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Preface 

This manuscript is  the  product of a tape  recorded interview conducted by 
Rex Rhodes f o r  the  Oral  History Office on November 24, 1972. 

M r .  Purce l l  is a r e t i r e d  e d i t o r  of the  West Frankfort ,  I l l i n o i s  Daily 
American newspaper. In  t h i s  interview, he focuses on the  war between the  
United Mine Workers of America and t h e  Progressive Union over who would 
have cont ro l  in Franklin County. He discusses the  B a t t l e  of Mulkeytown 
and forays i n t o  Franklin County by t h e  Progressives. Also included a r e  
h i s  remembrances concerning the  c o l o r f u l  h i s t o r y  of t h i s  area.  H e  t a l k s  
of the  Birger and Shelton Gangs, t h e  Herrin Massacre, and the  a c t i v i t i e s  
of the  Ku Klux Klan during prohibi t ion ,  and on a more somber note,  the  
tornado of 1925 and the  mine d i s a s t e r  and r e s u l t i n g  l o s s  of l i v e s .  

Readers of the  o r a l  h i s t o r y  memoir should bear i n  mind t h a t  i t  is a 
t r a n s c r i p t  of the  spoken word, and t h a t  the  interviewer,  n a r r a t o r  and 
e d i t o r  sought t o  preserve the  informal, conversat ional  s t y l e  t h a t  is 
inherent  i n  such h i s t o r i c a l  sources. Sangamon State Universi ty is not  
responsible f o r  the  f a c t u a l  accuracy of the memoir, nor f o r  views expressed 
there in ;  these  a r e  f o r  the  reader t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read, quoted and c i t e d  f r ee ly .  It may not be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  p a r t  by any means, e l e c t r o n i c  o r  mechanical, 
without permission i n  wr i t ing  from the  Oral History Office,  Sangamon 
S t a t e  Universi ty,  Spr ingf ie ld ,  I l l i n o i s ,  62708. 
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Henson Purcel l ,  November 24, 1972, West Frankfort ,  I l l i n o i s .  

Rex Rhodes, Interviewer. 

Q: Could you give us a b r i e f  background sketch of yourself before we ge t  
down t o  the  s p e c i f i c s  of the  mine war? 

A: O f  course. 1've been i n  t h i s  racket  most of my l i f e .  I grew up over 
a t  Carr ier  M i l l s  i n  Sal ine  County. Way back when I was a youngster,  my 
dad had what was known i n  those days a s  a g e n e r a l  s t o r e  where you handled 
everything from grocer ies  t o  dry goods, f u r n i t u r e ,  shoes, b a r r e l  s a l t ,  
fence wire, and the  works. Rather e a r l y  i n  t h i s  experience, my dad and 
another fe l low bought the  Carr ier  M i l l s  Mail which was a hand set weekly 
newspaper i n  t h i s  l i t t l e  town of Carr ier  Mills. H e  t o l d  me one morning, 
"Heason, I want you t o  go down and work a t  the  Carr ier  Mills Mail." I ' d  
always thought t h a t  of a l l  t he  things i n  the  world t h a t  I wouldn't want 
t o  do, it was t h a t ,  because I ' d  seen these  guys hand packing t h i s  type. 
But I went down the re  and worked a l i t t l e  while with a p r i n t e r  by the  
name of Guy Newman. Before 1'd been the re  long enough t o  hardly know 
which way was up, o r  anything about the  operat ion a t  all. Guy to ld  r~ 
one day t h a t  he had a job and was leaving,  s o  I was l e f t  with the  mechanical 
p a r t  of the  thing. In  an operat ion like t h a t  you ge t  involved i n  a 
l i t t l e  b i t  of a l l  of it ,  the  news end a s  w e l l  as the  rest of it. So I 
was the re  f o r  a year and a half  o r  two years,  I guess. 

Then I went t o  Johnston City with the  Williamson County News,  and was 
down the re  about a year and a h a l f .  Then the  Williamson County News 
folded. Inc ident ly ,  it was owned by a former S t a t e  Senator from down 
there ,  Guy ~ r i s e n b e r ~ .  I don' t  knob i f  you ever knew about him o r  not ,  
but he was known a l l  over the  area.  H e  was qu i t e  a c t i v e  i n  the  support 
of Southern I l l i n o i s  Universi ty,  and t h a t  kind of th ing,  a f t e r  he got 
i n t o  the  senate.  So then, a t  about t h a t  time I came t o  West Frankfort.  
The ~ e o ~ l e  who owned the  American were o ~ e r a t i n e  a weeklv newspaper known 
a s  the krankfort  American. They had decided t o Y s t a r t  a i a i l y  aria d id  
s t a r t  it on September 1, 1916. They needed add i t iona l  help so I came up 
t o  West ~ f a n l c f o r t  a s  a p r i n t e r .  1';e been here  ever since, (laughs) 

Yes, about f i f ty - four  years  of it. I worked i n  j u s t  about every department 
they had. I worked a s  a p r i n t e r ,  foreman, adver t i s ing  manager, business 
manager, c i t y  e d i t o r ,  managing e d i t o r ,  general  manager--the works, one 
time o r  antoher--finally e d i t o r  and general  manager when the  place changed 
hands back about four years  ago. 

Q: So you came r i g h t  through the  ranks? 

A: Right, r i g h t ,  r i g h t .  

Q: W e l l ,  as you know, I ' m  pursuing the  union war beween the  United Mine 
Workers and the  Progressive Miners of America. Looking back, one could 
say the  r e a l  t h r u s t  of the  war began a t  the  b a t t l e  of Mulkeytown i n  
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August, 1932. Would you r e c a l l  some of the  background of the  b a t t l e  of 
Mulkeytown? What led up t o  i t ,  and then the  b a t t l e  i t s e l f ?  

A: Well, t h i s  was q u i t e  a t h r i l l i n g  experience. This was r e a l l y  nor the 
beginning; i t  was a t  the  h e a r t  of the  thing. It a l l  s t a r t e d  with d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  
on the  p a r t  of a l o t  of the  coal  miners with the  United Mine Workers of 
America opera t ion  and John L. Lewis' operat ion of t h e  union. There were 
a l o t  of people involved. Tn our county, we had a l o t  of people who were 
Progressive a t  hea r t ,  but under the  system under which the  coa l  mines 
operate,  a man can work a t  the  coal  mine only i f  he has membership i n  the  
union with which they [ the  mine opera tors]  have a cont rac t .  The mines i n  
t h i s  county, a s  w e l l  a s  a l l  over t h e  s t a t e ,  were under cont rac t  with the  
United Mine Workers of America. So when t h i s  thing s t a r t e d  and got  
p r e t t y  a c t i v e  i n  Franklin County, the  coal  opera tors  decided, f o r  some 
reason o r  o ther ,  t h a t  i n  s p i t e  of the  fact t h a t  they had found John L. 
Lewis and h i s  people g rea t  antagonists .  They e lec ted  t o  go along with 
him, t o  recognize, and continue t o  operate under t h e  United Mine Workers 
of America cont rac t ,  ins tead  of playing along with the  Progressives. 
Wel1,this d idn ' t  s top  coa l  miners from going Progressive, s h a l l  we say. 
A l o t  of them were Progressives a t  hea r t  and a l o t  of them a f f i l i a t e d  
with the  Progressive Union, but a s  they inden t i f i ed  themselves, of course, 
they l o s t  t h e i r  jobs. 

The law i n  t h i s  county consisted of the  S t a t e s  Attorney, the  Sher i f f  and 
h i s  staff, t he  pol ice  fo rces  i n  the  various communities, and, a t  t h a t  
t i m e ,  we had J u s t i c e s  of the  Peach and Constables. The Law, s h a l l  we 
say, i n  Franklin County explained t h e i r  pos i t ion  by saying they were not  
taking any s ides  i n  the  union controversy, but  they were going t o  respect  
the  r i g h t  of any man t o  work, who wished t o  work. That meant they were 
going t o  support the  United Mine Workers, and they d id  t h a t  cons i s t en t ly  
during the  process of the  thing. There w e r e  qu i t e  a l o t  of people deputized 
a s  s p e c i a l  deputies  and, of course, they were members of the  United Mine 
Workers. They were the  people who were involved and they were c i t i z e n s .  
There got t o  be q u i t e  a s t a f f  of law enforcement people enforcing the  
r i g h t  of a man t o  work i f  he was working under cont rac t .  

O f  course, the re  were e f f o r t s  t o  picket  these mines, but  they placed 
po l i ce  and deputies .  I n  every case,  so  far a s  I know, the  p icke t s  w e r e  
dr iven off  the  premises, so t h a t  the  law very e f f e c t i v e l y  enforced the 
r i g h t  of a man t o  work. It was not long u n t i l  t he re  were a l o t  of miners 
i n  Franklin County out  of work because they had a f f i l i a t e d  with the  
Progressives, [ they]  could not  continue t o  work because the  Progressives 
had no contrac t  with our operators .  So, t h i s  i s  where the  th ing was when 
we  got i n t o  t h i s  b a t t l e  of Mulkeytown. 

