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Interview Transcription
Interviewee: Albert Carter
Interviewer: Major Mason
Date of Interview: 1974 (precise date unknown)
Transcribed by Matthew Falk in 2025

Summary: Major Mason interviews Albert Carter, a resident of McKeesport. The child of poor farmers, Carter would end up working in Pittsburgh’s mills for most of his life. Carter speaks extensively about his time at a tin plate mill in Pittsburgh. Carter explained how under the leadership of Mr. William Henry, African American workers began to unionize at his mill. Carter then discussed his involvement in various social clubs and fraternities throughout his life. Looking back on his time in the mill, Carter discusses how he initially worked twelve-hour shifts and had little in the way of recreation besides playing pool or attending his local black church, St. Paul. The interview concludes with Carter explaining how in his opinion, African-American businesses could benefit from becoming more business-savvy, and that McKeesport’s crime problems would go away were a reformed version of the American Legion created to improve the community’s conditions. 
START OF TAPE TWO
Major Mason: Growing up as a young man.
Albert Carter: Yes, uh huh, farm.
M.M.: Mhm. Is that what your father did with your father's farm work?
A.C.: Yes, yes.
M.M.: Mhm, and could you tell me the last job that you had since you retired, before you retired?
A.C.: [unintelligible 0:33-0:35] planters.
M.M.: You know, when you were growing up, were job opportunities really readily available to you?
A.C.: Yes, when I grew up, I never was out of a job.
M.M.: Mhm. Maybe now we can talk a little bit about the tin plate mill, and maybe you can tell me, how long did you work at the tin plate mill?
A.C.: Twenty-four years. 
M.M.: Was it easy to get a job there?
A.C.: Yes and no, it was easy if you were able to do the work that they gave.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: It was easy to get a job.
M.M.: Well.
A.C.: Go ahead.
M.M.: What type of work did you do?
A.C.: I worked in the pickling house, a [unintelligible 1:44-1:46] in the pickling house. 
M.M.: Right. Could you sort of describe the kind of work that you did? 
A.C.: Well, you, in the pickling house, you pickled a tin that came in with acid, send it into the tin house, and it would be soldered and then metal, and then soldered again and packed for tin freight, canning.
M.M.: Alright. I guess you had to wear special kinds of clothes or something, right? 
A.C.: Well, certain cases you did, certain cases you didn't. You only had to wear, I mean, hand pads and aprons and boots.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Because you worked with water, and then you had to wear gum boots and rubber aprons. 
M.M.: Yes Sir. Could you do you happen to know how many men was working like in a crew? 
A.C.: Nine. Nine men in a crew.
M.M.: Do you know what the nationality of your foreman was?
A.C.: Polish.
M.M.: Mhm. And how did he get along with the rest of the crew?
A.C.: Well, in a sense, good.
M.M.: Mhm. Were there any black foremen you remember?
A.C.: Yeah, there were three.
M.M.: Would you care to name them? 
A.C.: Dave Williams, Jim Clark, Ed Waters.
M.M.: Mhm. Did women also work at the tin plate mill? 
A.C.: Oh yes. They did soldering work in the penthouse, soldered tint, they made bandages and prime plates.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: They did that.
M.M.: You know, at that time, there were a number of men that were union organizers, and I was wondering whether or not you might know some of them. One of the gentlemen's name is Mr. William Henry, and he was - 
A.C.: Yes. Yeah, He was affiliated with the union at the beginning. We first had a Plant Representative.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Someone to represent each department 
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: Before the union was organized. 
M.M.: I guess that was pretty hard and difficult to organize the union. 
A.C.: It was because we didn't understand what part the union played, in this, in work.
M.M.: So, I guess eventually people really did begin to join the union. 
A.C.: Oh yes.
M.M.: Once they found out, you know what the union was about.
A.C.: Yes.
M.M.: I was wondering if you ever remember anybody telling you when he first came to McKeesport about the Steel Strike of 1919?
A.C.: No, it wasn't discussed.
M.M.: Okay.
A.C.: Because was no steel strike, I was here before the steel strike.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: I was in the army in steel strike.
M.M.: Right. So, you were in the First World War then.
A.C.: That’s right.
M.M.: Right. Was there like, any kind of fighting, or anything, as far as the union, I mean, when the unions first came in?
A.C.: No, no fights.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: That I know of.
M.M.: Right. Well, I guess maybe you recall, you know, other organizers, I think Mr., Mr. Henry was the vice president of local 1237.
A.C.: Yeah.
M.M.: And then after that, I think they merged with the CIO.
A.C.: CIO.
