kill you.
It was, you know, foggy and that.

Q: Okay. They ran in water. Was that water cooled or just, you say to
keep the dust down?

A: Well, they was running them wet. But the cutting machines, now they
had the water on them. But now these bolters we've got today, they've
got them vacuum hydraulic things that just suck that dust right down that
pipe and there's a box and they take that anxd dump that just like a dust
bag.

Q: Why did the continuous miners have water on them?

A: To keep the dust down.

Q: Okay. The water would sit on the machines?

A: Yes. They had sprays on them, and each miner's got a hose, a water
hose, that runs to it with lots of pressure on it and that sprinkles as
it cuts.

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

A: Yes. As long as your water sprayer works good, well it gets pretty
clean,

Q: Yes.
A: Of course, they have problems keeping them working.
Q: Why is that?

A: Well, you know, they get broke off and they've got iron pipes welded
on them with the water hooked up to them.

Q: You wanted to be a repairman you said.
A: Yes, I always wanted to be a repairman.
Q: Better pay?
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A: COh, yes, better pay and you could learn a little more.

Q: Yes.

A: And then I started over in Indiana as a belt man, and I liked that
pretty well.

Q: What's a belt man do?

A: Well, 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. We
had I expect about five or six miles of belts at Coffeen. There was the
big belt and then the others came in on it and take it to the bottom.

: Yes., Now, I've seen those belts you're talking about, they're like
thick rubber mats?

A: Yes, They're about that thick.

Q: Yes. I was always amazed that those things wouldn't break. Could
they get too much coal on them, too much weight?

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

Q: From the mine?

A: Yes. But it's really something though. I thought it was interesting
to put in a belt and get the coal rumning out because we'd say we'd go
into a new run and then start a belt. Well, you'd put the belt in and
then there's a feeder sits out here they buggy down the coal on. Then as
they go in, you keep extending that belt, see., But this one belt dumps
out here on this main belt that goes to the bottom. They've got a big
chute out there and she comes out, dumps that, goes to the bottom., Now,
some of the older mines had skip shafts, which are sitting down there.
But now some of the new mines belts it right out of the mine on top.

Q: They ride it right up to the top?

A: Yes. Over at Thunderbird, that big belt come right to the bottom.
It was a big belt that came from the bottom to the top. I think MX down
here is the same way.

Q: So would that be a slope mine?

A: Well, yes, it would, in a way.

Q: Okay.

A: Now, Coffeen had a skip shaft, see, that they'd belt coal in over at

that hopper and into the skip. Then they belted it over to the power
plant,














