[The Progressive] organizat ion was centered up around Gi l l e sp ie  and 
Benld, a s  T remember it. The word got  out  t h a t  they hadn't  been a b l e  t o  
do anything with l o c a l  people down here  i n  Franklin County by way of 
picketing and stopping production of coal  a t  these  United Mine Workers of 
America mines. The word was out t h a t  they were going t o  s t age  a march on 
Franklin County. The Progressive miners from up around the  Benld and 
Gi l l e sp ie  area  were going t o  march i n t o  Franklin County en masse, p icket  
the  mines, and shut  them down. There was no d a t e  s e t  a t  f i r s t ,  but ,  a s  
the  word got around, the  Franklin County law took s t e p s  t o  make preparat ions 
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t o  cope with it. The word went out  for coal  miners, o r  anybody who was 
wi l l ing  t o  serve a s  a s p e c i a l  deputy s h e r i f f  i n  deal ing with t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  
t o  repor t  t o  the  h a l l  i n  t h e i r  respect ive  towns o r  t o  the  s h e r i f f ' s  
o f f i c e  i n  Benton. They were t o  ind ica te  t h a t  they were wi l l ing  t o  serve 
a s  a deputy s h e r i f f ,  s ign  up i n  o ther  words. They were issued t i n  s t a r s .  
It wasn't long u n t i l  t he re  were a l o t  of these  people i n  the  county who 
were committed t o  help enforce the  l a w  concerning the  r i g h t  of people t o  
work. 

Of course, the re  was much pub l i c i ty  about t h i s  march. A s  the  da te  got 
c l o s e r  i n  West Frankfort ,  these  people who had indica ted  t h a t  they were 
wi l l ing  t o  serve  i n  t h i s  capacity,  t h a t  i f ,  a s  and when they were needed, 
the  f i r e  department s i r e n  would be sounded a s  a s i g n a l  f o r  them t o  repor t  
t o  the  c i t y  h a l l  f o r  service .  The da te  was f i n a l l y  set. A s  the  t i m e  
r o l l e d  around, e a r l y  on the  morning t h a t  the  march was supposed t o  be 
staged, the  s i r e n s  s t a r t e d  sounding. Because the  s i r e n  couldn' t  be heard 
a l l  over town, i n  add i t ion  t o  the  s i r e n  a t  the  f i r e  house, the  f i r e  t ruck 
ran up and down the  whole length of Main S t r e e t ,  which is  a two mile 
street with the  Eire t ruck s i r e n  on. You could imagine what kind of 
c h i l l s  t h i s  th ing  sent  up and down your back when you heard it. Whatever 
you were doing when you heard it--in my case,  I was a t  the  newspaper 
office--you rea l i zed  t h a t  t h i s  was c a l l i n g  men t o  se rv ice  t h a t  might 
r e s u l t  i n  death f o r  a l o t  of people. Because they were going out  t o  do 
t h i s  kind of thing i f  necessary. Well, these  men reported i n  g rea t  
numbers t o  the  c i t y  h a l l  and were taken t o  Benton. I assume t h a t  the  
same kind of thing happened i n  a l l  the  o ther  towns i n  the  county, because 
there  was qu i t e  a crowd of people around the  c i t y  jail a t  Benton. 

I went t o  Benton and spent the  day there.  I was i n  contact  with my 
o f f i c e  throughout the  day a s  t o  what was going on up there .  The f i r s t  
word e a r l y  i n  the  morning was t h a t  the  march was on and according t o  
r epor t s ,  it was twelve miles long. The way it turned out ,  t h a t  was about 
r i g h t ;  j u s t  a long caravan of automobiles and t rucks  moving toward Franklin 
County. Throughout the  day t h e  S t a t e s  Attorney--who was Marion Hart--and 
the  S h e r i f f ,  Browning Robinson, were i n  constant  conference with some of 
the  leaders  in t he  industry.  I th ink the re  were a t  l e a s t  a couple of 
United Press In te rna t iona l  r epor te r s  with the  march, and every time they 
would come t o  a l i t t l e  town t h a t  had a telegraph o f f i c e  they would f i l e  a 
report .  We got i t  i n  the  o f f i c e  then by t e l e type ,  and they would c a l l  
me ,  and then I gave the  o f f i c i a l s  what information the  news se rv ice  had 
concerning the  progress of the  march. So, we were i n  p r e t t y  c lose  touch 
with i t  a l l  day. 

They had not out l ined any d e f i n i t e  program. They had j u s t  prepared t o  
cope with i t  by whatever means they had. Ei ther  two o r  th ree  times 
during the day, t h e  Sher i f f  and the  S t a t e s  Attorney held conferences and 
se lec ted  a group of four o r  f i v e  men--I don' t  remember how many, s h a l l  we 
say a squad--to go out  and go up the  highway and m e e t  t h i s  caravan. They 
threw machine gun barr icades  across  the  highway and stopped them t o  t r y  
t o  t a l k  them out  of coming on, t ry ing  t o  t e l l  them t h a t  there  would be 
trouble.  They d idn ' t  l i s t e n  t o  t h i s  a t  a l l ;  they i n s i s t e d  t h a t  they were 
coming ahead, and did.  After the  emissaries  f o r  peace f a i l e d  t o  accomplish 
t h e i r  purpose, they'd j u s t  pick up t h e i r  machine gun barr icade and come 
back and report .  It happened two o r  th ree  times. 
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The people had continued t o  move slowly throughout the  day. Late i n  the  
day, they held another conference t o  t r y  t o  decide whether t o  l e t  them 
come i n t o  the  county a t  Mulkeytown o r  t o  tu rn  them i n t o ,  I be l i eve  i t s  
Jackson County. There's a Y there ;  they'd e i t h e r  come s t r a i g h t  on i n t o  
Franklin County, o r  i f  they blocked the  Franklin County highway, they 
could fo rce  them t o  go i n t o  the  o the r  county. The question was, "What 
s h a l l  we do? S h a l l  we block the  Jackson County highway and fo rce  them t o  
come i n t o  Franklin County o r  s h a l l  we block t h e  Franklin County highway 
and fo rce  them t o  go the  o ther  way?" They decided t h a t ,  i f  they l e t  them 
ge t  i n t o  the  o the r  county, they probably would e s t a b l i s h  a headquarters ,  
o r  a camp, out  the re  i n  a wooded a rea  somewhere, and they would be the re  
f o r  days operat ing i n  and out  of the  county. They would have r e a l l y  no 
con t ro l  over them because t h e i r  headquarters would not  be i n  the  county. 
They decided they could bes t  dea l  with the  s i t u a t i o n  i f  the  whole operat ion 
was forced i n t o  Franklin County. 

They ca l l ed  the  people together--they'd been mi l l ing  around the  j a i l  
house a l l  day long, and they were a l l  p r e t t y  w e l l  armed--and took these  
people out  t o  Mulkeytown and blocked the  o ther  highway and forced them 
[ t h e  caravan] t o  come on i n t o  the  Franklin County. They l ined people up 
f o r  about two miles ins ide  Franklin County, from the  d iv i s ion  on i n t o  
Franklin County, on each s i d e  of the  highway. The o f f i c e r s  had t o l d  
these  people t h a t  the re  was t o  be no f i r i n g  unless the  o f f i c e r s  f i r e d  
f i r s t ;  t h a t  they would set the  pace on t h a t  kind of thing,  i f ,  a s ,  and 
when, it  became necessary. They d idn ' t  want i t  t o  happen. 

When these  people got  the re  they le t  them come on i n  pas t  the  d iv i s ion  
point  and come on i n t o  the  county. A s  I remember i t ,  it  must have been 
about two m i l e s  with these  people on each s i d e  of the  highway. O f  course, 
they had running boards on automobiles i n  those days. A t  a given s i g n a l ,  
they mounted the  running boards and s t a r t e d  beat ing out  the  windshields 
and the  ca r  door g lass ,  the re  was j u s t  pandemonium everywhere. A l o t  of 
the  people who had come along with the  caravan had j u s t  been to ld  t h a t  
they must, and they did without r e a l l y  knowing what they were going in to ;  
they were f r ightened,  of course. It was s o r t  of an elevated highway and 
the  c a r s  ran off  the  highway, i n t o  the  f i e l d s ,  d i t ches ,  and j u s t  a11 over 
the  place. 

