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without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Table of Contents

Personal Background . . . . « « + « ¢ s o«

Battle of Mulkeytown. . . + « « + + « &« o+ &

Sheriff Browning's and States Attorney Hart'

Forays into Franmklin County . . . . « « . &
Community Reaction to Union Troubles. . . .
Shootings . « « ¢ &+ & & & o ¢ ¢ ¢ o s s &
Ray Edmundson . . « « + o « o o« s o = o s =«

J ohn L - Lewis - - - L) - - L] - - - - - - - L]

8

United Mine Worker's and Progressive's Territory.

Brother Against Brother . . . . . + « « + &
Atmosphere of Union Meetings. . . . . . . .
Ethnic Mix and Population of West Frankfort
The Birger Gang and the Shelton Gang. . . .
Charlie Birger Meets Billy Sunday . . . . .
Charlie Birger's Hanging., . . . « « « « « &
The Herrin Massacre . . . « &« « « o « & o« &«
The Ku Klux Klan War (Prohibition). . . . .
The Mine Disaster in West Frankfort . . . .
The Tornado in 1925 ., . . + « + « « o « + &

Future of Mining in West Frankfort. . . . .

.10
.10
.11
.12
.12
14
.14
.15
.16

l17




Henson Purcell, November 24, 1972, West Frankfort, Illinois.

Rex Rhodes, Interviewer.

Q: Could you give us a brief background sketch of yourself before we get
down to the specifics of the mine war?

A: Of course. I've been in this racket most of my life, I grew up over
at Carrier Mills in Saline County. Way back when I was a youngster, my
dad had what was known in those days as a germeral store where you handled
everything from groceries to dry goods, furniture, shoes, barrel salt,
fence wire, and the works. Rather early in this experience, my dad and
another fellow bought the Carrier Mills Mail which was a hand set weekly
newspaper in this little town of Carrier Mills. He told me one morning,
"Henson, I want you to go down and work at the Carrier Mills Mail." 1I'd
always thought that of all the things in the world that I wouldn't want

to do, it was that, because I'd seen these guys hand packing this type.
But I went down there and worked a little while with a printer by the

name of Guy Newman. Before I'd been there long enough to hardly know
which way was up, or anything about the operationm at all. Guy told me

one day that he had a job and was leaving, 80 I was left with the mechanical
part of the thing. In an operation like that you get involved in a

little bit of all of it, the news end as well as the rest of it. So I

was there for a year and a half or two years, I guess.

Then I went to Johnston City with the Williamson County News, and was
down there about a year and a half. Then the Williamson County News
folded. Incidently, it was owned by a formexr State Senator from down
there, Guy Crisenbery. I don't know if you ever knew about him or not,
but he was known all over the area. He was quite active in the support
of Southern Illinois University, and that kind of thing, after he got
into the senate. So then, at about that time I came to West Frankfort.
The people who owned the American were operating a weekly newspaper known
as the Frankfort American. They had decided to start a daily and did
start it on September 1, 1916. They needed additional help so I came up
to West Frankfort as a printer., I've been here ever since. (laughs)

Yes, about fifty-four years of it. I worked in just about every department
they had. I worked as a printer, foreman, advertising manager, business
manager, city editor, managing editor, general manager--the works, one

time or antoher--finally editor and general manager when the place changed
hands back about four years ago.

Q: So you came right through the ranks?
A: Right, right, right.
Q: Well, as you know, I'm pursuing the union war beween the United Mine

Workers and the Progressive Minexrs of America., Looking back, one could
say the real thrust of the war began at the battle of Mulkeytown in




Hengon Purcell 2

August, 1932. Would you recall some of the background of the battle of
Mulkeytown? What led up to it, and then the battle itself?

[

E A: Well, this was quite a thrilling experience. This was really not the

E beginning; it was at the heart of the thing. It all started with dissatisfaction

; on the part of a lot of the coal miners with the United Mine Workers of

i America operation and John L., Lewis' operation of the union. There were

é a lot of people involved. In our county, we had a lot of people who were

‘ Progressive at heart, but under the system under which the coal mines
operate, a man can work at the coal mine only if he has membership in the
union with which they [the mine operators] have a contract. The minas in

f this county, as well as all over the state, were under contract with the

» United Mine Workers of America. So when this thing started and got

i pretty active in Franklin County, the coal operators decided, for some

! reason or other, that in spite of the fact that they had found Johm L.

t Lewis and his people great antagonists, They elected to go along with

E him, to recognize, and continue to operate under the United Mine Workers
of America contract, instead of playing along with the Progressives.

l‘ Well,this didn't stop coal miners from going Progressive, shall we say.

