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DONALD MC EKAY

Mr. Donald B. McKay was born on December 27, 1919, on the
North Side of Youngstown, Ohio, the son of J. Russell and Cynthia
McKay. When he wag nine vears old, the McKays moved to Boardman
township. There, Donald attended Boardman High School, graduat-
ing in 1937.

Following high school, he attended Brown University, achiev-
ing his Bachelor of Arts Degree in June of 1941. He conpleted
one semester of law school at Western Reserve University in
Cleveland, in the fall and winter of 1941-1942, and entered the
United States Army in April of 1942. After his discharge from
the Army in 1946, McRay returned to Youngstown. He gained em-
ployment with the Home Savings and Leocan Company, and has served
there until the present day.

Throughout his life in Youngstown, Mr. McKay remained in-
volved in the local business community. He served as an active
member of many local organizations.

Presently, Mr. McKay remains employed by the Home Savings
and Loan Company. He resides with his wife, Phyllis, at 7680
South Avenue, Youngstown, Ohio. He continues to be an active

leader in the Youngstown community.
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This is an interview with Donald McKay for the Youngs-
town State University Oral History Program, on the
Rabbi Berkowitz project, including the Youngstown
Community and the Youngstown Jewish Community, by
Matthew Butts, at the Home $Savings, & Loan Building., in
downtown Youngstown, on July 15, 1992, at approximately
10:15 a.m.

Qkay. We'll start off by asking some real brief bio-

graphical questions. Tell me something about your
childhoced, [such as] where you grew up [and] vour
education.

My parents lived on Halleck Street on the North Side of
Youngstown. That's where I was born. We lived there
until I was nine yvears 0l1d, when my grandmcther died.
My parents so0ld their home and moved out to my grandfa-

ther's house in Boardman, and that became my family
hone.

You attended Boardman High School?

Yes.

What was your education there like?



It was great. Of course, back in those days, Boardman
was a very small community. I think there were 5,000
people 1in the entire township, and now they have more
students than in the public school system alone. Qur
graduating c¢lass was less than 80 people in 1937, but
it was a very solid mixture of suburban residents and
farmers. It was a great community because everybody
knew everybody else. That could lead to some complica-
tions sometimes because, not only did everybody know
everybody else, but they knew what kind of a car they
drove. You had to be very careful where you were seen
and with whom, go¢ that you didn't get into trouble with
somebody else's boyfriend. (Laughter)

Describe physically what Beoardman looked like, growing
up?

In essence, from Route 224 south, it was farms, and
there were a few housing developments north of 224.
The first one had been largely bulilt during the 1920s,
such as Forest Glen, which 1s still one of the finest
residential sites in the area. Like every place else,
the entire community came to a standstill during the
1930s~-the Depression yvears.

There wasn't much consgtruction going on. It boomed
during the 1920s, slowed down during the 1930s, and
stopped during the war years. After that, it Jjust
exploded. What are now well-developed residential
areas were farms back then. It has completely changed
in nature from a very small suburban, farm-like commu-
nity to a very busy metrecpolitan area now.

One of my favorite gstories 1s that when T played foot-~-
ball and basketball at Beoardman, the high school was on
Market Street, south of the [Route] 224 intersection.

I used to have to walk home after practice (about a
mile and a half) because there wasn't enough traffic on
[Route] 224 to hitch a ride hone. Now, more than

25,000 cars a day go through that intersection. Tt was
a very different community then.

But, I suppose like most other communities, people
struggled with the problems of the Depression, and that
caused a much simpler life. It was a congenial group
of people. Everybody knew each other and were friendly
with each other.

Did you have any opportunities of cominy down to down-
town Youngstown?

Yes. As a young boy and later on, I spent a lot of
time down at the YMCA. Of course, my father and grand-
father both worked here in this building, and as a
conseguence, I was familiar with downtown Youngstown.



What did it physically look like?