The whole thing atopped there.  The highway was soon blocked with automobiles 
t h a t  were no longer under t h e i r  own power. Somewhere along the  l i n e ,  
somebody acc iden ta l ly  f i r e d  a shot.  Quite a few of the  people thought 
t h i s  was the  s i g n a l  from the  o f f i c e r s  f o r  them t o  s t a r t  f i r i n g ,  so the re  
was quite a b i t  of f i r i n g .  Miraculously the re  was never a r epor t  of 
anybody having been shot .  I th ink the re  was one man who was shot  through 
the  mouth, through the  cheeks, but nobody was se r ious ly  hur t ,  and nobody 
of course, was k i l l e d .  Everybody always considered t h a t  t h i s  was only 
through a miracle,  because the re  was t h i s  kind of th ing and nobody r e a l l y  
got  h u r t  o r  k i l l e d .  

This ended the th ing  so Ear as the  invasion was concerned, and the re  was 
no mass picket ing  of Franklin County mines. Of course, the  next morning, 
the  problem (laughs) was t o  ge t  these  people together ,  g e t  them out ,  and 
ge t  them s t a r t e d  home again. Some of these  people were i n  a s t a t e  of 
confusion, I th ink.  I d i d n ' t  hear  t h i s  man say t h i s ,  but  somebody reported 
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the  next morning about t a lk ing  t o  one person who was i n  the  caravan. He 
s a i d  he r e a l l y  hadn't  known what t o  do, "You g e t  h e l l  i f  you do, and you 
g e t  h e l l  i f  you don't." (laughs) So, t h a t ' s  about the  s to ry  of the  
Ba t t l e  Mulkeytown. 

Q: That r e a l l y  shows the  g rea t  general ing going on there.  My gosh, t h e  
group seemed t o  be organized p r e t t y  well. Now, Browning Robinson, what's 
h i s  background? Was he i n  the  army before? 

A: I r e a l l y  don' t  know what Browning did. I would j u s t  hazard a guess 
t h a t  perhaps he was e i t h e r  on a farm, o r  maybe i n  a coal  mine--I don' t  
how. I th ink he had grown up around the  county and had always been 
around here, but I never knew anything about him before he was e lec ted .  

One of the  th ings  t h a t  has always stood out  i n  my mind i n  connection with 
t h a t  thing,  is the  thing t h a t  you mentioned, the  matter of general ing 
t h i s  thing. These men, t h e  S t a t e ' s  Attorney and t h e  Sher i f f ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  
the  States Attorney, had a g rea t  r e spons ib i l i ty  on them t h a t  day. The 
decis ion  t h a t  they made--were t o  make--might have caused untold number of 
deaths because they d idn ' t  know what i t  would amount to.  They d i d n ' t  
h o w  where i t  would end. They only knew what they were going t o  t r y  t o  
do. They were going t o  t r y  t o  handle it without violence,  of course, i f  
they could. But they were prepared f o r  whatever happened. Then when 
they made t h i s  decis ion ,  they had no way of knowing whether these  people 
would accept  i t  o r  whether they would be de f i an t .  So they had a g rea t  
r e spons ib i l i ty  on t h e i r  shoulders, and I ' ve  thought an awful l o t  about i t  
s ince  then. 

Marion Hart was a small person physical ly.  Very big  mentally, I th ink,  
and very a l e r t  mentally, but he was a small person. Of course, Robinson 
was a l i t t l e  b i t  the  opposite.  He was t a l l  and t h i s  kind of person. But 
Marion Hart was a l i t t l e  guy, and i t  was a b ig  decis ion  f o r  a l i t t l e  
guy--or a big guy. 

There were two o r  th ree  th ings  involved i n  t ry ing  t o  keep it  i n  Franklin 
County. One th ing was t h a t  they rea l i zed  t h a t  the  l a w  would have t o  deal  
with it i f  i t  was within t h e i r  own ju r i sd ic t ion .  

Q: There were severa l  forays  down here  a f t e r  t h a t .  

A: Oh, any number, j u s t  constantly.  But these  were minor things.  This 
was the  only r e a l  b i g  thing. For ins tance ,  the re  were t roubles  severa l  
times a t  mass meetings. You see,  both s i d e s  a t  the  ou t se t  would hold 
mass meetings. They would hold b ig  meetings and have speakers t o  come i n  
and proclaim t h e i r  theor ie s  and t h e i r  b e l i e f s ,  and condemn the  o ther  
s ide .  In o ther  words, they w e r e  trying t o  sel l  t h e i r  program. Any time 
e i t h e r  group staged a b ig  mass meeting, the re  were some of the  o ther  
fo lks  out  the re  who would t r y  t o  put a damper on i t ,  o r  t o  i n t e r f e r e  with 
it. Sometimes they t r i e d  t o  break it up and did.  Especial ly (laughs) i f  
the  Progressives w e r e  holding the  meetings, then the re  were usual ly  
severa l  United Mine Workers and the  Law there.  Of course, they operated 
with the  idea t h a t  the re  might be bad t rouble  grow out  of the  meeting, 
not j u s t  t o  s top  the  meeting. This happened i n  any number of cases,  and 
there  was qu i t e  a l o t  of violence. As a matter  of f a c t ,  t he re  were a few 
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k i l l i n g s .  I don't  remember how many now, but there  were some. It was a 
very, very hec t i c  t i m e .  

Q: How d i d  the people i n  the  community reac t  t o  t h i s ,  t h e  people who 
weren't d i r e c t l y  connected with coal  mining? That might j u s t  be a small 
port ion of t h i s  community here because most everyone is, I think.  

A: You can imagine about what kind of pos i t ion  people were i n  when the  
people involved i n  both s ides  of the  t h i s  thing were t h e i r  neighbors and, 
i n  some instances,  t h e i r  f r iends .  I n  o ther  cases,  i f  you met a man on 
the  street t h a t  you may have known, maybe he wasn't your f r iend o r  your 
neighbor, but you h e w  him and you s t a r t e d  talking.  You d idn ' t  know 
whether he was a t  hea r t  a United Mine Worker o r  a Progressive. You 
didn ' t  know how t o  t a l k  t o  him. So, everybody was on the  spot .  

Q: I r e c a l l  another incident  t h a t  happened e i t h e r  i n  West Frankfort or  
DuQoin o r  somewhere c lose  by. A fourteen year old g i r l  was shot  and 
k i l l e d ,  

A: I don't  remember tha t .  

Q: Well, another inc ident  would be a shoot out i n  Franklin Heights. Do 
you r e c a l l  t h a t ?  

A: I don' t  remember t h a t  there  was. 

Q: Three men were k i l l e d .  

A: No. 

Q: I heard t h i s  from a fel low over i n  Eldorado t h i s  morning. Two fellows 
from t h e  Eldorado area  came over here and there  was a shoot out .  It was 
i n  1934, I th ink he sa id .  

A: There was a shoot out  i n  West Frankfort,  but i t  was downtown. It did 
involve, I think,  a couple of fellows from Eldorado. But there  was only 
one man k i l l e d .  I don't  remember any incident  where there  was anything 
i n  t h e  Heights o r  any th ree  people k i l l e d  i n  any kind of a shoot out.  
But t h i s  w e  man was k i l l e d .  As a matter of f a c t ,  he was k i l l e d  on the  
s t eps  of an undertaking establishment r i g h t  down i n  the  hea r t  of town, 

Q: That must have been the  one. He mentioned standing i n  the  door of an 
under taker  ' s place. 

A: Yes. Well, he had gone down the  street and the  shooting s t a r t e d  a s  
he went down the street. H e  apparently had t r i e d  t o  dive i n t o  t h i s  
undertaker's establishment, not because i t  was an undertaking establishment, 
but j u s t  because it was available--I'm guessing t h i s  is right--to get out 
of the  l i n e  of f i r e .  And, the re ' s  where he died. 

Q: Machine guns were used qui te  a b i t  back then. Were they easy t o  come 
by? Where did they come from? 
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A: I don' t  remember any machine guns being used p a r t i c u l a r l y  except on 
the  p a r t  of the  law. They had some, of course. The s h e r i f f ' s  people, 
but I don't  remember t h a t  anybody else did.  

Q: P r io r  t o  1932 the re  was an in junct ion  aga ins t  t h e  United Mine Workers 
and Lewis, and the re  were claims t h a t  the re  were organizers  coming from 
out  of a t a t e .  Do you know anything about t h a t ?  

A: No, I don't .  Of course, t h i s  r e a l l y  had nothing t o  do with the  UMW 
of A and Progressive f i g h t .  Now, f o r  a  r a t h e r  lenghthy period of t i m e ,  
t he re  was a s o r t  of r ebe l l ion  within the  United Mine Workers. For qu i t e  
a long while, I don' t  remember f o r  how long--the s t a t e  union i n  I l l i n o i s  
which normally is a department of the  f ede ra l  union--the United Mine 
Workers of America--operated i n  defiance of t h e  UMJ of A and e lec ted  
t h e i r  own o f f i ce r s .  1 don' t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  remember any claim about outs ide  
people coming i n ,  but  I ' m  su re  t h a t  maybe some of the  organizers  might 
have been from out  of s t a t e  because t h i s  was not  unusual, I th ink.  

