PREFACE

This manuscript is the result of a tape-recorded interview
conducted by Rex Rhodes for the Oral History Office with Curtis G.
Small on Novenber 24, 1972.

Mr. Small was born in Harrisburg, I1linois in 1904. As a
teenager he began a career in journalism that spans more than half
a century. In 1931, at the time of serious coal mining troubles and
union rivalries, he became general manager and editor of the Harris-

burg Daily Register. From this vantage point he observed and reported

many of the major ingldents inthe mine wars of central and southern
I1linois.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that
it is a transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator
and editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that

is inherent in such historical souces. Sangamon State University is

not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may
not be reprcduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechani-
cal without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon

State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Curtis G. Small, November 24, 1972, Harrisburg, Illinois.

R. C. BRhodes, Interviewer.

The following is an oral history interview which was held on Friday,
Noverber 24, 1972, in Harrisburg, Illinois, with Mr. Curtis Small in

his newspaper office, the Daily Register.

Q. Mr. Small, could you give a brief bddgraphical sketch of yourself

before we start the interview?

A. T am in my fifty-third year as an employee of the Daily Register.

I assumed the general management in 1931 on the death of the principal
owner and general manager at that time, Roy L. Serdght. At about the
time of the so-called mine war in thls area between the newly organized
Progressive Mine Workers and the United Mine Workers of America, I had
just assumed my duties as-general manager and editor of the Daily Reg-
ister. Some of the events at that time I recall vividly. Others, as
far as details, I could not pinpoint. I have a file here on some of
the events and some of the letters that I received at that time as
editor and some statements that were made, but it would be a long

and difficult task to evaluate all this. I do recall the beginning
and up to the present date the activities of the Progressive Mine
Workers and the United Mine Workers.

Q. Going back to 1931 and 1932, in theibeginning of the mine war, as

an editor of a newspaper did you find yourself able to maintain the
i
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role of an observer and reporter without becoming emotionally and

physically involved, or was that pretty hard to do?

A. It was a most difficult task. Largely in our circulation area

the miners jolned the Progressive Union by simple vote. I have more

i friends and more acquaintances [in the Progressive Union], and there
was more influence from that organization in this area than there

was with the United Mine Workers. We attempted, however, to be
objective about our coverage. We were criticized by both sides, which,

in my evaluation, meant that we were doing a reasonably good job.

Q. Before we get into some of the events [of the mine war], as editor
of the city newspaper, having the city as a whole under your sight
there, how did you see Harrisburg coming along during this period

of time? How did the community fare--the community that wasn't directly
cormected to the mines? Were the people more or less victims of the

events.of the times, or did they go along thelr merry way? What happened?

A. They were victims of the time. The movement and the controversy
was too powerful for any one individual or any group of so-called

non-interested cltizens to intervene or to solve it. You recall those

were the days approaching the depression of the 1930's. This contro-
versy damaged the economy of the area to some extent, but 1t would be
difficult to separate what damage it had done and what the general

depression days were doing to it.

Q. So it would be pretty hard to determine or sense how the community

would have fared with or without the union war?




Curtis G. Small 3

A. Right. I don'tthink a computer could properly evaluate it.

Q. Sitting here at this desk and looking at the events that took
place, could you make any kind of statement as to who won the war, or
can you look at a union war like this and say there are winners and

losers?

A. There possibly isn't any real winmer in any war. I would suggest
that ag far as this particular area is concerned, the Progressives won
the war. Within the last six months, there was an attempt by the

United Mine Workers in this area to secure approval of the Progressives
as their labor representatives, and the Progressives voted overwhelmingly
to.econtinue their affiliation with their organization. This is only
hearsay, but it has been suggested that the United Mine Workers said

that this was thellast effort that they would make to intervene or to

try to win back the Progressives into their ranks.

Q. Why? What is so different about Saline County or Harrisburg area
as .compared tocdcher parts of southern I1linois? Why was the Progressive
- Union strong in this area versus maybe Willlamson County or some other

- county where the United Mine Workers were strong?

