Preface

This manuscript is the product of a series of tape-recorded interviews
conducted by Kevin M. Kerns for the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University on September 17, 1973. Margaret Reeder also
transcribed the tapes and Kay Bush edited the transcripts.

Clarence White was owner arnd operator of Al-Iock Service in

Springfield, Illinois for twenty-seven mﬁ-m Before his locksmithing
days he worked as a trapper in a coal , & tile setter for the
Grimmett Company, appliance repairman and as a laborer in a sand and
gravel pit in northern Indiana.

Mr. White contimies to be active in his retirement years. Civic
contributions include volunteer involvement with Workers for Christ,
chairman of the board for the United Commercial Travelers arxi several
charch-related activities.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editorsoxx;httopresewethelnfomal conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. 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
reproduced in whole or in by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in wri fram the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Clarence White, September 17, 1973.
Kevin M. Kerns, Interviewer.

Q: What is your God-given full name?

A: Clarence Raymond White.

Q: Ard where and when were you bormn?

A: In Virden, Illinois, February 16, 1906.

Q: Your parents were?

A: Michael White and Frarncis Cheskey was her maiden name.

Q: Were they both from Virden?

A: Yes, Father was a superintendent of the mines at Virden.

Q: How long did you live there?

A: I only lived there six momths and then I have a brother that had
asthma and my father bought a farm in Arkansas on account of the
climate down there, so he would get his health and Mother and us
children moved down on the farm and my father remained at the mine as
the superintendent.

Q: Didhecam.ltebackanifortb then?

A: No, he couldn't comute, it was about five hundred miles from the
mine., He'd come down at different times of the year.

Q: Did he come down by train?

A: Yes, hut there were several older children at that time to do the
farming and really he intended to retire on that farm when he retired.

Q: How many kids were there in your family?
A: Twelve, I'm the youngest of twelve.

Q: How many brothers and how many sisters?
A: I had seven brothers and four sisters.

Q: Are they all around now in this area?
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A: No, there are just two of us left. I have a sister in Oklahoma
City and myself.

Q: Just two of you left? So they probably have a lot of children
around?

A: Oh, my yes. I think I have forty-five nieces and nephews.

Q: Forty-five, you figure two or three kids for each of them, you've
got a big family around?

A: Oh my goodness, yes. I wouldn't dare say how many great nieces
arnd nephews and even some great greats.

Q: Wwhat did your father do at the mines as a superintendent, what
were his duties?

A: Well he has full charge of the mine. The superintendent takes
care of the whole mine.

Q: He made all the decisions?
A: ©Oh yes. Then later on he went to work for Peabody at #6 and

before he died he was General Superintendent over all Peabody's mines
in this district.

Q: How many mines are left now in comparison to what they had then?
A: Peabodyhasmm.nesmthlsccxmtyanymora. Inc:Ldentally,

Peabody #10 at Pawnee I believe is the largest producing mine in the
world. Ard that was sank when my brother was the Vice President of

the Peabody Coal Company.
Q: So your brother moved up in the ranks of that company too?

A: VYes, amd it's very strange too, for instance I never graduated
from eighth grade.

Q: Well in 1906 when you born, in those days, it was common for
pecple not to get even past fourth grade.

A: Well not too common then no, but I don't know. I never took to
school. The same way with my brother which never graduated from the
eighth grade.

Q: Am he was made Vice President of Peabody Mines?

A: He became a mining engineer ard his salary as Vice President was
fifty-two thousand a year.

Q: I know where I want to go when I get cut of school.

A: You don't really. I always say it's really the breaks in life you
get and you're blessed too. For instance my wife and I started this
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lock business about twenty-five or about twenty-seven years ago. We
had twelve hundred dollars and a home. When we started we never had a
customer and I'd go from door-to-door. And we run our business up and
when we sold it we had a gross volume in the service business of close
to three hundred thousand a year.

Q: Yes, but that's still in the family now isn't it? Didn't you tell
me your son was running it?

A: Yes, I sold it to my son then.

Q: That's one nice thing about family business, they can stay with
the family.

A: Yes, see there are so many facets in life. A lot of pecple say,
"Well"theypztcmtthe:.rchest "I've done this and I've done that,"
you know. Really it's being at the right place at the right time,
with the right product and having an organization that's going good to
pick up the slack of same one else's husiness where help and everybody
is getting old and is going down and to grab on to everything.

Q: And to have the people who will do it?

A: Yes, and to have the public's trust. Where you have word-of-mouth
advertising, it's the greatest thing in the world and nothing will
beat it.

Q: You said you got into this business twenty-seven years ago. What
did you do? Let's see you went through school through eighth grade?

A: My first job was what they call a trapper in the coal mine. Open
and close the door for the motors to go through you know?

Q: I don't know anything about mining.