[ A lot of them were Progressives at heart and a let of them affiliated

! with the Progressive Union, but as they indentified themselves, of course,

| they lost their jobs.
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The law in this county consisted of the States Attorney, the Sheriff and
hig staff, the police forces in the various communities, and, at that
time, we had Justices of the Peach and Constables, The Law, shall we
say, in Franklin County explained their position by saying they were not
taking any sides in the union controversy, but they were going to respect
the right of any man to work, who wished to work, That meant they were
going to support the United Mine Workers, and they did that consistently
during the process of the thing. There were quite a lot of people deputized
as special deputies and, of course, they were members of the United Mine
Workers. They were the people who were involved and they were citizems,
There got to be quite a staff of law enforcement people enforcing the
right of a man to work if he was working under contract,

Of course, there were efforts to picket these mines, but they placed
police and deputies, In every case, so far as I know, the pickets were
driven off the premises, so that the law very effectively enforced the
, right of a man to work. It was not long until there were a lot of miners
{ in Franklin County out of work because they had affiliated with the
g Progressives, [they] could not continue to work because the Progressives
| had no contract with our operators. So, this is where the thing was when
i we got into this battle of Mulkeytown.

[The Progressive] organization was centered up around Gillespie and
i Benld, as I remember it. The word got out that they hadn't been able to
do anything with local people down here in Franklin County by way of
} picketing and stopping production of coal at these United Mine Workers of
’ America mines, The word was out that they were going to stage a march on
iy Franklin County. The Progressive miners from up around the Benld and
Gillespie area were going to march into Franklin County en masse, picket
the mines, and shut them down. There was no date set at first, but, as
the word got around, the Franklin County law took steps to make preparations
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to cope with it, The word went out for coal miners, or anybody who was
willing to serve as a special deputy sheriff in dealing with this situation,
to report to the hall in their respective towns or to the sheriff's

office in Benton, They were to indicate that they were willing to serve

as a deputy sheriff, sign up in other words. They were issued tin stars.

It wasn't long until there were a lot of these people in the county who
were committed to help enforce the law concerning the right of people to
work.

Of course, there was much publicity about this march. As the date got
closer in West Frankfort, these people who had indicated that they were
willing to serve in this capacity, that if, as and when they were needed,
the fire department siremn would be sounded as a signal for them to report
to the city hall for service. The date was finally set. As the time
rolled around, early on the morning that the march was supposed to be
staged, the sirens started sounding. Because the siren couldn't be heard
all over town, in addition to the siren at the fire house, the fire truck
ran up and down the whole length of Main Street, which is a two mile
street with the fire truck siren on. You could imagine what kind of
chills this thing sent up and down your back when you heard it. Whatever
you were doing when you heard it--in my case, I was at the newspaper
office—-you realized that this was calling men to service that might
result in death for a lot of people. Because they were going out to do
this kind of thing if necessary. Well, these men reported in great
numbers to the city hall and were taken to Benton. 1 assume that the
same kind of thing happened in all the other towns in the county, because
there was quite a crowd of people around the city jail at Benton.

I went to Benton and spent the day there. I was in contact with my
office throughout the day as to what was going on up there. The first
word early in the morning was that the march was on and according to
reports, it was twelve miles long. The way it turned out, that was about
right; just a long caravan of automobiles and trucks moving toward Franklin
County. Throughout the day the States Attorney--who was Marion Hart--and
the Sheriff, Browning Robinson, were in constant conference with some of
the leaders in the industry. I think there were at least a couple of
United Press International reporters with the march, and every time they
would come to a little town that had a telegraph office they would file a
report. We got it in the office then by teletype, and they would call
me, and then I gave the officials what information the news service had
concerning the progress of the march. So, we were in pretty close touch
with it all day.

