
This is an interview of Earl McNeely conducted by his son, David McNeely, 

on April 20 , 1975, concerning Mr. McNeely's experiences during the 

depression. 

Son: When did you first notice that there was a depression from your 

own personal point of view? 

Father: Well, really I thou ght it started back in the middle twenties 

because jobs was very hard to find and farm jobs at that time 

was about •••• prior to that time was about the only kind you 

could find ·work and you worked for a dollar a day. Some places 

you got your board •..• worked long hours , of course, on the farm. 

Son: Were you working on the farm then? 

Father: Yeah, I'd work six days, five days and a half, sometimes and 

a dollar a day and my board. Sometimes I'd work for a dollar a 

day and board myself. And then in order to raise my living 

standard I came to town and I hunted work from the fall of '25 

until February the 7th, 1926, when I got a job at Faultless 

Caster working in the assembly,~partment for something like 35¢ 
~ 

an hour, which was at that time pretty good wages for me, and 

when they raised us they usually raised us about two and a half 

cents an hour ever six months. I worked there about a year and 

then I approached a master mechanic of the tool room •••• machine 

shop some people call it •..• for apprenticeship as a tool and die 

maker which started me in at 25¢ an hour and they would give 

me a raise once ever six months of 5¢ and that was supposed to 
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run for three years. 

Son: So you took a wage cut to get an apprenticeship progr am? 

Father: Ri ght. I was up to 45¢ and I took a wage cut of 20¢ an hour. 

And I coul d just barely live on that because I was paying 

$6 a week for my board and I didn't have much left for trans­

portation because I came to Evansville from Warrick County where 

my folks lived. And just about at the end of my apprenticeship , 

why, the depression struck real hard and there was a lot of 

layoffs, and •••• 

Son: You mean all over this area? Southern Indiana? 

Father: Yes, well, all over the country. And I was cut back 15% before 

I got my l ast 5¢ rai s e. And then up in the •.•• tha t must have 

been up in the winter of that year •..• 

Son: It doesn't make a whole lot of difference when it was. Just go 

ahead. 

Father: •••• about 130 and I was l ayed off in the Spring and went back 

to work in September but that s ummer I helped a man hang 

paper ••.• a neighbor hang paper and we got a dollar for hanging 

the ceiling in a medium s ize or l a rge room and t wo and a half or 

three dollars to hang the walls and v.;e had to move the furniture 

or work over it. Then I went back to ivork and was layed •..• went 

back for 41¢ an hour as a journeyman tool and die maker. And I 

worked until October until the men started to organize the shop 

and they was ten of us including me that was layed off for union 

activity although vie didn't s i gn anyone up on company time. 

Son: ~'las the organizing due to any wage cuts or problems, labor problems 

in the pl ant? 
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Father: Yes • . They got real pushy and ver y strict and we were cut s o 

low and J.hen about a month aft er I 1 d went to work in the 
L'o~J 

Fall of '33 they layed us off •.•. fired ten of us ...• and then I 

borrowed some money and took my wife and one child and went to 

Peoria, Illinois to my cousin's place. He thought he could help 

me get on a t the factory up there. Should I name it? 

Son: It doesn 1 t make any difference. Hi ght as well. 

Father: Caterpillar Tractor wher e he worked, a nd with my experience 

they seemed anxious to hire me and told me to come back 

the next day to fit safety gl asses and shoes and I'd be able to 

go to 1vork i mmediate l y . But the next day , .. hen I went back they 

had evidentally chec ked back and got my work record and found out 

I was on strike and been released on account of thi s strike, or 

on a ccount of union activity and they di dn't tell me so but 

they told me tha t they had found a man in the r lant that they 

could use on tha t job and they wouldn't need me. Af ter that 

I >vent fro m factory door to factory door and •... 

Son: Up in Peoria? 

Father: Peoria , Illinois 

Son: Were there a lot of others •.•• 

Father: •• ~and every time I went theywould, like having t he picture on 

my wall, when I walked in they woul d know me and they told r. e 

they couldn't use me. And I even went to surrounding cities and 

it was the same story. 

Son: Were there a lot of other people looking for work in the 

employment offices when you went in? 
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Father: Right 

Son: Were any of them skilled workers or did you get to talk to any, 

to know any? 

Father: Ye s , just a few here and t here would be skilled workers . A 

small percentage would be skilled workers . 

Son: Were the skilled workers having any better luck finding 

employment? 

Father: Right, they were. And after about four or five weeks of tha t 

I decided that I wouldn't get any work there so I came back 

home and they was a part time job waiting for me in the city at 

Holscla\v Brothers. They would call me anytime of day or night 

whenever they needed me. Sometimes we 'd work a couple of hours 

or three hours. They wight call me on Saturday night, Sunday 

morning, Sunday night, anytime. And sometimes we'd work for 

24 hours on the straight. 