A: Well, they have airways in the mine and they have doors at
different entries.

Q: Did they cowpartmentalize it like a . . .

A: No,ymseetlmalrwouldcanedownthmmmesemmsarﬂthey
wmldcmeboaplacelikewherelwas,Iﬂurﬂcitwascallednth
north off the main entry. In order to get air up to those men who
were working this door would shut off the entry and it would leave the
air go up into this part where they were working in the mine. And
wherever you had those doors you had to have what they called a
trapper boy. 'Iheyogemthesedoomv&mthenator well they call
them the train down in the mine, really it's like a freight train up
on top of the ground. But the cart brings the coal out, that's in the
old mine, of course in your modern mines it's all belts. The coal
canes out on belts now.

Q: Was it a gas train or steam?
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A: Electric.

Q: Was that tumneling all through the mines and tracks laid
everywhere?

A: ©h sure, ever place it went, that is in the old mines. The new
mines they have what they call cutting machines that cuts the coal and
instead of shooting it with blasting powder they have trucks,
end-loader trucks, that picks the coal up and takes it ocut and dumps
it on a hopper ard it goes on a belt and cames up then into the
washing plants.

Q: It's right there.

A: Yes, and they just keep moving the belt back in it, where in the
old-time they would have mules that would pull the coal out

the electric motor and trains would take it out. In those days it was
very dangercus in the mines too, because they would have those
terrible explosions from when they would shoot the coal and ignite the
dust. They would have dust explosions.

Q: They had a lot of accidents then?

A: Oh yes, but they would have miles that would pull these cars out
to the mainline and then this electric motor train would take it out
to the bottom and hoist it.

Q: Well how old were you when you were working in that mine?

A: Seventeen.

Q: Nowadays anybody seventeen years old can't get anything like that.
It was a real man's job then.

A: No, not vhat T was doing. It was a job really for a kid.

Q: How safe was it for you?

A: I was in no danger, the place where I was, there was no danger at
all. No more dangerous than setting here. But there was great
dangers in the mines in those days.

Q: How many people worked there?

A: cl)h, I imagine about two hundred seventy-five, three hundred
pecple.

Q: Well how did they work, did they work in teams or shifts?

A: In those days they just had eight-hour shifts. For instance you
know you were talking about these explosions, there was different
ones, and I can't think of the name of the mine where my father went
down in to help bring them out when they had a terrible explosion. It
wasn't his mine but he went down and helped bring the men out.
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Q: He was the supervisor and he didn't have to do that.

A: No, but there was a kind of a wwritten law amongst the mines and
when there is a disaster like that the ones that has the knowledge of
the mines, the best krnxwledge and the rescue teams, they go in to
rescue these miners.

Q: How long had your father been working in mines?
A: All his life, he started when he was a little boy.
Q: Started as a trapper?

A: No, he started out helping his father load cocal.

Q: And he was a little boy we're talking like eight or nine years
old?

A: I doubt whether he ever went to school. He had no schooling
vhatsoever.

Q: But here he became the superintendent. Well, that's the American
system for you.

A: Yes, but I've heard pecple say for instance they don't want a big
family because they can't educate them. For instance I have a sister
who lived in Arkansas and during the depression, you saw the "Grapes
of Wrath"? Their farm was like that, I mean they had absolutely

ard had seven children. I'matterﬂ:.ngtheweddmgofonedmm
in Oklahama City right after Christmas. She is a anesthesiologist, a
doctor ard everyone of those children is somebody. They are nurses,
doctors, archeologists, pediatricians. And the one without an
edmatim,everythmghetuxhadttm;edtogold he helped educate
most of them.

Q: Yes, but getting back to your father, the difference there is, he
went to work in the mines when he was how old?

A: Oh T imagine in those days they would go there around ten or
twelve.

Q: How big was his parents' family?

A: It wasn't large. I just don't know too much about his family, he
diedwhaanasyong He died when I was fifteen and they were in
Chio ard around and we were here in central Illinois and T never did
visxththhmfamllybecausewejustmvergvttogether In those
days between here and Chio that was a long distance.

Q: wtrainorw-..
A: Oh, we went back there to see my mother's folks two or three times

when I was a child, but we had a car at that time. That was in about
191s.
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Q: A car was the lap of lwarry in those days?

A: Yes, and you drove on mid roads and it was a dirty filthy job to
travel in those days. You really battled the elements

Q: And for a long period of time I would guess if you are talking
about mud roads.

A: Yes,

Q: I'd like to know more about your early childhood. Now you were on
a farm?

A: A fact of the matter it was a log house.
Q: A log cabin?

A: No, it wasn't a log cabin, it had two sections with a breezeway in
between them, one of them southern log cabins.

Q: I've seen those.