They had not outlined any definite program. They had just prepared to
cope with it by whatever means they had. Either two or three times
during the day, the Sheriff and the States Attormey held conferences and
selected a group of four or five men--I don't remember how many, shall we
say a squad--to go out and go up the highway and meet this caravan. They
threw machine gun barricades across the highway and stopped them to try
to talk them out of coming on, trying to tell them that there would be
trouble. They didn't listen to this at all; they insisted that they were
coming ahead, and did. After the emissaries for peace failed to accomplish
their purpose, they'd just pick up their machine gun barricade and come
back and report. It happened two or three times,
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The people had continued to move slowly throughout the day. Late in the
day, they held another conference to try to decide whether to let them
come into the county at Mulkeytown or to turn them into, I believe its
Jackson County. There's a Y there; they'd either come straight om into
Franklin County, or if they blocked the Franklin County highway, they
could force them to go into the other county. The question was, "What
shall we do? Shall we block the Jackson County highway and force them to
come into Franklin County or shall we block the Franklin County highway
and force them to go the other way?" They decided that, if they let them
get into the other county, they probably would establish a headquarters,
or a camp, out there in a wooded area somewhere, and they would be there
for days operating in and out of the county. They would have really mno
control over them because their headquarters would not be in the county.
They decided they could best deal with the situation if the whole operation
was forced into Franklin County.

They called the people together--they'd been milling around the jail
house all day long, and they were all pretty well armed--and took these
people out to Mulkeytown and blocked the other highway and forced them
[the caravan] to come on into the Franklin County. They lined people up
for about two miles inside Franklin County, from the division om into
Franklin County, on each side of the highway. The officers had told
these people that there was to be no firing unless the officers fired
first; that they would set the pace on that kind of thing, if, as, and
when, it became necessary. They didn't want it to happen.

When these people got there they let them come on in past the division
point and come on into the county. As I remember it, it must have been
about two miles with these people on each side of the highway. Of course,
they had running boards on automobiles in those days. At a given signal,
they mounted the running boards and started beating out the windshields
and the car door glass, there was just pandemonium everywhere. A lot of
the people who had come along with the caravan had just been told that
they must, and they did without really knowing what they were going into;
they were frightened, of course. It was sort of an elevated highway and
the cars ran off the highway, into the fields, ditches, and just all over
the place.

The whole thing stopped there. The highway was soon blocked with automobiles

that were no longer under their own power. Somewhere along the line,
somebody accidentally fired a shot. Quite a few of the people thought
this was the signal from the officers for them to start firimg, so there
was quite a bit of firing. Miraculously there was never a report of
anybody having been shot. I think there was one man who was shot through
the mouth, through the cheeks, but nobody was seriously hurt, and nobody
of course, was killed. Everybody always considered that this was only
through a miracle, because there was this kind of thing and nobody really
got hurt or killed.

This ended the thing so far as the invasion was concerned, and there was

no mass picketing of Franklin County mines. Of course, the next morning,
the problem (laughs) was to get these people together, get them out, and
get them started home again. Some of these people were in a state of
confusion, I think. I didn't hear this man say this, but somebody reported
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the next morning about talking to one person who was in the caravan. He
said he really hadn't known what to do, "You get hell if you do, and you
get hell if you don't." (laughs) So, that's about the story of the
Battle Mulkeytown.

Q: That really shows the great gemeraling going on there. My gosh, the
group seemed to be organized pretty well. Now, Browning Robinson, what's
his background? Was he in the army before?

A: T really don't know what Browning did. I would just hazard a guess
that perhaps he was either on a farm, or maybe in a coal mine--I don't
know. I think he had grown up around the county and had always been

around here, but I never kmnew anything about him before he was elected.

One of the things that has always stood out in my mind in connection with
that thing, is the thing that you mentioned, the matter of generaling
this thing. These men, the State's Attorney and the Sheriff, and particularly
the States Attorney, had a great responsibility on them that day. The
decision that they made--were to make--might have caused untold number of
deaths because they didn't know what it would amount to. They didn't
know where it would end. They only knew what they were going to try to
do. They were golng to try to handle it without violence, of course, if
they could. But they were prepared for whatever happened. Then when
they made this decigion, they had no way of knowing whether these people
would accept it or whether they would be defiant. So they had a great
responsibility on their shoulders, and I've thought an awful lot about it
since then.

Marion Hart was a small person physically., Very big mentally, I think,
and very alert mentally, but he was a small person., Of course, Robinson
was a little bit the opposite. He was tall and this kind of person. But
Marion Hart was a little guy, and it was a big decision for a little
guy~-or a big guy.

There were two or three things involved in trying to keep it in Franklin
County., Omne thing was that they realized that the law would have to deal
with it if it was within their own jurisdiction.

Q: There were several forays down here after that.