. A. T have no full theory on that except the possibility that the

- Progressive organization represented miners who are employed by the
Sahara Coal Company. That is the largest coal-producing concern in
_ Saliné County. All of the Progressive miners who were employed by

Sahara and some who were enmployed by three or four or a half-dozen
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smaller owned companies were in this area. I can't delineate your
owners in any other area except, for instance, Peabody Coal Compariy
was one of the larger owners representing the United Mine Workers.
The Progressives remained with the smaller operators that I spoke of
in this county, or their mines are now worked out, but the Sahara

Coal Company is still the principal employer of Progressives.

Q. Did the Sahara Coal Comparly in any way make overtures.toward:

one union or therother with regards to preference?

A, I do not know. I am suggesting that they did like the public

and like I did as editor here, let the men determine for themselves.

If you have had any experience with coal miners, they are in a hazardous
occupation, especially when we had the deep shaft mines and there were
underground explosions and gas hazards. They have an attitude [which
is] almost fatalistic. They are individuals. You don't attempt to
tell a coal miner--this is no criticism, just a simple fact—you don't
attempt to tell him whether he's right or wrong or whether he's dalng:

this or that. You let him do about what he wants to do.

Q. In some parts of the state, at least, the miners claim that this
wasn't being done, such as in Williamson County where the blgger

mines were called captive mines. Up around Taylorville and the central
I1llinois area, there was indication, at least by the Progressives, that
the operators were more or less picking the union that the miners should

Join. In your estimation, 1s this a true assessment or not?
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A. I couldn't assess that. In any war there is propaganda. It's
ny understanding generally—and I would have to refresh my memory on
this—-that part of this revolt stems from the fact that the miners

did not think they had local representation.

John L. Lewis, who was a powerful union leader and did a lot for coal
miners, was realistic about it. When he saw that the coal mining
industry was on the downgrade during the late 1930's and 1940's—
incidentally, it's on the upgrade now as far as production is concerned-—
he stood firm with his men for higher wages and better working conditions.
I believe, at one time he made the statement that he wasn't concerned
about how many miners would be employed in the future; he was only

going to take care of the ones who were employed [at the present).

But there was dissatisfaction in Tllinois about the mine union elections
in the UMWA. The miners' organizations or the UMWA was organized into
sub~districts and then into districts., Illinols was a district with
subsdistricts injour area. Then there was the international. There

was one election particularly in which the miners said that the true

vote was not recorded. There were charges and counter-charges and stolen
ballots and charges of stolen ballots. But one of the causes of the
so—-called revolt by the Progressives was that they did not think that

they were truly represented.

John L. Lewis named provisional officers. I think the question of
naming provisional offices instead of a line of elective offices has
had some bearing on the recent difficulties in the United Mine Workers.
I don't say this is true, I only say that was the charge that was made.

The Progressives have had elections and have elected their own board
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members and thelr ownsate presidents. They call it, T belleve, the
International, but actually the Progressives largely are represented

by the Illinols districts only.
Q. Did you ever come in contact with John L. Lewis while you were here?

A. He was never in this area. I met his brother who was active and
I have met the Il1linois district presidents, secretaries, and high

officials at various times. I never saw John L. Lewls.

Q. There was a period of time when he was forbidden to come into

the state, I think, maybe up until 1932. By inJunction he was kept
out, as well as the United Mine Workers on the national level. Then
the injunction wag lLifted in the middle of 1932 and he started coming

back into the state.
A, T don't recall that.

Q. About the comment that you made earlier about John L. Lewls and
his lack of concern about how many miners were employed in the mines
in the past and the number of miners that were in the mines at the
time, and his concern for these individuals--don't you think it is a

little ironic for a labor union official to have this opinion?

A. T wouldn't necessarily think so. I should think that maybe he

was being realistic. He saw that the coal mining industry, apparently
at that time, was not a growing industry. He said, "There are golng
to be some new miners come into the mines, but our ratlo of employment
to the present 1s going to diminish, so I'm going to take care of

the ones who are now in the mines, the diminishing number who come
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into the mines in the future, without trying to work for higher employ-
ment or more employees. I'm simply going to get the very best possible

I can for those men."