It was a very busy downtown. Some place in the company
archives 1s a picture that was taken of the area from
Belmont Avenue, looking east up Federal Street in 1939,
There were sidewalks Jjammed with people. [There werel]
stores of all kinds, most of which have since been torn
down or emptied. It was the commercial heart of the
entire area. People came downtown to shop. There were
no sguch things as malls and that sort of thing. That
pilicture that I mentioned shows, not only the crowds on
the sidewalk, but things we had: the electric trolleys,

or trolley buses. They wevre buses, but they ran on
electricity. Tt was a busy. busy town. Back in those
days., for example, McKelvey's Department Store, which

later became Higbees, had a very large grocery store in
the back end of it. People used to call in there and
place grocery orders over the telephone and have the
McRelvey delivery trucks deliver the grocery orders to
their homes. In a way, 1t was one of the first super-
markets.

How about when you lived on the North Side? What was
the North Side like? Was it a very ethnic part of the
city, or was it mixed?

It was mixed. The thing that really made the North
Side wvery ilaportant was the reputation and guality of
the Rayen School. The Rayen Scheoeol was, 1n those days,
one of the finest educational diunsgtitutions in the
state. They had very strict standards and were very
highly organized. For a long time, the teop 10 percent
of the graduating class of Rayen School could be admit-
ted to almost any university in the country. of
course, then you had a lot of people of congiderable
means who lived on places like Wick Avenue and Fifth
Avenue and thosge areas. The North Side was a very good
and very stable community. I still have a number of

friends who grew up there on Halleck street. Of
course, eventually, almost all of them moved away to
some place—-—-Boardman, Poland, or wherever. There were

several dozen families who lived on that street, who
still keep in touch with each other through our long-
time friendships. The North Side of Youngstown was a
great place to live.

I see your induction intce the United States Army.
Where did you serve?

I was originally inducted into the Army in April [of]
1942 and went through basic training. After Dbasic
training, I got a chance to try out for Officers’
Candidate School and got my commission as a Second
Lieutenant in October, 1942. Then, I was assigned to



Kangag City, Kansas for a couple of years. From there,
I had an opportunity to get inteo military government
work and went to Yale University for six months to
gstudy Japanese and Japan. The thought, in those days,
was that to win the war we were going to have to invade
Japan and the casualtieg in the c¢ivilian population
would be so great that they would need to have a mili-
tary government imposed on them just to keep the socie-
ty functioning. So, we were being trained to help
support the remnants of the Japanese population to
maintain city services. Of course, it didn't work out
that way, but we spent six months at Yale University
and learned to speak Japanese. Then, we went out to
California and, eventually, to Japan. I was stationed
in Kyoto, Japan for about six months. Because of the
Atomic bombs and the Japanese surrender, the invasion
never occurred. OQOur services were not really needed,
and eventually, I got =sent home in April, 1946.

When you returned to Youngstown, what had changed from
when you had left?

In 1946, not a whole lot. Remenmber that during the
Depression years, during the 19%30s, the steel mills
were down. The Depressicn was at its greatest, and
economic activity in Youngstown didn't start to pick up
until about 1938 or 1939, when the war was starting in

Europe. Business began to boom and continued during
the war years when the demand for steel and steel
products of all kinds was enormous. It had become a
prosperous town by 1946, and jobs were very easy to
come by. In fact, employvers were desperately searching

for people, bhecause there were more jobs than there
were people to f£ill them. But, nothing really had
changed except that people were emploved and busy. It
was still the same kind of a community. The exodus out
to the suburbs didn't begin to occur until a few vears
after that when some of the strip plazas, the Southern
Park Mall, and the Eastwood Mall were built. All of
thosgse things have changed the hopping habits of people.
They began to go other placeszs to do their shopping than
downtown, and that caused the downtown to begin to
shrink.

So, what happened to the downtown? Wasg it that the
c¢losing of the steel mills really didn't have much of
an impact? Downtown was already pretty much. . . ?