Q: No. Recall ing another event ,  the  way it would appear from looking 
back a t  some of the  newspaper a r t i c l e s ,  the  mayor of Zeigler  was throwing 
i n  with the  Progressives. The Sheriff  came over and took over the  pol ice  
force.  P re t ty  soon the  mayor of Zeigler  was charged, and--I don1 t know-- 
probably convicted f o r  arson f o r  burning down an apartment house. Ray 
Edmundson had been l i v i n g  there.  Now, 1 ' m  almost su re  t h a t  was i n  Zeigler  
where t h a t  happened. 

A: I don' t  r e c a l l  t h a t ,  t he re  were a l l  kinds of things happened (laughs) 
and i t  may very w e l l  have happened. I don' t  r e c a l l  i t  part icularly--  a t  
a l l ,  a s  a  matter  of f a c t .  Ray, a s  the  sub-d i s t r i c t  pres ident ,  was q u i t e  
ac t ive ly  involved i n  the  whole p icu t re ;  he was t h e  UMW of A o f f i c e r  i n  
our county. But I don't  remember t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  thing.  

Q: Oh, he was state  provis ional  pres ident  l a t e r  on, wasn't he? 

A: I bel ieve  he was. I bel ieve  he was. But a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  time he 
was the  sub-d i s t r i c t  pres ident .  

Q: He  was from Cape Girardeau. 

A: Oh, I d i d n ' t  know that .  I knew Ray q u i t e  well.  I th ink  he maybe 
l i v e s  up around Spr ingf ie ld  now. 

Q: A s  a matter of f a c t ,  I th ink  he even ran  aga ins t  John L. Lewis a t  one 
time . 
A: Yes, I be l i eve  he did.  

Q: That was a no-no. Not too many people would t r y  t h a t .  

A: Y e s .  

Q: Did you ever meet Lewis? 
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A: Oh, yes. 

Q: When did you meet him? 

A: Oh, I don' t  know, on more than one occasion. I d i d n ' t  meet him t h i s  
t i m e ,  but  T p a r t i c u l a r l y  remember t h a t  during t h i s  period when t h e  United 
Mine Workers were de f i an t .  There came a time when, I presume, Lewis' 
people f e l t  t h a t  it was maybe time when they could a r r i v e  a t  some kind of 
an understanding, o r  maybe t h a t  Lewis could move back i n t o  the  p ic tu re ,  
because he came t o  West Frankfort t o  make a t a l k  down a t  the  high school 
auditorium, Of course, the  opposi t ion was very,  very outspoken a t  t h a t  
time, and when he came i n  t o  the  high school auditorium it was packed--on 
a Sunday afternoon. H e  walked up t o  the  speaker 's  stand and s t a r t e d  
rapping f o r  order .  H e  had a very deep voice,  you know, and was c a l l i n g  
f o r  order ,  "Let's come t o  order  now." H e  stood the re  f o r ,  oh, I don't  
h o w  how long, rapping on the  speaker 's  s tand and t ry ing  t o  c a l l  t he  
place t o  order. Oh, the re  were j u s t  boos, constant  boos. A t  one point ,  
a fe l low walked up and snatched the  gavel out  of h i s  hand, and j u s t  as 
quick as a wink, brother ,  he had i t  back--just l i k e  t h a t .  But, he never 
did ge t  t o  speak, because of t h i s  oposi t ion.  They j u s t  did not grant  him 
an audience on this p a r t i c u l a r  time. 

Some t i m e  a f t e r  that--and I don' t  r e c a l l  how long i t  was--he d id  come 
back and spoke a t  the  Fairgrounds i n  Benton. I never w i l l  f o rge t  how he 
opened his meeting. H e  came out  and sa id ,  "I come again. I s h a l l  always 
come when the  i n t e r e s t s  of the  United Mine Workers a r e  a t  stake. I 
p re fe r  t o  come on foo t ,  but when the  occasion demands, I s h a l l  come as I 
come today, flanked on e i t h e r  s i d e  by loya l  f r i ends ,  carrying a burnished 
sh ie ld ,  and backed up by the  mighty majesty of the  Law." (Mr. Purce l l  
s a i d  t h i s  i n  a deep, drawling voice t o  i m i t a t e  John L. Lewis, and then 
laughs h e a r t i l y . )  And he spoke with a good reception.  

Q: He r e a l l y  had an a b i l i t y .  A s  a matter of f a c t ,  I th ink  he read 
Shakespeare and probably could r e c i t e  Shakespeare volume by volume. 

A: Right. Well, anybody, I th ink,  who knows anything about what happened 
would have t o  say t h a t  John L. Lewis, regardless  of whether o r  not they 
agreed with h i s  methods and t a c t i c s ,  John L. Lewis did an awful l o t  f o r  
the  coa l  mines. He did most of i t  i n  s p i t e  of them ins tead of because of 
them. T mean, he d idn ' t  g e t  any help from a l o t  of them a l o t  of the  
t i m e .  He was f i g h t i n g  them while he was doing th ings  f o r  them. 

Q: He was an a u t h o r i t a r i a n  figure. He realized--or he thought--he had 
t o  be t h i s ,  and h i s t o r y  shows t h a t  no one r e a l l y  made it p r i o r  t o  him, 
unless  they were l i k e  t h i s .  

A: Right, r i g h t .  Well, I th ink  one thing,  and what you have j u s t  sa id  
bears  t h i s  out  and i t  i s  t rue .  One reason t h a t  was very evident  i n  
Franklin County was t h a t  i n  s p i t e  of the  f a c t  t h a t  he was a tough bargainer 
so  f a r  as t he  opera tors  were concerned--a tough guy t o  dea l  with--I th ink  
they respected him because they rea l i zed  t h a t  once they had a contrac t  
with him, they could depend upon i t  being enforced from h i s  angle. He 
had t h i s  going f o r  him, a s  well  a s  a l o t  of o ther  th ings ,  



Henson Purce l l  9 

Q: I had an interview with h i s  n iece  and spoke t o  her  f o r  q u i t e  some 
t i m e .  She t o l d  some i n t e r e s t i n g  s t o r i e s  about him from the  family view 
point .  H i s  a b i l i t y  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  and t o  keep everyone i n  awe was 
nat ive ,  I guess, something he was born with. Can you put your f inger  on 
any event,  o r  events ,  t h a t  seemed t o  you t o  have been the  turning point  
of the  Union war here i n  I l l i n o i s ?  Any s p e c i f i c  event t h a t  maybe changed 
the  course, o r  turned it around? 

A: No, I r e a l l y  can ' t .  I don' t  know t h a t  it was turned around, o r  t h a t  
the  course was changed, because both unions continue; they s t i l l  operate.  
The Progressives a r e  s t rong apparently i n  t h e i r  a rea  s t i l l .  It seems 
t h a t  they j u s t  divided t h e  I l l i n o i s  t e r r i t o r y  and some of the  coa l  f i e l d s  
i n  I l l i n o i s  continue t o  operate under the  Progressive Union. O f  course, 
o the r s  continue t o  operate under t h e  United Mine Workers. It seems t o  me 
t h a t  i n  the  case of Franklin County, the  operators  and the  law taking the  
pos i t ion  t h a t  the  con t rac t  would be respected j u s t  meant t h a t  t h e  United 
Mine Workers would continue, and they did continue t o  operate i n  t h i s  
county. And, of courae, the re  was r e a l l y  no turning point .  There were a 
l o t  of people who were out  of jobs because they were no longer i n  the  
United Mine Workers. I ' m  sure  some of them were r e i n s t a t e d  a f t e r  t h i s  
thing--after it  was more o r  less accepted t h a t  Franklin County was United 
Mine Workers t e r r i t o r y .  And, of course, Sal ine  county was Progressive 
t e r r i t o r y .  And some of the  t e r r i t o r y  t o  the  north of us was and s t i l l  is 
Progressive t e r r i t o r y .  So, I don' t  r e a l l y  think there was a turning 
point .  It seems t h a t  each s i d e  j u s t  got t o  the  place where they decided 
without any agreement--there was no cease fire--to accept  the  f a c t  t h a t  
they were going t o  maintain the  t e r r i t o r y  they had and move ahead and 
leave the  o ther  guys alone. So f a r  a s  1 know the re  has been no e f f o r t  on 
the  p a r t  of the  United Mine Workers t o  take over Progressive Ter r i to ry ,  
and t h e  Progressive no longer bother our people i n  Franklin County. So 
apparently they j u s t  accepted the  thing as i t  was and decided t o  go on 
from there .  