A: Oh I guess I was about four or five years old and my mother and I
had gone to Indiana to visit or samething and it burmed down while we
were gone. And this was a German neighborhood in Arkansas, a bunch of
settlers form Germany.

Q: Right straight from the old country?

A: Yes, straight from the old country, They say harvested their
first crops probably in dishpans, you know, just + But they've
built that into a wonderful commmity and they were very ambitious
pecple. For instance, it was a Catholic commnity and they built a
church on top of a mountain with their own hands, of stone.

Q: Well how many pecple were in this this commmity, that would be
quite an undertaking?

A: Oh, there was cuite a few of them. It was a large commmnity. My
brother's father-in-law cut down his cherry orchard and then replanted
and cut the lumber and dried it and built the altars and the communion
railings and the side altars by hand.

Q: With his own cherry orchard?

A: Yes, ard there isn't a screw or nail in it. It's all dovetail and
glued. We used to live in this commmity and when the house burned
down they got together and built ancther house.

Q: Just like the old barn raisings.

A: I imagine. Of course my dad had to buy the lumber I imagine, I

don't know. I just know that they got together and helped them build
the house back.
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Q: Were their any kids or anybody there, did anybody get hurt?
A: Ncobody was hurt, everybody got cut.
Q: So you were about four years old?

A: I imagine I was about four. I was on the farm from the time I was
eighteen months when I went there and I guess I was around five when
we left. That's when my brother Jim, the one the farm was bought for
his health, he got married so then our family came back up to where my
dad was. By that time he had gone to work for Peabody #6 at Sherman
and so we moved out there.

Q: So you probably don't remembér too mich what it was like on the
farm?

A: No, my life was there was just as a small child.

Q: Basically around the house with your mother. Did you have any
chores or anything like that?

A: No not at that age, just a good time I guess.

Q: We all deserve that sametimes don't we?

A: But then we came to #6 at Sherman and that was about 1914.
Q: Then did you have a farm there?

A: No, there's a beautiful park by the mine, well in front of it, and
there was a large boarding house at one end for scme of the miners who
worked the mine that had to be their all the time. They were married
ard they boarded there and then they had the bosses and the main

hoisting engineer and the superintendent's house. It was a real nice
meve:ytlﬁnghm with steam heat and ruming water and electric lights and

Q: Steam heat in 1916, we are talking about?

A: Oh yes, it was real nice.

Q: Rumning water? No outhouse?

A: No, an inside toilet. Now we would get the heat from the boilers
down at the mine see that would send us steam heat up through these
houses and we'd get the electric from there too. They had generators
at the mine that generated the electric for it to run the motors, etc.

in the mine but also furnish the electric for the offices and the
houses.

Q: Sourds like you had just about everything there?
A: Oh, it was very nice and very lovely.
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Q: A big house?

A: Oh, eight rooms.

Q: That's pretty big in them days.

A: Oh yes, real nice ard then from there we moved to Springfield and
my father became General Superintendent, see he just had the one mine
at that time.

Q: But how long a span was there between?

A: I think it was about, well we were in Springfield when Armistice
was declared and that was in 1919 wasn't it?

Q: Yes.
A: So we came to Springfield right before that.

Q: What did you do in that three years there in between? Were you
going to school?

A: I went to school cut at Sherman when I was seven I think and we'd
have to walk about a mile and a half to the school in the winter time
so I had very little school at seven. I was going on eight when I

started my first grade at St. Mary's in Springfield. We rode in on
the inter-urban and went to parochial school.

Q: When you were seven during the middle of the winter they expected
you to walk a mile and a half in drifts and snow?

A: Well the older kids did, that didn't mean anything, to go to
school they walked it. Of course a little kid you just couldn't.

Q: So you stayed hame around the house then?
A: Whenever the weather was bad.

Q: Did your mother have duties for you?

A: No.

Q: You had it pretty easy being the youngest of all those kids, they
had all the chores taken care of for you?

A: Ch, sure. I had very few chores. I'd say I had it pretty nice as
a child up until I was fifteen when my dad died.

Q: Now you were living in Springfield then right?
A: Yes. When he died there was three of us at home yet.
Q: With your mother?
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A: Yes ard those two got married and that left me with my mother. So
I really supported her and took care of her.

Q: On a trapper's wage?
A: No, see my dad had same insurance and then Peabody paid my mother

I think it was a hundred and a quarter a month until I went to work at
seventeen.

Q: Did it supply things for the house?

A: Mother bought a home over on Holmes Avenue and when we moved cut
there it was nothing but cornfields and in a new development. We were
the first ones to move into it, it was brand new and we finished
paying it off. Well we had the farm in Arkansas.

Q: You had never sold that?

A: They hadn't sold it yet, but my sister and her husband was on it
and he had an inheritance for somewhere for eighteen hurkdred dollars
so my mother sold the farm to him ard finished paying off the little
house over on Holmes Avenue.