It was changing. By the time the steel mills c¢losed,
it had already changed dramatically. The Southern Park
Mall, for example, was the place to go. A lot of other
outlying smaller plazas were drawing business away.
But, everything else was changing. Up until the time
in 1978 or 1979 when the steel mills closed, the four
most Iimportant people in town were the heads of the



steel industries: United States Steel, Republic Steel,
and Youngstown Sheet & Tube. The fourth one of the
most important factors was the United Steel Workers,
particularly Jim Griffin, who was a very powerful man.
Hiz labor policieg affected almost every other organ-
ized Jlabor group in the city. The steel workers were
paid well, had good wages and benefits. Because they
were so strong, everyvbody else was strong-—-the carpen-
terg, the plumbers, the electricians, etc. Those four
people, the union head and the three major steel indus-
try 1leaders, pretty much dictated labor policies and
wage patterns. After the steel mills c¢losed, instead
of having a very small number of very large employvers,
we began to have a large number of small employvers. In
many ways, I think it made for a more diverse and
stronger community because you did not have power

concentrated in a few hands. Instead, it was spread
among many. I think the community of Mahoning County
is, in many ways, stronger than it was then, because

you have a whole wide diversity of interests instead a
concentration of power in a few hands.

Okay. We're going to get into dealing with Dr. Berko-
witz. Do you recall when you first met him?

I suppose my first recollection of Sid was as a member
of the Youngstown Rotary Club. I was involved in a lot
of «¢ivic enterprises of one kind or another and fre-

quently encountered him in those areas. But, I s=aw
more of him in the Youngstown Rotary than I did any
place else. I appreciated his wisdom. I remember the

day that he and a group of others who had been down in
that Selma, Alabama situation, arriving back in town
just in time for a Rotary Club meeting. They walked
into the meeting, having come directly from Selma, and
it made a huge impression on everybody when he told
what had happened down there.

Sid was a very bright man and very active in so many

places. He had a terrific reputaticen in Rotary for
giving an Invocation, which consisted usually of one or
two lines with a very sharp comment. I always kind of

looked forward to his Invocations, because he always
had a point.

Are there any that stick out in your mind?

No, not specifically. All T can remember is that when
S8id gave the Invocation, you listened! {Laughter) He
was a great guy.

Describe for me what he looked [like] physically.

He wasn't a big man. I don't recall exactly how tall
he was, but I would say about 5 [foot} 7 or 8 [inches],



something like that. I suppose he weighed about 150
pounds. He had a guick wit and a ready smile, and a
voice that was penetrating and that yvou paid attention
tc. Those are the things I remember most about him.

What was his role in Rotary?

T don't know that he ever held an official position as
a board member or president. I'm not sure that he was
ever anything other than an ac¢tive member. If you had
lunch with him, why there was always very lively con-
versation.

Did he have many interests?

I wasn't that close to him personally to know what his
hobbies were. Of course, he had a great interest in
people and was chviously very concerned with the treat-
ment of the Black population. That was why he got so
involved with that Selma situation. Of coursge, like a
rabbi should, he was interested in people who needed
his help.

Do you remember anvthing he had to say about the Civil
Rights Movement?

Not specific words. All I know is that he found it
very hard to believe that everybody wasn't as engroszssed
in it as he was, because he spent an awful lot of time
doing what he could. I don't remenber specific words,
but I do recall him being astonished that people were
not as avidly interested as he was.

You mentioned some 0f the other specific things that
yvou had occasion to run inte. Do you remember what any
of those were?

Honestly, at times T belonged to so many different
organizations from Red Cross to Mental Health, and I
ran intc him in those meetings.

Was he actually invelved in Red Cross?
I don't recall specifically, but I am sure he was.

Would you describe him, though, as one of the leaders
within the Youngstown community?

Certainly. He was by far, I think, their most visible
spokesman and very, very good at it. {He was] respect-
ed for it.

Looking at the Youngstown Jewish community, growing up,
did you ever feel that Youngstown had any anti-Semitism
base in it?