Son: Did you get the same rate of pay as you had •.• 

Father: They gave me 55¢ an hour and I was friendly with a fellow there 

that was a journeyman tool and die make r and about all we t alked 

about was our favorite hobbies and sports and things and he was 

building a boat. He was a very efficient man a nd they got suspicious 

of us talking so much so af ter a fevi weeks they fired both of us. 

They didn't tell us what it was about, they just handed us a check 

and told us to get our tool boxes and get out. ~le t ook our tool 

boxes and set 'em down on a curb. We were so shocked we didn't 

know what was wrong. They didn't tell us and there we parted. 

Then I had my application in at Sunberun Electric, which is 

Wbirlpool now, here in 1975 •... they became ~'/hirlpool perhaps 
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ten years ago .••• and they called me on February the 8th, 1934. 

However, in the meantime I had picked up other extra work. 

Altogether I was out of work about eight months from the factory 

but I picked up extra work such as s pading flower gardens, cleaning 

house for people. I worked in a grocery where I cleaned shelves 

and rearranged and built shelves, cut up the wooden boxes and 

bundled them for kindling to sell for the storekeeper. He would 

send me out on errands like installing stove pi pe f or people that 

were cutting back and moving to smaller quarters where there 

wasn't any heat and they had to use stoves. Even went t o the farm 

for this farmer in the summer an d pick apples and hauled apples 

in for him to sell. 

Son: During this time you were out of work did your family have to 

change their s tyle of living any, eating habits change, or anything 

like tha t? 

Father: Well, very little. Because I was working for this groceryman and 

he furnished me with the necess ary food that I needed and while 

I worRed for him why he deducted that front my grocery bill and 

when I got this j ob at Sunbeam El ectric of February 8, 1934, I 

owed him something like $12 to $15 . He wanted to mark it off 

the bill. He wa s a very, very congenial a nd a good man . And 

I told him "no", I sai d I would pay that VJhen I got a pay day. 

In the meantime I had, whi le all this ;.,ras going on, I had moved 

from a house where I had been pg.ying rent from $20 and got it dm.rn 

to about $16, and then I moved ba ck into a house that was wher e 

I could have rent for $6 a month . It wasn 1 t as much room but 

we got by with it. 
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Son: So you had to move into a smaller house to save money? 

Father: Right. I had to move into a smaller house in order to save 

about $8 a month on the rent which helped a whole lot. During 

those times I was out of work I just picked up anything I could do. 

I repaired cars , put transmissions in cars, and vmrked on engines. 

They were more simpler than they are now a nd you didn 1 t have 

to have the instruments you need now to work on a car. 

Son: Were you able to keep your car through all this? 

Father: I was able to keep my car but I used it a t a minimwn. I did all 

my repair work and repair work for other people. 

Son: Did you have any savings at the time you were first layed off, 

any laid aside? 

Father: I never had any savings. I wasn't able to have any because in 

the Fall of 1929, in August 1 29, my moth er died and my dad was 

sick and he came to live with me for two years and that's why I 

had to have this house where I paid $20 a month rent. And I lived 

there about two years and he passed away. And then I continued 

to live ther e and the depression kept getting worse and I had to 

go back in this smaller hous e for $6 a month and the man told 

me I could pay it when I got it and I got back behind about six 

months in rent and he said he know I would pay the rent when I 

got work, which I did. 

Son: Did all these hard times have any effect on you later on in your 

attitude towards savings or work? 

Father: Well, being from the farm and not having too much all through 
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my life I was very conservative. The farnily began t o come on 

and it took what I could to buy insurance and provide for 

family. The first child was born in 130, next one in 1J4, next 

one in 136, and the last one was born in 1 43 during norld War II. 

And I was never able to accumulat e any money in savings until 

the third child left. However, in the meantime I, in 1936, 

through a good streak of luck and a friend , I v1as able to start 

purchasing a home by paying some back taxes on it and setting 

the amount per month on an installment plan to ~ay for this home. 

Son: Were the hard times pretty well over in this area by 1936 for the 

bulk of the people? 

Father: Well, for me they were but not for everybody. The reason they 

were for me because I was a skilled j ourneyman tool and die 

maker. And they were beginning to get in gr eat demand in '34 and 

from '34 on I had steady work. 

Son: After you went to work at Sunbeam Electric were there a ny more 

wage cuts or did wages begin to climb again? 

Father: There was no wage cuts from there on. It gradually went up. 

They were hard to come by but they gradually went up. If you 

were efficient worker and punctual in arriving and worked while 

you were on the job, why, there were no wage cuts. 