A: Oh, any number, just constantly. But these were minor things. This
was the only real big thing, For instance, there were troubles several
times at mass meetings., You see, both sides at the outset would hold
mass meetings. They would hold big meetings and have speakers to come in
and proclaim their theories and their beliefs, and condemn the other
side, In other words, they were trying to sell their program. Any time
either group staged a big mass meeting, there were some of the other
folks out there who would try to put a damper on it, or to interfere with
it. Sometimes they tried to break it up and did. Especially (laughs) if
the Progressives were holding the meetings, then there were usually
several United Mine Workers and the Law there, Of course, they operated
with the idea that there might be bad trouble grow out of the meeting,
not just to stop the meeting. This happened in any number of cases, and
there was quite a lot of violence. As a matter of fact, there were a few
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killings. I don't remember how many now, but there were some. It was a
very, very hectic time.

Q: How did the people in the community react to this, the people who
weren't directly connected with coal mining? That might just be a small
portion of this community here because most everyone is, I think,

A: You can imagine about what kind of position people were in when the
people involved in both sides of the this thing were their neighbors and,
in some instances, their friends., In other cases, if you met a man on
the street that you may have known, maybe he wasn't your friend or your
neighbor, but you knew him and you started talking. You didn't know
whether he was at heart a United Mine Worker or a Progressive. You
didn't know how to talk to him. So, everybody was on the spot.

Q: I recall another incident that happened either in West Frankfort or
DuQoin or somewhere close by. A fourteen year old girl was shot and
killed.

A: I don't remember that.

Q: Well, another incident would be a shoot out in Franklin Heights, Do
you recall that?

A: I don't remember that there was.,
Q: Three men were killed.
A: No.

Q: I heard this from a fellow over in Eldorado this morning, Two fellows
from the Eldorado area came over here and there was a shoot out. It was
in 1934, I think he said.

A: There was a shoot out in West Frankfort, but it was downtown. It did
involve, I think, a couple of fellows from Eldorado. But there was omnly
one man killed. I don't remember any incident where there was anything
in the Heights or any three people killed in any kind of a shoot out.

But this one man was killed. As a matter of fact, he was killed on the
steps of an undertaking establishment right down im the heart of town.

Q: That must have been the one. He mentioned standing in the door of an
undertaker's place.

A: Yes. Well, he had gone down the street and the shooting started as

he went down the street. He apparently had tried to dive into this
undertaker's establishment, not because it was an undertaking establishment,
but just because it was available--I1'm guessing this is right--to get out
of the line of fire. And, there's where he died.

Q: Machine guns were used quite a bit back then. Were they easy to come
by? Where did they come from?
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A: I don't remember any machine guns being used particularly except on
the part of the law. They had some, of course. The sheriff's people,
but I don't remember that anybody else did.

Q: Prior to 1932 there was an injunction against the United Mine Workers
and Lewis, and there were claims that there were organizers coming from
out of state, Do you know anything about that?

A: No, I don't. Of course, this really had nothing to do with the UMW

of A and Progressive fight. Now, for a rather lenghthy period of time,
there was a sort of rebellion within the United Mine Workers., For quite

a long while, I don't remember for how long——the state union in Illinois
which normally is a department of the federal union--the United Mine
Workers of America--operated in defiance of the UMW of A and elected

their own officers. I don't particularly remember any claim about outside
people coming in, but I'm sure that maybe some of the organizers might
have been from out of state because this was not unusual, I think.

Q: No. Recalling another event, the way it would appear from looking
back at some of the newspaper articles, the mayor of Zeigler was throwing
in with the Progressives. The Sheriff came over and took over the police
force. Pretty soon the mayor of Zeigler was charged, and--I don't know--
probably convicted for arson for burning down an apartment house. Ray
Edmundson had been living there. Now, I'm almost sure that was in Zeigler
where that happened.

A: I don't recall that, there were all kinds of things happened (laughs)
and it may very well have happened. I don't recall it particularly-- at
all, as a matter of fact., Ray, as the sub-district president, was quite
actively involved in the whole picutre; he was the UMW of A officer in
our county, But I don't remember this particular thing.

Q: Oh, he was state provisional president later on, wasn't he?

A: I believe he was, I believe he was. But at this particular time he
was the sub-district president.

Q: He was from Cape Girardeau.

A: Oh, I didn't know that. I knew Ray quite well. I think he maybe
lives up around Springfield now.

Q: As a matter of fact, I think he even ran against John L. Lewis at one
time,

A: Yes, I believe he did.

Q: That was a no-no. Not too many people would try that.

A: Yes.