Q. There are several factors that probably created this situation,

or at least maybe caused it to become more inflamed than what it might
have normally been, hadn't these factors been sprinkled in here and
there. One, of course, was the depression that you mentioned. And
secondly was mechanization; 1t was Just about begimning to take hold
at that point. Put the two together, and no telling what will take

place.

A, I think the mechanization that you mentioned 1s one of the things
that he had in his mind. He saw that there was not going to be a
contlnuation of the increase in employment. This figure just comes
off the top of my head, but 1t seems to me that at one time during
the days before any mechanization, we had as many as five thousand
coal miners and company officlals employed by varilous coal mine com—
panies here. We had half a dozen rather large companies. I don't
know what the State Annual Mine Report would show now, but I doubt
if there are more than fifteen hundred employed in Saline County at

this time. I think John L. Lewis foresaw: that.

Q. He negotiated, I guess, with this in mind and with tonnage as
one of his bases of reference whenever he was negotiating coal contracts.
I guess the union was pald for the tons mined instead of by breaking

it down per man.
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A. Tt was based on the tonnage per man. FHor instance, the shot firer
would come along and shoot down some coal, and some of that was in

large lumps, They would pick and load it with a shovel, and they were
paid on a tomnage basis. Generally the only reference to tonnage now

is that the fringe benefit, the pension fund, is based on tonnage, which
was probably a smart deal for all the miners. Generally now they are
just paild a day's scale on the basis of their work classification,

but they do get this fringe benefit from tormage.

Q. John Lewis standsait far above most of the names of that period
of time. Of course, durlng turbulent periods, names do stand out from
time to time. Other names which come to the forefront during this
period were names like Claude Pearcy. Did you know him? He was the

founding president of Progressive Miners back in 1932.

A. I didn't recognize the name.

Q. Was he ever In this area?

A. Yes.

Q. Any indication as to what kind of a union leader he was?
A. Only that he held the Progressives together.

Q. Another name in the newspaper articles In central I1linoils was

Browning Robinson. What do you lmow about Browning Robinson?

A. Well, I don't recall him as being a union leader. He was, as I

recall, the sheriff of Williamson County at the time Charlie Blrger
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was hanged. I'm assuming, because most of Franklin County stayed

with the UMW, that Browning Robinson favored the UMW.

Q. I would imagine that was the case. Are you familiar with the

name Ray Edmundson?

A. He was one of the UMW leaders. I don't recall the position that

he held. He might have been Illinois provisional president.

Q. Does the name Fred Thomasson ring-a bell?

A. I believe that there were gome Thomassons connected with the
Charlie Birger gang. It was my thought that one or more of them was
killed at the time the Charlie Birger Shady Rest cabin was burned.

There were several:killed in that and some of them were members of

the gang.

I wrote a series of colums two years ago when the old Saline County
Jall was abandoned. I lived at the jall with my father when he was
sheriff from 1922 until December, 1926. At that time we had Charlie

Birger in jail several times.

Charlie Birger was operating in this county at that time and tried
to make an agreement with my father to continue. My father was
elected on a clean-up ticket and would not permit it. After he had
arrested at least one of Birger's principal henchmen and he had been
sentenced to asix-months jail term, he then arrested Birger himself.

Birger later served a term in federal prison for possessing counter-

feit whiskey labels. Birger left the county but that was when he moved
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into Williamson County. I know there were some of the Thomassons

connected with the Birger gang. I do not recall that particular Fred.
Q. The shooting took place in Springfield on Easter, 1935.

A. That would have been, of course, after Birger was hanged and
after the gang had disintegrated, most of them killed. He might have

been one of the survivors, I'm not sure.

Q. What was the relationship between the mine wars and the gang
wars, the Charlie Birger gang war, the Shelton gangs, and so forth?

Is there any tle?

A. I couldn't see any tie. They were all coincidental. There might
have been Jjust a minute relationship because the gang wars were also
connected with the Ku Klux Klan activity in Williamson County. The

mine war has a relationship with the so-called Herrin Massacre in

which operators attempted to bring in non-union [workers]. It might
have been Just a general situation of unrest at the time which developed
some strong characters on all sides, some of your fighters that you

are talking about, some of your men who carried and used guns.