Son: So wage raises depended on the boss~ 

Father: On the boss, how well he liked you and your ability. 

Son: I see. ,-Jhen did Sunbeam Electric become organized? 

Father: Well, they were in the process of organizing when I went there 

in August 134. Well, 1 1m getting conf used here. February the 

8th, 1934, they were already in the process of organizing with 
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the AF of L and the company sai d they would never recognize 

the union and it was two men fired there for their union a ct ivity . 

I was a pp roached to j oin , which I did, and I couldn't very well 

work with them fellows without belonging . However , I didn 't t ake 

any active part because I j ust about had it from the other 

experience I had with the first f actory I worked a t, which was 

Faultless Caster. There' s where I served my time as a t ool and 

die maker. Now the one good thing I could say about tha t company 

was tha t it was a good pl ace to learn a trade. They had the 

wherewith and so forth to learn a trade. 

Son: When was it that you were first a ble to get a contract with 

Seeger? 

Father: Well, as I sai d before : Sunbeam El ectric said that they would 

never recognize and finally the union got so strong that they sold 

out to Seeger Refrigeration Company and after that they recognized 

the union and made a contract and that was Local 813. What was 

that, IUE? 

Son: UE probably. 

Father: UE. And it was there for quite a number of years. 

Son: Did you have to strike to get your firs t contract? 

Father: I don't recall it but they was a number of strikes as long a s 

we were under UE. They was a number of strikes, a number of wild 

strikes and it was more or less a left wing outfit. And there 

was a lot of dis sention ar.a ong the union members for tha t reason. 

Son: Were the production workers in the same bargaining unit a s the 

skilled workers? 

Father: Everything was under the s ame bargaining unit. And somewhere 



-9-

along ther e I was a member of that. However, before the UE 

got in there, the machinists union got in there. iNhat is it, 

! .... Independent •••.• 

Son: l AM . International Associa tion of Nachinists. 

Father: Yeah, International Association of Machinists got in there. And 

they were ousted. And then the UE came in and did fairly well 

until th e left wing came in, then there was a lot of dissention 

among the workers. There was so much tha t I dropped out and I 

went to the boss one day with a problem. I wouldn't exactly call 

it a grievance or anything, I don't know whether it was a raise 

or what I wanted to talk to him about. But he told me, he says, 

you'll have to deal with the union and I wasn't a union member 

at tha t time. I had dro pped out. So I just walked out in the 

shop and found the steward and got me a card and signed up and 

raid my dues right there and from then on I rtJas in the UE until 

the IUE-AFL ca~me in. And then I belonged to that a s long as I 

worked there . And it was a very good department. In '37 I 

chang ed from the tool room, what they called the tool room where 

they make tool and dies, to an experimental machine shop which 

is comparable to the tool and die shop only we made experimental 

units and all even though in there I made jigs and pictures and 

dies and tools for exper imental wor k. 

Son: Going back to the harder times of the depression, di d any of your 

nei ghbors or friends have a little harder time of it than you did'? 

Father: Oh, yes. 

Son: Could you tell us a little about what their experiences were? 
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Father: Yes, when this first came in I was rather disturbed a t first and 

I didn't know which way to turn and I went over to the trustee 

and made application f or I guess you would call it welfare. I t 

wasn't welfare then , it was just where the trustee helped out 

tho se that didn't have anything. 

Son: This was when you were first layed off? 

Father: That was when I was fir st layed off a t Faultles s Caster and I 

was very fortuna te because I started to picking up a little 

work here and there and I never did go back to get a nything off 

of th e townshi p or county or the state. 

Son: So you weren't off or without l ong enough for t he trustee to come 

through with help? 

Father: Well, I was supposed to go back and get the next week or so, get 

my groceries or what ever I needed. I was fortunate enough and had 

friends that hel ped me out, such a s housing and t he groceryman 

helped me out that I never did have t o go to the trustee. 

Son: Did some of your friends or neighbors have to get help from 

the trustee? 

Father: Yes, lots of them. Lots of the fellows I worked with had to go 

to the trustee to make a living . Those that were less skilled 

Than I were ha d to do this. 

Son: Did they have any problems getting enough t o live on from the 

trustee to keep t heir bills up and their groceries? 

Father: Well, they just got barely along . They probably got behind 

on their rent, their doctor bills, and all. And I could tell you 

some pretty bizarre t ales but I don't think you would want them 

to go on th e recording for future references. 
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Son: What do you mean, along what line? 

Father: ~v eil, I 1m moral. ... 

Son: You mean there was crookednes s in the trustee's off ice. You 

suspect there mi gh t have been? 

Father: No, no. Between property owners and the renters . 

Son: I see. ;vJere landlords gouging the people somewhat? 