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 didn't meet him this
time, but I particularly remember that during this period when the United
Mine Workers were defiant. There came a time when, I presume, Lewisg'
people felt that it was maybe time when they could arrive at some kind of
an understanding, or maybe that Lewis could move back into the picture,
because he came to West Framkfort to make a talk down at the high school
auditorium. Of course, the opposition was very, very outspoken at that
time, and when he came in to the high school auditorium it was packed--on
a Sunday afternoon. He walked up to the speaker's stand and started
rapping for order. He had a very deep voice, you know, and was calling
for order, "Let's come to order now." He stood there for, oh, I don't
know how long, rapping on the speaker's stand and trying to call the
place to order. Oh, there were just boos, constant boos. At one point,
a fellow walked up and snatched the gavel out of his hand, and just as
quick ag a wink, brother, he had it back--just like that. But, he never
did get to speak, because of this oposition. They just did not grant him
an audience on this particular time.

Some time after that-—and I don't recall how long it was—-he did come
back and spoke at the Fairgrounds in Benton. I never will forget how he
opened his meeting. He came out and said, "I come again. I shall always
come when the interests of the United Mine Workers are at stake, I
prefer to come on foot, but when the occasion demands, I shall come as I
come today, flanked on either side by loyal friends, carrying a burnished
shield, and backed up by the mighty majesty of the law." (Mr. Purcell
sald this in a deep, drawling voice to imitate John L. Lewis, and then
laughs heartily.) And he spoke with a good reception.

Q: He really had an ability. As a matter of fact, I think he read
Shakespeare and probably could recite Shakespeare volume by volume,

A: Right., Well, anybody, I think, who knows anything about what happened
would have to say that John L. Lewis, regardless of whether or not they
agreed with his methods and tactics, John L. Lewis did an awful lot for
the coal mines. He did most of it in spite of them instead of because of
them. I mean, he didn't get any help from a lot of them a lot of the
time., He was fighting them while he was doing things for them.

Q: He was an authoritarian figure, He realized-—or he thought—-he had
to be this, and history shows that no one really made it prior to him,
unless they were like this.

A: Right, right. Well, I think one thing, and what you have just said
bears this out and it is true. One reason that was very evident in
Franklin County was that in spite of the fact that he was a tough bargainer
g0 far as the operators were concerned--a tough guy to deal with--I think
they respected him because they realized that once they had a contract

with him, they could depend upon it being enforced from his angle. He

had this going for him, as well as a lot of other things.
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Q: I had an interview with his niece and spoke to her for quite some
time. She told some interesting stories about him from the family view
point. His ability to tell stories and to keep everyone in awe was
native, I guess, something he was born with. Can you put your finger on
any event, or events, that seemed to you to have been the turning point
of the Union war here in Illinois? Any specific event that maybe changed
the course, or turned it around?

A: No, I really can't. I don't know that it was turned around, or that
the course was changed, because both unions continue; they still operate.
The Progressives are strong apparently in their area still. It seems
that they just divided the Illinois territory and some of the coal fields
in Illinois continue to operate under the Progressive Union. Of course,
others continue to operate under the United Mine Workers. It seems to me
that in the case of Franklin County, the operators and the law taking the
position that the contract would be respected just meant that the United
Mine Workers would continue, and they did continue to operate in this
county. And, of course, there was really no turning point. There were a
lot of people who were out of jobs because they were no longer in the
United Mine Workers. I'm sure some of them were reinstated after this
thing-—-after it was more or less accepted that Franklin County was United
Mine Workers territory. Aand, of course, Saline county was Progressive
territory., And some of the territory to the north of us was and still is
Progressive territory. So, I don't really think there was a turning
point. It seems that each side just got to the place where they decided
without any agreement-~~there was no cease fire-—to accept the fact that
they were going to maintain the territory they had and move ahead and
leave the other guys alone. So far as I know there has been no effort on
the part of the United Mine Workers to take over Progressive Territory,
and the Progressive no longer bother our people in Franklin County. So
apparently they just accepted the thing as it was and decided to go on
from there.

Q: What causes brother to fight against brother in a situation like
that, and even bear arms against him? I don't think it would happen
today.

A: Oh, I think it might very well,
Q: Do you?

A: Yes. Not about this particularly, but people are--I don't know--geems
like they're just prome to choose up sides, We say we don't believe in
violence, but we don't always prove it, you know. We're inclined to go
in that direction, it seems sometimes, I don't know how things could
have happened, that happened in this case, on either side. Not being
involved, you can't imagine that it could, but it did. I presume, for
instance, we have people today who are almost violent because they don't
believe in our violence in Viet Nam. And, then there are people who are
almost as violent toward the people who are violent, see. So, I don't
know. I think it's just human nature for people to have opinions and be
prone to back them up with whatever they think it takes to make them
stick.