M.M.: Right. And did, was the CIO, did that come about in the tin plate mill also? 
A.C.: No.
M.M.: That was after?
A.C.: After.
M.M.: Mhm. Do you remember anything about those CIO organizers, union organizers?
A.C.: No.
M.M.: Okay. Maybe I can ask you a little bit about your residential history, and maybe you can explain to me, or tell me how many different places you've lived since you’ve been in McKeesport. 
A.C.: You mean in McKeesport? 
M.M.: Yes, sir.
A.C.: Just three.
M.M.: Mhm. Can, I was wondering, you know, I'm trying to get a feel for the neighborhood.
A.C.: Now, how many places I’ve lived since I've been in McKeesport all together? 
M.M.: Yes, sir.
A.C.: When I first came here?
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Well, I lived at 315, 10th Street.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: 1960, and 314, 14th Street, 1970.
M.M.: Yes sir.
A.C.: And 1709 and a half, Broker Street, 1920.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: And 2116 Fragrance Street, 1923. 1927, 20-06 Willow Street.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: 1944, 1846 [unintelligible 7:58-7:59].
M.M.: Yes, sir. You have a remarkable memory to pry. Could you give me or could you explain to me, how did you get along with your neighbors you know?
A.C.: Fine.
M.M.: I found out that there was like more of a feeling of, you know, friendship and brotherhood and, you know, with everybody.
A.C.: Yes, in the neighborhoods where I lived.
M.M.: Mhm. You're married, sir, I would like you to, you know, like, drop me your wife's name.
A.C.: Married March the 10th,1923, Mabel McLean Jones.
M.M.: And I'd like to ask you a little bit about your church activities. I know you're very active in church. 
A.C.: Well, you know, being affiliated with St. Paul AME church, since 1923.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: This time. Holding offices steward, secretary and treasurer.
M.M.: Yes, I think somebody told me, isn't St Paul the oldest living black church in McKeesport?
A.C.: I think.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: I think.
M.M.: Do you remember, you know, like when you first joined St. Paul church? Remember any of the old organizers, the founding members?
A.C.: Yes, Mr. Golden. I don't know his first name.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: Doyle Scott. Just the two I can recall.
M.M.: Okay. Did you ever belong to, like any social or fraternal organization? Largest?
A.C.: At one time I belonged to the Knights of Pythias in 1921.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: And Douglas Social Club in McKeesport.
M.M.: The Douglas Social Club? What kind of club was that? Is it just a club to men to meet and socialize?
A.C.: Mhm.
M.M.: To discuss problems, conditions?
A.C.: Mhm, exactly, though wasn't anything beneficial about it. You didn't get anything out of just sociability that you had with the men in there.
M.M.: Right. Could you tell me, you know, I want to ask you a little bit about politics, and all I'm going to ask you, really is, when you first voted?
A.C.: I voted first 1919, for President Harding and [unintelligible 11:47-11:48].
M.M.: And did you, when you registered in a certain party, have you kept that same party?
A.C.: Yes, never changed my party.
M.M.: Is that Democrat or Republican?
A.C.: Republican. 
M.M.: Republican.
A.C.: Republican, never changed my registration.
M.M.: Now I'd like to ask you just a few questions. We're almost near the end, about the community itself, and do you remember what types of black businesses were in existence in the early periods of your life, in McKeesport?
A.C.: Well, the early period was the William Montgomery Hotel.
M.M: Mhm.
A.C.: And Jones’ Restaurant.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Johnson Barber shop. And William Walker, grocery store.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: And Dan’s [unintelligible 13:14-13:18].
M.M.: I guess there aren't any of those businesses that were in existence.
A.C.: No.
M.M.: Then that are in existence today.
A.C.: None of them do.
M.M.: I would like you to answer your question, why do you think it's so hard for blacks to stay in business?
A.C.: Well the, when you first, when you open business, you have to know what that business is and how to run it.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Sometimes we open something and don't know how. 
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Open a grocery store, we don't know the first beginning of it.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: Whether what it cost and where your profit lies and how you sell to make a profit.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: I think that's why, that's been the failure of [unintelligible 14:24-14:25] grocery stores and has opened in McKeesport because we - we don't have an idea how this thing operates. We over charge, under charge, and pretty soon we go.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: If we charge too much, people go somewhere else. 
M.M.: Yeah.
A.C.: And the next thing that you're not able to carry people on books.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: And when you stop carrying on his books, he’s going to this other man, so he get his name, get some of, credit.
M.M.: Well, thank you. 