; I don't see any direct relationship between the gang war, the Ku Klux
Klan activities and Glen Young and Sheriff Galligan and Arlie Boswell.
Boswell now resides in Saline County and was State's attorney in

Williamson County for a time during the gang wars.

Q. One pretty well could conclude that he belonged to the Birger gang.
% Gang menbers who weren't employed used this as their means of livelihood.

Was it that there weren't jobs avallable, or they just didn't want to
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go out and find jobs?

A. There probably weren't too many jobs available, but I'm suggesting
that the fellows in the Birger gang and probably the Shelton had
employment in their own category. They elected a life of crime—-
bootlegging, slot machines, gambling., That was thelir way of life;

they were employed.

Q. That was a fantastically turbulent era back then, and I'm sure:

that it would be hard to go back and to relive.

A. It was a rough time. It is always amusing to me though, especially
at that timevhen some people of Chicago and northern I1linois wouldn't
even come down here. They thought it was just a terrible place, but

at that same time there was the Capone gang operating in Chicago, the
Valentine massacre, and they were killing them here and there every day.
But that was a way of life up there. They thought this was something
strange down here. Then there were some of us that wouldn't have

gone to Chicago at that time because we were afraid to go there. We

stayed close when we went.

This warfare here, incidentally, in Saline County, was about the time
of the Chicago World's Falr., I recall going to the World's Fair in
Chicago and the evening I came home, I think there were a couple of
bombings here in Harrisburg, nobody killed. Many of the bombings were
scares. They've gotten pretty close though. They would just put a

stick of dynamite on your front porch and let it go off as a warning.




Curtis G. Small 13

Q. What perpetrated that? What happened?

A. I don't recall what incident caused it. Here is another

ineident I recall. There were two principle UMW mines in this area
which did not go Progressive. One of them was Peabody No. 43, just
on the western edge of Harrisburg. On the south of that mine, there
is a highway that runs between the mine and a hill there which is now
occupied by Bowen Center for Mentally Retarded Children. Some miners,
supposedly Progressives, on the top of that hill, were firing at the
tipple of the Peabody No. 43 and they would return the fire from the
No. 43 mine. I don't know whether they took direct aim at anybody or
not, but they had some deer rifles involved and there was sporadic
shooting back and forth across that highway for two or three days.

I don't recall whether that was one of the incidents that caused the
troops to be calléd in. They were called in here, I'm sure, two times,

and maybe three.

Another incident was west of Harrisburg. A majority of the United
Mine Workers came from other areas and they were stopped. Charlie
Birger owned a farm about six miles west of Harrisburg, what they call
Birger Hill out on Route 13. There's a deep cut in the highway there
going through the hill. A bunch was stopped out there and there was
considerable shooting. That may have been another one of the incidents

that caused the governor to send the troops here.

Q. When battles are created in a war such as this, are they pre-
meditated, or do they just happen by chance? Do you think there was

some design behind them?
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A. I don't know. For instance, maybe there was a mass meeting of
Progressives called and advertised. It could be that the opposition,
knowing that it was advertised, might have been there as observers and
were observed, and maybe that started some difficulty. Remember the

UMW were much in the minordity in this county.

T recall one Labor Day when parades were the custom. They would parade
through town and out to the falr grounds for an all day's speaking and
a pilenic lunch and games for the children. When some UMW menmbers tried

to take a spot in the parade, they were chased away.

Q. You mentioned earlier the Herrin Massacre. Can you recall that at all?

A, Not all of'the incidents. That's very much covered in the book, Bloody
Williamson. I was just a begimning newspaperman then, and on the news
desk. There wasn't too much contact over there. Most of our coverage

was on our United Press wire. I recall the incident.

Q. Did you go over there?

A. I never went over there. No one from here ever went over there.

Q. I was reading the book some time ago of John L. Lewls, by Saul Alinsky.

It is a very interesting book and a good study about Lewls. One of the

events that intrigued me was In 1936 when Lewis contributed a half million |
dollars to the campalgn of F. D. Roosevelt. Back during the depression

that was a sizeable sum. I'm wondering if, in any way, there was a recip-
rocation by the government to help Lewls and the United Mine Workers as

i a result of this contribution to the campaign fund. This is strictly a

conjecture and no one would know, but that is a possibility.