Q: What causes brother  t o  f i g h t  aga ins t  brother  i n  a s i t u a t i o n  l i k e  
t h a t ,  and even bear arms aga ins t  him? I don' t  th ink  it would happen 
today. 

A: Oh, I th ink  i t  might very w e l l .  

Q: Do you? 

A: Yes. Not about t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  but people are--1 don' t  know--geems 
l i k e  they ' re  j u s t  prone t o  choose up s ides .  We say we don' t  be l ieve  i n  
violence,  but we don' t  always prove i t ,  you h o w .  We're inc l ined t o  go 
i n  t h a t  d i rec t ion ,  i t  seems sometimes. I don' t  know how th ings  could 
have happened, t h a t  happened i n  t h i s  case,  on e i t h e r  s ide .  Not being 
involved, you can ' t  imagine t h a t  it could, but i t  did.  I presume, f o r  
ins tance ,  we have people today who a r e  almost v io len t  because they don' t  
be l ieve  i n  our violence in V i e t  Nam. And, then the re  a r e  people who are 
almost as v io len t  toward the  people who a r e  v i o l e n t ,  see. So, I don' t  
know. I th ink i t ' s  j u s t  human nature  f o r  people t o  have opinions and be 
prone t o  back them up with whatever they think it  takes  t o  make them 
stick. 
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Q: Did some of the  union meetings have a f l avor  of a Chautauqua meeting, 
o r  is t h i s  j u s t  a bad s imi le?  

A: No, no. I don't  th ink  any of them had t h a t .  I mean, i t  was a very 
se r ious  th ing from both points  of view. Anytime one of these  groups 
ca l l ed  a mass meeting t h e r e  was no holiday atmosphere. They had speakers 
t o  back up t h e i r  pos i t ion  and t o  t r y  t o  sel l  t h e i r  program and t h e i r  
ideas.  Perhaps they condemned the  o ther  s ide ,  but I don' t  th ink  the re  
was any semblance of holiday atmosphere. 

Q: West Frankfort is  a German name. Is the  miner i n  t h i s  a rea  predominantly 
Gexmaa, o r  what is the  e thn ic  mix here? 

A: No. West Frankfort  has a c t u a l l y  been a very d e f i n i t e  melting pot 
town. There was a time back i n  the  ea r ly  years--this would be the  e a r l y  
1900's and the  1900's--when we had what was known i n  West Frankfort as 
patches. A l o t  of people came t o  t h i s  country, and t o  I l l i n o i s ,  and t o  
Franklin County from other  countr ies  t o  work i n  the  coal  mines. W e  have, 
f o r  instance,  an  I t a l i a n  patch, a Lituanian patch, a Russian patch, and a 
Bulgarian patch where the  people f o r  some reason o r  another seemed t o  
sett le i n  s p e c i f i c  p a r t s  of town. They are countrymen and more o r  l e s s  
together .  For a good many years a l o t  of them re ta ined t h e i r  na t ive  
customs, spoke t h e i r  na t ive  tongue, and j u s t  d i d  not  go through the  
melting pot  f o r  a long t i m e .  

To m e  the  i n t e r e s t i n g  th ing about t h i s  has always been [ t h a t ]  t h e  o lder  
people l ived  l i k e  t h i s ,  and they d idn ' t  become a p a r t  of the  community 
f o r  a long t i m e .  But they operated neighborhood s t o r e s  and prospered, I 
don't  mean a l l  of them, but the re  was a neighborhood s t o r e  i n  every one 
of these places. I n  s p i t e  of the  f a c t  t h a t  you could hardly hold a 
conversation with some of these people, they were a b l e  t o  dea l  with 
people on a business bas i s ,  make change, and a l l  t h i s  s t u f f ,  and make 
money, And they did.  Then t h e i r  k ids ,  of course, weren't through our 
schools and played on our f o o t b a l l  teams and our basketbal l  teams and 
excelled i n  t h e i r  c l a s s e s  with the  r e s u l t  t h a t  we s t i l l  have them here. 
The only way you know t h a t  they ' re  e thn ic  people is t h a t  they have e thn ic  
names. But, they ' re  j u s t  a s  American as we a r e .  

Q: What was the  population i n  West Frankfort back i n  the  heyday of coal  
mining? 

A: Well, at one time we had about 20,000. When the  coal  mines s t a r t e d  
closing,  because of coa l  reserves  being worked out  and t h i s  kind of 
th ing,  we l o s t  about twenty percent of our population j u s t  almost overnight.  
A l o t  of t h i s  happened almost overnight ,  i t  seemed. It wasn't t h a t  f a s t  
of course, but a l o t  of these  coal  mines s t a r t e d  about the  same time and 
they worked out  about the  same t i m e .  So, we h i t  our hey day with a l o t  
of these mines about the  same time. 

Q: Where did  the people go? 

A: I don' t  know, j u s t  everywhere so  far a s  I know--all over. 
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Q: A couple o the r  inc iden t s  took place about t h i s  time. Charl ie  Birger 
was running through t h i s  a rea  j u s t  about then. Do you r e c a l l  any of 
those inc idents?  

A: (chuckles) Oh, very d e f i n i t e l y ,  very d e f i n i t e l y .  There were a l o t  
of th ings  t h a t  stood out  i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  thing. Of course, a s  you 
know t h i s  had t o  do with a so-called war between two groups of people: 
one known a s  the  Birger Gang and the  o the r  a s  t h e  Shelton Gang. The 
Sheltons were centered up around F a i r f i e l d ,  and Birger  was from Sa l ine  
County. Well, t h i s  went on f o r  qu i t e  a long while. The most of it, so 
f a r  a s  we were concerned, was i n  Williamson County. 

One of the th ings  t h a t  has always stood out  i n  my mind and, I th ink,  has 
on the  p a r t  of some of our people, is t h a t  the  one murder t h a t  was cammitted 
i n  our county was the  one f o r  which Charl ie  was hanged. There were a l o t  
of murders i n  south of us and i n  the  o ther  a rea ,  but  only one murder 
[here] .  Now, they operated i n  and out  of our county a l l  t he  t i m e .  For 
instance,  when they w e r e  a t  t h e i r  heyday some of these  guys would come t o  
town wearing t h e i r  six-guns. A couple of them would--shall we say--patrol 
t h e  outs ide  of a barbershop while the  t h i r d  one went i n  and got a shave 
and a h a i r  c u t ,  maybe. So t h a t  they operated openly. They a c t u a l l y  
bothered no one i n  West Frankfort ,  but  they were i n  and out. 

Another th ing,  t h a t  is p a r t i c u l a r l y  outstanding, I th ink,  is t h a t  while 
i t  got t o  the  place where people were almost a f r a i d  t o  ge t  out  on the  
highways. There were no ins tances  t h a t  I have known of where they ever 
bothered anybody except t h e i r  own enemies. But t h i s  d idn ' t  change the  
f a c t  t h a t  people were a f r a i d  t o  ge t  out ,  because the re  was t a l k  about 
them roaming the  highways with armored cars and t h i s  kind of thing.  Over 
between Marion and Harrisburg on Highway 13, Birger had a kind of a 
headquarters the re  t h a t  was known a s  Shady Rest. The o ther  o u t f i t  bambed 
it  from the  a i r  one t i m e .  It was a p r e t t y  b ig  operation. I saw Birger 
hanged and, w e l l - - I  don' t  know. (chuckles) I had two o r  th ree  experiences 
concerning Birger t h a t  w e r e  i n t e res t ing .  I thought they were a t  t h a t  
time. 