A.C.: It's been holding, that's what held up a lot of business because.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: The case is that man has operated a cooperative stores. You buy so many bonds, and you operate on that, say you put $50 in you let that grow and grow. A lot of times, men take out, they lead up their barn before even they get a profit out.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: They come out and have a tendency to knock Negro business.
M.M.: Right. You know, I appreciate the insight that you have. You know, about this, because this is one of the problems, it seems, that is in the city of McKeesport, there's, there's just no business that that just can stay alive.
A.C.: Can’t stay alive, very seldom any organization that existed, when I first came to this town, you could find Knights of Pythia, Masonics and art fellows, various fraternal organizations were flourishing, but you had men. the leadership began to run em’ and found men that wasn't trustworthy.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Therefore, your organization's fault.
M.M.: Was there a lot of jealousy, sometimes? [unintelligible 13:33-13:36].
A.C.: Well, I didn’t affiliate myself with one organization but it's fraternal organization.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: And I came out of that because it went down. I could see it going because -
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: What they advocated was okay, but their money didn't go to the proper sources. 
M.M.: Right. I'd like to ask you a little bit about recreation. You know, I know that in growing up, you know, in community myself, there were certain kinds of recreation. But I'd like to ask you, you know, as growing up as a young man and married, what kind of things did you do as far as recreation? 
A.C.: Well, in my growing up, I, I didn't have any recreation. Much harder to play a little pool. 
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: As far as recreation is concerned because our job demanded our time, and you had no time much for recreation or play a little free pool. We never gamble.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: We played a little free pool. That is about all the recreation.
M.M.: So, so I probably forgot to ask you a question about, you know, your work. How long did you actually work a day? 
A.C.: Eight hours.
M.M.: At the tin plate mill?
A.C.: When I first came here, I worked twelve hours, in 1916. 
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: And after I came out of the army, came back, then I worked eight hours.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Six to eight hours, because I worked piece work, what we call tonnage work. And you had, if you run so much tonnage and certain things of time, whether the six or seven hours you were finished. You made out, had you go home.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: It would run anywhere from six to eight, to seven and a half hours.
M.M.: This is the last question I’ll ask you, and I'd like to ask you, are there any things or experiences you would like to talk about that we have not touched on?
A.C.: Well, the experience that I have with McKeesport is that war is back into mobilization and things, we have so many men only saying they want out of these organizations is what they can get out of it. Now we have one organization that stands out from all, is the American Legion, which is a service organization.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Now, a service organization has a preamble, and it reads as such, “For God and country, we associate ourselves together to uphold and defend the Constitution of the United States of America, to maintain law and order, to foster. To perpetuate a 100% Americanism”, now, this organization, if it was carried out right and the right type of men lead it. You wouldn't need no law enforcement in the community which you lived.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: If they could call on a sense of individual obligation. 
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: Would need no [unintelligible 20:32-20:33] to come up here, because this service organization could maintain law and order. To foster and perpetuate one hundred percent Americanism, you wouldn't need -
M.M.: Right? I see what you're saying. Yes, sir.
A.C.: Now. But when men come out of service, if he's got an honorable discharge, whether he's a rat or whether, whatever he is, cut through that thing, he can join your organization, so long as he had an honorable discharge.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: You can't, you know, you can’t join, because law said a man with an honorable discharge from April to 1917 to 1919, and these are various wars. 
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: And then they get Sandy's organization, and they make a motherhood. They forget all about law and orders. When we first organized this organization here, the city told us “we don't have to send no law up there, your fellows is the main thing going on.”
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: You see that? And if the organization was what it ought to be, you wouldn't have all this corruption in the community. [unintelligible 21:41-21:42].
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: That preamble is one of the greatest words put together in English language. That’s one of the things that I see. But you rolled the standard so low - 
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: Because men haven't discharged maybe, just like we have a full ship. The standards have been lowered so that there’s nothing.
M.M.: Right. Is there anything that you might want to say to young people?
A.C.: Well, no. Not have to get things tossed together. Just don't come up and say well, “don't do this.”
M.M: Right.
A.C.: You have to get your thoughts together, before you say things.
M.M.: Right. I understand this. 
A.C.: Well, that’s my summary.
M.M.: Okay, well, I'd like to say that I appreciate you taking the time.
A.C.: It’s alright. [unintelligible 22:42-22:48], I have a book here that was put out 1910, someone put out something about the state of Pennsylvania, and even McKeesport and how people started out from Washington came out from Virginia.
M.M.: Mhm.
A.C.: And all the other people.
M.M.: Right.
A.C.: Started 1910.
M.M.: I’d like-
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