M:

I never did. I have had a lot of friends, many of whom
happened to by Jewish, but as far as I'm concerned
though they are friends, not Jewish friends. I never
saw any visible signs of anti-Semitism.

How about Rabbi Berkowitz? You sort of alluded to him
being the spokesman for the Jewish community? [Arvel
there any other religious figures who were in the sgame
way for their own religious backgrounds?

Oh, gosh! I'd have to stop to think. There were, and
are, a lot of very, very prominent ministers who were
very active din their field. Obviously, all of the
Jewish community in town did not belong to Rabbi Berko-
witz's temple. But, he came to a position where he was
speaking for them.

Did Dr. Berkowitz have a lot of contact with Bishop
Malone?

Bishop Malone is also one of the people that I've ad-
mired o heavily through all of my life, and I have

nothing but admiratien and respect for him. I would
assume that they probably did have a lot of contact.
After all, it would be very natural if they d4id. But,

I don't know that, so I can't say "Yes, they d4id."

Everybody mentions Dr. Berkowitz's great ability to be

a great orator. Describe for me, when he spoke, what
his magnetism like? What about his speech was so
wonderful?

I don't know if T c¢an answer that. He had a way of
phrasing things that cau=zed vou to pay attention to
what he was saying. He had a very good command of the
English Jlanguage, was a talented speaker, and knew how
to emnphasize the points he made. Whenever he spoke,
you listened. I just remember T used to enjoy listen-—
ing to him because he was good. I don't know how to
describe personal magnetism, but he had it.

Did you have any occasion to attend any function at
Rodef sholom?

No, none at all.

How about, people usually. . . . The individuals TI've
interviewed so far have mention his sense of humor.

What type of humor was it? What did he do that was
so. . . 7



Ch, I don't know. He always had the ability to put
into a few words, comments that were real apt to the
situation. Then, he did it in a fashion that demon-
strated his sense of humor. TIt's kind of a hard thing
te recite, because I can't guote you anything that I

specifically remember. I would say that he was a very
determined person. He was not at all unwilling to
debate if somebody had a different point of view than
he did, and with an occasgional use of sarcasm. I
always enjoyed, as I've salid several times, listening
to him and hearing him talk both as a speaker and also
just as a conversationalist. He was a sharp guy!

How about--was he able, not only to help the Jewish
community, but the entire specific community of Youngs-
town?

Yes. I think that Sid, in particular, was very sensi-
tive to the sufferings that the Jewish race had had
historically. He was very aware of that, and there-
fore, he was very symwmpathetic to people who were in the
same category—--Blacks, for example. He was very synmnpa-
thetic to their causes and was very outspoken about it,
as he should have been. That's about all I c¢an say
akbout that.

I do remember one time. T was walking down the side-
walk with a Black friend of mine and Sid, and I said to
the both of them that there always seemed to be a
certain affinity between the Black community and the
Jewish community when it came to political persuasion.
I asked, "Why? Why is this =so?" Beoth ¢of them comment-
ed that it probably was because, historically, in their
background, they both came from situations 1in which
they were oppressed, and maybe they had a certain
similar ambition which was to get away from that
oppre=zgion. I c¢an remember that conversation very
clearly.

Was there anything that we haven't touched on that you
think we should add?

I'm sure that there an awful lot of people who knew Sid
personally far better than I d4did who could be more
help to you than I can. AaAgs I say, my relationship
never got to that of a personal thing where we'd eat
lunch together or we'd visit each other's home. I
wasn't that kind of friend. I was just an admirer of
the talents that he displayed and the things that he
did.

bid you have any business connectiong with him?

No.



Okay. Well thank you very much for your time.

You're very welcome. I'm afraid I'm not your best
candidate.

No, this was very good.

Because I don't have the personal knowledge of him that
a lot of other people would.

Well, this was very good. Thank you.

You're welcome.

END OF INTERVIEW



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