A t  the  time Birger was i n  j a i l  wait ing t o  be hanged, we had i n  West 
Frankfort  a g ian t  crusade--a B i l ly  Sunday Crusade. A l o t  of the  churches 
got together ,  brought B i l l y  Sunday t o  town, b u i l t  a tabernacle on a 
vacant l o t  down the re  nor th  of where the  c i t y  h a l l  i s  now, and had t h i s  
crusade. Of course, B i l l y  Sunday w a s  d i f f e r e n t  than any preacher t h a t .  
anybody ever saw o r  heard. He j u s t  d idn ' t  operate l i k e  a preacher. But 
he was very dynamic, and he got r e s u l t s .  I was probably more i n t e r e s t e d  
o r  more concerned about what I thought would make a good s t o r y  than I was 
i n  Char l ie  Birger 'a soul .  But somewhere along the  l i n e  I decided it  
would be a good dea l  t o  see i f  I could take Bi l ly  Sunday up and le t  him 
t a l k  t o  Charl ie  Birger while he was i n  jail wait ing t o  be hanged. So I 
went over t o  see him [Sunday] one day. The guy spent most of h i s  day 
tlme hours i n  bed reading, o r  checking h i s  notes,  o r  what not--he always 
had a book. So I talked with him and v i s i t e d  with him. Final ly  I to ld  
him what I had i n  mind and t h a t  I wondered i f  he'd be i n t e r e s t e d  i n  going 
up and t a lk ing  with Charl ie  Birger. Oh, he j u s t  warmed up t o  it quickly, 
and sa id ,  "Why, yes," he'd be glad t o  go. W e  set a t i m e  and a day, and I 
picked him up and took him up t o  the  jail t o  t a l k  t o  Charl ie  Birger. I 
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could hardly wait because I could j u s t  imagine how a guy l i k e  B i l ly  
Sunday was going t o  preach t o  Charl ie  about how he had wasted h i s  l i f e ,  
and a l l  t h i s  s t u f f ,  To my g rea t  amazement, B i l ly  Sunday hung on the  bars  
of the  j a i l  ou t s ide  the  c e l l ,  and Charl ie  did a l l  t he  t a lk ing  about h i s  
escapades and h i s  run i n s  with these gangsters  and a l l  t h i s  kind of 
thing. And Sunday was the  audience. So, I got a k ick  out  of t h a t .  

Q: Sunday probably used t h a t  i n  many, many sermons, 

A: Oh, I imagine he d id ,  but  I d idn ' t  ge t  the  s t o r y  I was looking fo r .  
Well, it  was i n t e r e s t i n g .  Charl ie  Birger was not even present  a t  the  
murder f o r  which he was hanged. He was, of course, convicted of having 
p lo t t ed  it, planned it and ordered i t  and t h i s  kind of th ing,  but he 
wasn't there .  

I spent  the  n ight  i n  j a i l  j u s t  below h i s  c e l l .  The bars  were open where 
you could see  him and hear  him ta lk ing ,  i n  what is  a l i t t l e  recept ion  
room where they take the  pr isoners  i n  when they book them. It 's r i g h t  
below where c h a r l i e ' s  death c e l l  was, and, a s  I sa id ,  the  bars  were open. 
I and another fel low o r  two spent the  n ight  there .  H e  d idn ' t  s l eep  a 
wink a l l  night .  There were a few people who came i n  t o  see him during 
the  n ight  and went up and v i s i t e d  with him. He, again, spent most of the  
n ight  t a lk ing  t o  t h e  people who came i n  t o  see  him about h i s  l i f e  and 
escapades i n  which he had been involved with h i s  r i v a l s  and t h i s  kind of 
thing. So, he wasn't apparently upset.  

It seems t o  me i n  a case of t h i s  kind--and I ' v e  seen four guys hanged--you'd 
th ink t h a t  a guy'd go nu t s  j u s t  thinking about it. Well, i t  seems t o  me 
t h a t  what takes over i n  place of t h a t  is  a determination t o  go without 
cracking up, t o  go bravely. This is  what happened i n  most every [case] ,  
a l l  except one. This is what happened i n  Birger 's  case. H e  talked a l l  
n ight  and he wasn't sleepy and he wasn't upset apparently. Be d idn ' t  
t a l k  about the  f a c t  t h a t  he was going t o  d ie .  

Early the  next morning when it came time t o  take  him out--they always 
hang them a t  sun up, you know, and everybody i n  the  country was a deputy 
t o  be the re  t o  see t h a t  it  was done properly (laughs)--he s t a r t e d  out  
through the  j a i l  with h i s  hands handcuffed before him, and he stopped. 
The s h e r i f f ' s  wife was i n  the  livingroom--he went through t h e  S h e r i f f ' s  
qua r t e r s  t o  go outs ide  t o  the  gallows--and he stopped and thanked her  for 
the  treatment t h a t  he had received while he was i n  j a i l .  Then he went on 
out  and climbed t h e  t h i r t e e n  s teps .  

End of Side One, Tape One 

A: He turned around and faced a Jewish rabbi--you know Charl ie  was 
Jewish--he faced a Jewish rabbi  who was standing on the  top s t e p  who had 
come t o  be present  and s a i d  something about what he owed t o  t h i s  wonderful 
rabbi.  Then they put the  hood on h i s  head, and away he went. But t h a t  
was the  deal  so f a r  a s  Char l ie  was concerned. 
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Q: Were you surpr ised  when he reacted t h a t  way a t  t h a t  time? O f  course, 
you sa id  you have witnessed severa l  hangings. 

A: Well, I r e a l l y  was. I don' t  know what you expect, but I guess you 
expect a guy t o  crack up, j u s t  go wild. But he d idn ' t .  He was j u s t  as 
calm a s  he could be, and he d idn ' t  plead h i s  innocence. Now, i n  one or 
two cases they've done t h a t ,  claimed t h a t  they were innocent r i g h t  on the  
very l a s t  minute. But Charl ie  made no claim about being innocent. In 
f a c t ,  he didn ' t  say anything about t h a t  angle of i t  a t  a l l .  It was j u s t  
over almost a s  quickly a s  you could t e l l  about it. 

Q: [He] looked a t  the  sun and sa id ,  "Beautiful day." 

A: Beautiful  world, r i g h t .  

Q: Beautiful  world, oh. 

A: Right. Quite a speech. 

Q: Yes. Well, do you see any connection, maybe i n  an a b s t r a c t  way, with 
t h e  Charlie Birger gang, and t h e  Shelton gang, and t h e  armed fights 
between the  union groups i n  I l l i n o i s ?  

A: Oh, no. There was no connection whatever. 

Q: No connection a t  a l l ?  

A: No, they w e r e  just a s  completely d i f f e r e n t  a s  Korea and Viet Nam 
were. 

Q: All r igh t .  This happened i n  cen t ra l  I l l i n o i s ,  but was Fred Thomasson 
a member of the  Charl ie  Birger gang? 

A: H e  l ived here, r igh t .  

Q: I hadn't  seen the  name Thomasson before and i t  described him a s  being 
a member of the  West Frankfort Lions Club. There was one guy who was 
a l s o  a char te r  member of the  West Frankfort Lions Club, and a t  one time 
served a s  secre tary  of the  West Frankfort Lions Club, who worked with 
Charlie. 

Q: What was Char l ie ' s  gang? 

A: Well, ac tua l ly ,  I don' t  know. It was j u s t  some kind of controversy 
t h a t  he got Into with some of these  Shelton people and one th ing j u s t  l ed  
t o  another. I don' t  know t h a t  the re  was any overa l l  object ive.  It 's 
j u s t  t h a t  they turned out  t o  be mortal enemies. It s t a r t e d  over some 
kind of a deal  t h a t  he claimed--or they claimed--happened, I th ink,  over 
i n  Sal ine  County. I don't  r e a l l y  know what was involved. It just went 
from one thing t o  another. Like I s a i d ,  the re  was no overa l l  program of 
any kind. 

Q: Nothing l i k e  bootlegging, o r  anything else? 
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A: Oh, no. No. 

Q: Do you r e c a l l  the  Ber r i a  Massacre? 

A: Y e s ,  yes. 

Q: Were you i n  the  v i c i n i t y  when t h a t  happened? 

A: Really, no. I was here  [ i n  West Frankfort] .  T was down the re  a 
shor t  time a f t e r  i t  happened. That 's one I missed, I wasn't t he re  when 
i t  happened, But it was, of course, qu i t e  a tragedy. It was a t e r r i b l e  
th ing,  of course. But, no, I was not  the re  when i t  happened but I heard 
a l o t  of s t o r i e s  about it. 

Q: Was the re  a connection between the  Birger gang, the  Shelton gang, the  
Herrin Massacre, and t h e  Ku Klux Klan? 

A: There was no connection between any of them. No. They happened a t  
d i f f e r e n t  times i n  h i s t o r y ,  and they were not  r e l a t e d  in any way t o  my 
knowledge. I ' m  su re  they weren't. The Birger-Shelton thing was j u s t  
what it was labeled. It was a gang war, two groups of people warring 
aga ins t  each other .  The massacre had nothing t o  do with the  Progressive 
and t h e  United Workers. It was j u s t  t h a t  they had a s t r i k e  of United 
Workers a t  t h i s  mine where t h i s  thing occurred. The people e l ec ted  t o  
bring i n  people t o  take  the  jobs, and i t  d idn ' t  work. But t h e r e  was no 
r e l a t i o n  t o  the  Progressive th ing i n  any way, none t o  the  gang war. And 
t he re  was no r e l a t i o n  between the  Ku Klux Rlan th ing and the  gang wars. 

Q: I ' m  not  f ami l i a r  with t h a t  a t  a l l .  What was t h a t  about? 