Q: This all happened in a short period of time?

A: 'Ihishappenedinaperiodof'abcutthreeorfmryears.

Q: You are talking about the early 1920's then. Well why did your
fanily move to Springfield? Did your father transfer?

A: No, see the superintendents house was furnished out there and when
he became to be General Superintendemt then he had to come to

Springfield, centrally located and the man appointed superintendent
then would take that house.

Q: Did the company supply pmperty-here?
A: No, not here and he made good encugh wages to make it.
Q: I imagine he would as General Superintendent.

A: Yes, at that time it was five handred and fifty dollare a month in
1919,

Q: What would a nickel buy in 1919?

A: Ch man what wouldn't it buy? It would buy a lot of things. Of

course there were certain things, the economy is always the same, one
is if there is a shortage the price is high. It was just as high then
as it is now in comparison to the amount of money pecple make. That's
the strange thing about econcmy you know, the wages go way up and they
think they are making a lot of money. They are not really because

prices go up with it so you have status quo. It doesn't make too much
difference. People are just a little bit deeper in debt on paper than
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they were then. For instance the house we bought on Holmes Averue,
Mother and I moved into it brand new, forty-five hundred dollars, a
modern house.

Q: By modern house, you mean indoor plumbing again?

A: Everything, I mean it was a modern house of that time.

Q: Coal heat?

A: Coal heat, furnace heat, a basement and the works. I still own
it, it's probably worth thirty thousand today.

Q: And it's probably built better than anything you'll find built
within the last fifty years?

A: So you see the wages I was making at that time, as a trapper, a
hundred and a quarter a month was good wages for that day.

Q: There was a lot of danger involved though even for you?

A: ©Oh yes, there was danger, sure.

Q: What did you do after you were a trapper then?

A: IgotajobmththeSprhgfleldmplemmtcmpany repairing
washing machines for instance. Now that was twenty dollars a week,
that's about eighty dollars a month.

Q: So you actually tock a loss of wages?

A: Yes,hxtymdidn'thavethedangerarﬂthereasoanenttomrk
there, the mine went on strike. You know they used to have these
strikes every so often.

Q: Wwhy did they have all these strikes?

A: To improve the conditions. Like coal miners, for instance, in
those days I think their basic pay was eight dollars a day.

Q: For how long a shift, how many hours?
A: Eight hours.
Q: A dollar an hour.

A: And that category where today see it's about sixty dollars a day.
I think it's around sixty or sixty-five dollars a day.

Q: Sounds like it's a good business. What were the working
ﬁtimlikemﬂmedays‘? Did they have a lot of flash fires











































































































































they ra
pxtammofonit,ﬂmsekids,arﬂym:llhavetofitﬂcmetohave
better looking roof. :

Q: I thought maybe they'd have you working on the locks.

A: No, I have all I can do to keep them fed, but they fix these
places up and they love to do it, that's what get's you, they love it.
We were down in Southern Missouri last year and when we're eating our
dinner and leaving, a man and his wife came in, you know of course you
have long evenings in the sumertime, it doesn't get dark until about
nine o'clock ard this was around six. They boats on the river down
there, cances and what they do, you leave your car down there and he
takes you up there and you get in these cances and you come down, down
river and he said we could use the cances for free for what the
children were doing. Same of the girls said, "Well we can't go,
Father," and he said, "Why?" We promised a little lady that we were
going to come back and see her tonight." It was an old lady they were
working on her house.

Q: Come back and visit her.

A: They couldn't take time out to go and have a good time going down
the river in a cance. I don't know how he does it but he really has
control over those children.

Q: I used to do that with a priest in Wisconsin church. We were

doing more like an expose on what kids were doing on the radio, we

used to go into the radio studio every Friday for a couple of years.
The group would change and we'd just have a talk and we talked about
what the kids were doing. It's good that people know about these

things.

A: That's the trouble see, you hear about ten percent of the kids

today are bad. But those are the ten percent you read about. You

need about that ten percent, you don't hear about these ninety

of kids and the things they do. Same way with long hair and stuff.

You know at first when I was in business, Mildred and I, we agreed we
wouldn't allow her employees to have long hair because if you sent

them out the public wouldn't accept them.

Q: Now here I'm wearing a beard and you didn't say anything.

A: No, hut today that doesn't make any difference because this is an
accepted practice now. But when it first started you couldn't do it
because anybody that had a beard and hair a little bit long, they were
called a hippie and the hippie's had a bad name so anybody that had
long bair and a beard, they were in that class. Well when you serd a
man out you couldn't call up and say this guy is caming and he's a
very fine gentleman and you don't have nothing to worry about.

Q: Even though he has long hair and . . .
