Father: Right. They would take advantage of their fwnily life. They 

would reduce their rent or some thing like tha t for ..•• 

Son: Well, sexual favors, I guess. 

Father: Sexual favors , right. However, I never run a cross any of that 

myself but I had f riends that did. 

Son: That actually told you that happened to them~ That they were 

approached •.•• 

Father: The landlord would get to s l eep with the wife a few ti~mes a month 

during the month for a reduction in rent. 

Son: You said some of your neighbors had other problems, too, I think 

awhile ago. Here the biggest p3.rt of them out of work in your 

neighborhoo d? 

Father: Yeah, there was quite a percentage. I wouldn 1 t know ho1v to rate 

it, but there was a good percent of them out of work . 

Son: And what were their ex periences looking for and finding work? 

Father: Well, naturally some of them had luck and some of them didn 1 t. 

Politics played a good part in it especially in getting relief. 

I knew of one party that wasn't 21 yet but he was married and 

had a child and he wasn't able to get any relief because his 

father voted on the ivrong ticket a t that time . And they just 
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wouldn't give people like that anything and it was either root 

hog or die , and pe ople like me , if I just had a little I' d give 

them part of it. And th at's just the way the thing went. 

Son: Did people have any problem get t ing credit a t the grocery stor e 

at that time? 

Father: Well , those groceries tha t could s tand it did give credit. Some 

of th em went broke by gi ving credit. The man that hel ped me mos t 

the depression cost him between fifteen a nd twenty thousand 

dollars but he survived. He was able to survive . He was always 

very conservative. 

Son : He didn't go out of bus i ness by extending credit? 

Father: He didn't go out of business , no. 

Son: Were there any grocers in your neighborhood that did fai l ? 

Fath er: Well, there was a few. There was some, yes, not all but there 

was I would say 40% of them maybe . 

Son: 'iJhat >'lere people's attitude about the mi ddle of this? ivere 

they optimistic tha t t hings were going t o get changed a nd get 

better or were they getting pretty discouraged? 

Father: Well, they were hopeful. Thing s began to look up in '32 when 

Roosevelt was el ected and he got this CCC organiza tion for the 

young men of the country to do public work a nd so f orth. And 

then he organized the W~A for men with fami lies to do pa~k work, 

road work, street work, lake work. 

Son: Was there any evidence of thos e projects in Evansville? Any of 

them carried out that you know of? 

Father: ~veil, yes, they did a lot of road work . I don't know just where 
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at right now. In Boonville they built Scales Lak e . They built 

tha t dam up there with wheelbarrows and shovels. And they built 

roads and cleaned parks. 

Son: Did you know of any of the people that worked on WPA projects? 

Father: Yes, at that time I did but I can't recall just who it was now. 

Son: Were they paid a pretty good wage? 

Fat her: They were paid a living wage. I don't remember what it was . I'd 

have to go back and check with some of then:! and find out, if t here's 

still any of them around. 

Son : How long was it aft er Roosevelt' s election before you could see 

some change in the economy in the local anea? 

Father: Well, I would say it was a year. He brought things around pretty 

fast. I don 1 t remember what year but there the people making runs 

on the banks and drawing their savings out and when they di d tha t 

he clo sed dm.vn the banks for a few days a nd that squared away 

and then he opened them u p and t hings began t o set tle down pr et ty 

good then. I can' t gi we t he dates on that. 

Son: Do you recall hearing President Roosevelt on the r adio during the 

early part of his administration talking to the people about th e 

economic problems of the country? 

Father: Yes, I recall but I just can 1 t r ecall just what he sai d anymore 

but he was encouraging th em to s t and by and he was get t ing th i s 

·public works thing together which was the WPA and CCC. My father­

in-law was inducted in the army because he was a journeyman carpenter 

foreman and he supervised building the CCC camps at Spencer County 

at Lincoln State Park . He supervised the construction of the darn 
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there for a lake and to keep these boys busy he built trails 

and with his h el p they put up marke rs on historical pl aces. 

Son: Did Roosevelt' s t al ks on the r adio during the early days of the 

administration see1n to help in t hi s area? Did they give people 

hope and encourageme nt? 

Father: Absolutely . They believed he was the man of the hour and the 

day. I'd hear people not very long ago praise him even though 

they found out th a t he didn't have the moral standards that 

they thought he had at the time but, nevertheless, they had 

confidence in fu i m and they still praise him for what he done 

and he did do a great job a s far a s the poor peopl e was concerned. 


	OH 432-1
	OH 432-2
	OH 432-3
	OH 432-4
	OH 432-5
	OH 432-6
	OH 432-7
	OH 432-8
	OH 432-9
	OH 432-10
	OH 432-11
	OH 432-12
	OH 432-13
	OH 432-14