A: What happened, of course, i n  t h e  Ku Klux Klan war, was t h a t  t h i s  was 
during the  Prohibi t ion  Era and the re  was a l o t  of d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  on the  
p a r t  of a l o t  of people with the  way the  l a w  concerning l iquor  was enforced, 
o r  not enforced i n  Williamson County. So t he  people i n  Southern I l l i n o i s  
formed t h e  Ku Klux Klan, and i t  got  t o  be a tremendous organizat ion.  The 
thing t h a t  was always su rp r i s ing  t o  m e  about i t ,  and s t i l l  i s ,  was that 
it  got  t o  the  place where among the  leaders  were the  outstanding minis ters  
of the area--preachers of various denominations who were among the  laaders  
i n  t h i s  thing. They were t h e  people who went t o  t h e  b ig  meetings and 
spoke. O f  course, a t  the  he ight  of t h i s  Ku Klux Klan th ing ,  they would 
have huge meetings out  i n  t h e  fields--out i n  the  b i g  open f i e l d s .  [There 
were] j u s t  thousands of people there.  A l o t  of them were i n  robes a d  
t h i s  kind of thing.  There would be people p a t r o l l i n g  the  highways i n  the  
v i c i n i t y .  The big  thing t h a t  happened was t h a t  the  Ku Klux Klan people, 
because they were unhappy with law enforcement, f i n a l l y  brought i n  a 
fel low by the  name of Glen Young. You've heard of him? 

Q: I think I have. 

A: Well, he a c t u a l l y  was j u s t  a gunman. He was a real personable guy, a 
n ice  guy t o  t a l k  t o  and a p r e t t y  n ice  looking guy. But he was a h i red  
gunman. Now, they t o l d  a l l  kind of s t o r i e s  about him having been, before 
he came t o  Southern I l l i n o i s ,  a deputy United S t a t e s  Marshall. I personally 
don't  be l ieve  he ever w a s ,  but  t h i s  was one of t h e  s t o r i e s  t h a t  they 
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t o l d .  Anyway, what happened was t h a t  they brought t h i s  guy i n  t o  head up 
the  Ku Klux Klan l iquor  law enforcement--prohibition enforcement--because 
they claimed t h a t  the  o f f i c i a l s  were not  doing it. Well, (laughs) t h e r e  
were hundreds of these  Ku Klux Klansmen and they got t o  the  point  t o  
where they would r a i d  a whole community. I n  those times we had what 
were known a s  J u s t i c e s  of t h e  Peace; they passed a law t o  outlaw them a 
few years ago, but they were l i t t l e  courts .  These J u s t i c e s  of the  Peace 
had power under the  law t o  i s sue  warrants,  So, the  Ku Klux Klans people 
would go t o  one of t h e i r  J u s t i c e s  of the  Peace, a J u s t i c e  of the  Peace 
who was a Ku Klux Klansman, and he would i s sue  warrants f o r  them when 
they needed o r  wanted t o  make a ra id .  And they would pick out  maybe a 
l i t t l e  mining community, f o r  ins tance ,  and r a i d  every house i n  town. 
They would go t o  these  people [ J u s t i c e s  of the  Peace] and ge t  John Doe 
warrants,  and they'd go out  and r a i d  t h i s  whole town. I was i n  Johnston 
City one n ight  and they had staged a big r a i d  somewhere, I don' t  know 
where. There was no place b ig  enough t h a t  they could j a i l  these  people 
down i n  t h a t  p a r t  of the  country and nobody they could take them before. 
They had t o  take  them before a United S t a t e s  Commissioner, and the re  was 
a United S t a t e s  Commissioner i n  Benton, but  the re  was none around there.  
They brought these  people t o  Johnston City and herded them i n t o  the  
Masonic Hall .  They kept them the re  u n t i l  they could have a chartered 
t r a i n  made up t o  move t h i s  whole groupthere must have been two hundred 
and f i f t y  of them, I don' t  know, the re  was a l o t  of them--to Benton t o  
make t h e i r  appearance before t h e  United S t a t e s  Commissioner. And of 
course, t h i s  f i n a l l y  developed i n t o  a kind of a two-way war, too. The Ku 
Klux on one s ide ,  and people who were opposed t o  what they were doing on 
the  o ther  s ide .  There was a fel low by the  name of Ora Thomas who i t  
turned out  ca r r i ed  the  gun f o r  the  o the r  s ide .  The s t o r y  got around 
somewhere along the  l i n e  t h a t  i f  these two guys ever met, there 'd  be a 
shoot out.  And they met. And the re  was a shoot out  and they were both 
k i l l e d .  (laughs) 

Q: Where did t h a t  happen? 

A: It happened i n  a h o t e l  lobby i n  Herrin,  r i g h t  on the  main s t r e e t ,  
r i g h t  down i n  the  hea r t  of town. So, we've had a l o t  of th ings  happen. 

Q: Could you r e l a t e  what happened i n  the  mine d i s a s t e r  here i n  West 
Frankfort? 

A: It was j u s t  one of those things t h a t  happens i n  coal  mines. And 
nobody today knows exact ly  what did happen, so  f a r  a s  I know. It was 
t h a t  the re  was gas i n  the  mine somewhere, somehow, and apparently t o  a 
p r e t t y  b ig  extent  and something touched It. What touched i t  o f f ,  of 
course, is s t i l l  a matter of specula t ion  and guess work because nobody 
knows, It could have been one of any number of things.  But i t  happened 
and the re  were, as I r e c a l l  i t  now, one hundred and twenty k i l l e d .  It 
was a t e r r i b l e  th ing,  of course. You can imagine it! Most of the  town 
was standing around on a cold wintery night .  It happened j u s t  a few days 
before Christmas. You could j u s t  see the  vapor coming up out  of the  mine 
s h a f t .  O f  course, they roped it  off  as quickly a s  they could t o  keep the  
people back so  they could work. You can imagine hal f  the  town--most of 
them famil ies ,  and women and chi ldren  crying and carry ing on--standing up 
agains t  t h i s  rope j u s t  a s  c lose  a s  they could get  a11 n lght  long, and 
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wondering what had happened t o  t h e i r  people. As the  night  wore on they 
[ the  rescuers]  f i n a l l y  began t o  g e t  t o  some of them and they'd bring them 
out.  It was . . . oh, I don' t  know . . . it was . . . i t ' s  j u s t ,  they 
took the  bodies down t o  the  junior  high school gymnasium and j u s t  l a i d  
them out  on the  f l o o r  on s t r e t c h e r s .  A l l  n ight  long people [were] coming 
through, t ry ing  t o  i d e n t i f y ,  t ry ing  t o  f ind  t h e i r  people. It was a 
t e r r i b l e  thing.  

Q: One of the  s i d e  e f f e c t s  of t h i s  would be how the  people r eac t  afterwards. 
Did th ings  slow down t o  a l o t  slower pace i n  the  community a f t e r  such a 
t r a g i c  event? 

A: Well, they did.  A s  I s a i d  t h i s  was j u s t  before Christmas. For two 
o r  th ree  days, it j u s t  stopped Christmas business. But then j u s t  before 
Christmas-maybe the  day before--man, they j u s t  covered the  p laces  up i n  
town, I suppose a l o t  of people were here from other  places who had come 
i n  because of r e l a t i v e s  o r  the re  were a l o t  of o f f i c i a l s  here--a l o t  of 
reporters--everbody, Well, a t  the  l a s t  minute they suddenly rea l i zed ,  
"Here's Christmas." So they were j u s t  covered up with business on Christmas 
Eve n ight ,  f o r  instance.  Y e s ,  i t  was a t e r r i b l e  th ing and i f  you can 
imagine the  day before Christmas, and on Christmas, the  town was j u s t  
f i l l e d  with funera l  processions, sometimes hal f  a dozen going a t  the  same 
time. It was j u s t  t e r r i b l e .  

You missed another one of our b ig  tragedies.  The torando, I bel ieve  
there  were one hundred and f o r t y  k i l l e d  i n  tha t .  It wiped out  a whole 
sec t ion  of town. 

Q: When did  t h a t  happen? 

A: I bel ieve  i t  was 1925 t h a t  the  tornado w a s ,  I be l i eve  t h a t ' s  r i g h t .  

I want t o  t e l l  you one l i t t l e  inc ident  about the  tornado. This th ing h i t  
about 4:00 i n  the  afternoon,  and I mean the  noise  was j u s t  l i k e  a b ig  
f r e i g h t  t r a i n  going through town. Nobody rea l i zed  when they heard i t  
what it was u n t i l  people began t o  c a l l  in .  For instance,  they s t a r t e d  
c a l l i n g  the  newspaper o f f i c e ,  "What's happened out  i n  the  northwest p a r t  
of town?" Well, of course, we d idn ' t  know. The c a l l s  kept ge t t ing  
th icker  and more of them a l l  the  t i m e .  F inal ly  somebody suggested t h a t  
something had happened out  there .  So I went out  there ,  and t h a t  whole 
pa r t  of t o m  was j u s t  leveled. J u s t  l i ke  you'd taken a l o t  of b ig  shipping 
car tons  o r  c r a t e s  and j u s t  f l a t t e n e d  them. They spent the  n ight  digging 
people out  of t h e i r  homes. As quickly a s  they could, they set up emergency 
h o s p i t a l s  i n  Lodge h a l l s  and churches and everywhere. Doctors and nurses 
c a m  i n  from surrounding communities t o  help. They'd take these  bodies 
as they'd ge t  t h e m  out  of the  wreckage of t h e i r  homes and took them down 
t o  the  undertakers. There was one undertaking establishment down on West 
Main S t r e e t .  Out i n  back of t h i s  place they had a kind of a shed--I 
guess it was a garage, but it  a c t u a l l y  was j u s t  a shed where they kept 
t h e i r  equipment--and on one s i d e  of t h i s  the re  was a she l f .  I don' t  know 
what i t  was ever the re  fo r .  Because they d i d n ' t  have room t o  take  ca re  
of these people l i ke  they normally would, they j u s t  stacked them like 
cord wood on t h i s  b i g  long shel f  i n  t h i s  shed. And people j u s t  f i l e d  
through t h i s  thing a l l  n ight  long looking f o r  t h e i r  people. When they 
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would i d e n t i f y  somebody, somebody connected with the  undertaking establishment 
would t i e  a shipping t a g  t o  one of the  toes  of the  body and write the  
guy's name on it  u n t i l  they could take care  of him. W e l l ,  I don't  know 
whether you've ever been through a th ing l i k e  t h i s  o r  not .  I n  a th ing of 
t h i s  kind where t h e r e ' s  a l o t  of death, death kind of loses  i t s  horror .  
It 's j u s t  a n igh t ' s  work. So you r e a l i z e ,  here  I ' m  covering a b ig  s to ry ,  
and you're not shook too much about the  f a c t  t h a t  he re ' s  f o r t y  o r  f i f t y  
bodies laying up here. But you know, we had th ree  k ids  a t  home, l i t t l e  
shavers. I ' d  been mi l l ing  around i n  t h i s  th ing  a l l  n ight  long, l i k e  I 
sa id ,  and I was kind of hardened t o  it a l l ,  I guess. But sometime during 
the  ea r ly  morning, I walked i n t o  a f r o n t  room i n  t h i s  undertaking establishment 
and the re  was a bench of a thing on one wall  and ly ing on t h i s  bench were 
the  bodies of twenty-two babies. And they were i n  every desc r ip t ion  t h a t  
you could imagine; timbers through t h e i r  bodies, t h e i r  faces  muti lated,  
bloody and everything, and some of them were laying the re  j u s t  l i k e  they 
could speak t o  you. Well, I stopped; t h i s  j u s t  did something t o  me. I 
stopped the re  and looked a t  those kids and s t a r t e d  pu t t ing  my kids  faces 
on. 

Q: I b e t  you did.  

A: Yes, I did.  Yes, because I don' t  know, you can ' t  imagine what t h i s  
would do t o  you. Yes. 

Q: Well, West Frankfort  su re  has had i t s  share  of t ragedies  and the  two 
inc idents ,  the  coa l  mine d i s a s t e r  and the  tornado and the  mine a c t i v i t i e s .  
What do you see as the  f u t u r e  f o r  mining--for West Frankfort  and the  a l s o  
f o r  mining i n  general? 

A: Well, I th ink  t h a t  the re  has t o  be a b ig  f u t u r e  f o r  mining i n  general ,  
now. I th ink the  f u t u r e  f o r  mining i n  general  may be a l o t  d i f f e r e n t  
from what i t  is  f o r  mining i n  West Frankfort.  We have a l l  t h i s  t a l k  and 
have had now f o r  the  l a s t  two o r  th ree  years. I don't  mean necessa r i ly  
t a l k ,  but  comment i n  the  newspaper and on t e l e v i s i o n  and i n  the  magazines 
and one th ing and another ,  about energy shortage. Well, energy can only 
mean coal  . . . so we've got t o  have coal.  And I th ink  we w i l l  have and 
I th ink t h i s  w i l l  have t o  be the  answer. Now, they t a l k  about atomic 
energy p lan t s  but they haven't  got ten  anywhere with it ye t ;  i t 's  apparently 
too expensive o r  something. It seems t o  me t h a t  coal  is--and w i l l  probably 
f o r  a long time continue t o  be--the answer t o  the  energy problem. And i t  
is a big  problem, I guess, from what people say--the people i n  pos i t ions  
of author i ty .  So, i t  seems t o  me t h a t  the re  i s  a b ig  f u t u r e  f o r  coal .  
Now, so f a r  a s  West Frankfort and the  Southern I l l i n o i s  a rea  i s  concerned, 
I don't  know. There a r e  a l o t  more regula t ions  now f o r  s t r i p  mining than 
there  used t o  be. W e  have never had any i n  t h i s  county, but we have i n  
nearby counties,  Perry County, Jackson County, and some i n  Williamson 
County, and a l i t t l e  i n  Sa l ine  County, I think.  

But, apparently t h i s  s t r i p  mining i s  going t o  be more d i f f i c u l t  a l l  the  
time because of the  r e s t r i c t i o n s  t h a t  w i l l  be placed on them and it w i l l  
be more expensive, of course. I n  regard t o  the  f u t u r e  f o r  West Frankfort:  
i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  are--we'll say West Frankfort--the #6 vein  i s  what 
they've mined here largely .  The physical  f ea tu res  were more adaptable t o  
mining, apparently,  with t h e  #6 vein. It was th icker  and b e t t e r  coal  and 
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a l l  t h i s  kind of thing. It's p r e t t y  w e l l  exhausted i n  our area. Now, 
the re ' s  s t i l l  some here,  I think. But a s  f a r  as any b ig  operat ions a r e  
concerned, a s  I understand it ,  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  deposi t  of coal  is  p r e t t y  
w e l l  worked out .  There is l o t s  of coa l  beneath i t ,  but  I th ink t h a t  
g a s i f i c a t i o n  and l i q u i f i c a t i o n  of coal  is the  answer. And I be l i eve  i t  
w i l l  come; I don' t  know when. We've been t o l d  f o r  the  l a s t  two o r  th ree  
years  t h a t  they have an experimental p lant  going i n  Chicago now with the  
idea of f inding out  what they can do and how p r a c t i c a l  t h i s  kind of an 
operat ion can be. Now what they ' re  f inding out ,  of course, they only 
know. But, we've been t o l d  f o r  the  l a s t  two or th ree  years  t h a t  the re  is 
a possibility--a very g rea t  poss ib i l i ty- tha t  the re  w i l l  be, i n  the not  
too d i s t a n t  fu tu re ,  a p lan t  of t h i s  type--a conversion type operation--in 
Southern I l l i n o i s .  Now i t  may not  be i n  West Frankfort.  It may be near 
the r i v e r .  They've got t o  have water,  too, a s  I understand i t .  I ' m  not  
su re  about how it operates. But anyway, I th ink  t h i s  has t o  be the  
fu tu re  of coal  i n  Southern I l l i n o i s .  Yes, well ,  they've been t a lk ing  
t h i s  f o r  some t i m e ,  and I th ink  i t  w i l l  happen. Whether it 's ever p r a c t i c a l  
o r  not ,  they have t o  do this experimenting before t h e y ' l l  know whether 
i t ' s  p r a c t i c a l .  

Q: W e l l ,  M r .  Purce l l ,  I c e r t a i n l y  enjoyed the  time and the  opportunity 
t o  interview you. 

A: Well, I ' ve  enjoyed t a lk ing  t o  you. One of the  bes t  th ings  I do is 
t a lk .  I never say anything worthwhile, but  I l i k e  t o  ta lk .  (laughs) 

Q: Oh, you're a g r e a t  s t o r y  t e l l e r ,  you r e a l l y  are .  

A: A lot of th ings  have happened and 1 ' m  inc l ined t o  th ink t h a t  perhaps 
I w i l l  have l ived  during the  period t h a t  has of fered  people t h e  g r e a t e s t  
rewards and oppor tuni t ies  of a l l  times, pas t  o r  fu ture .  I don' t  th ink  
t h i s  is t r u e  so f a r  a s  technology is  concerned, because I th ink we're 
j u s t  i n  t h e  infancy when we t a l k  about technology. we've j u s t  s t a t ed .  

Q: That 's t rue .  But you have t o  have the  o the r  f i r s t .  

A: Yes. Well, thank you very, very much. 

End of Side Two, Tape One 


