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John Wallace McMills was born on January 9, 1882, in Grass Creek, Summit County, 

Utah Territory, in the United States. His birthplace was also in Almy, Wyoming. John's father, 

Charles Paterson McMills worked in mines. When 

Charles' wife, Isabella's family, moved to Utah from 

Scotland, her parents, Jane McCormick Wilson and 

John Wallace, lived in Coalville, Utah. The home of 

Isabella's parents was small and not close to the 

mines. Isabella and Charles set up a home in a cave 

near the coal mine in Grass Creek. Their son, John 

Wallace McMills, was born in this cave. As far as we 

know, the entrance to Grass Creek is no longer 

accessible to the public. 

 

John's father, Charles, was a machinist for Her 

Majesty Queen Victoria aboard ships. After arriving 

in America, Charles worked as a mine machinist. He 

repaired and installed mining shafts and other 

equipment in mines in Wyoming and Utah. After John 

was born, Charles and Isabella moved to Salt Lake 

City, Utah, where Charles helped to install the shaft in the Salt Lake City Temple. After the work 

on the temple shaft was completed, John's family moved to Tooele, Utah, where Charles worked 

in the mines of Ophir and Mercur as a machinist, again working on mine shafts and equipment 

used in mining. 

  

Life Sketch of John Wallace McMills, the first Deaf-
owned business, 1902  



John was the eldest son of nine children. John became deaf at the age of four when he 

contracted meningitis. He was 

playing with his brothers during 

John's youth when he ran 

through the screen door. As a 

result, John cut his leg on the 

screen door. This injury was 

severe and left John lame 

throughout his life. However, 

this setback did not interfere 

with his strong determination to 

live his life and do anything his 

mind was set to. John was a fast 

walker and walked everywhere 

he went.  

  

When it was discovered that John was deaf, his parents enrolled him in the Utah School 

for the Deaf in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1888. He learned many trades while at school. John 

excelled in shoemaking, repairing, and making harnesses for 

horses and cattle. Shoemaking became his lifelong trade.  

  

John's father, Charles, contracted black lung while 

working aboard steamships in England. Charles' health was 

very poor during his years in America. He purchased 

harnesses and shoemaking and repair equipment for John in 

about 1902 because he could no longer work and support his 

family. John, at the age 20, dropped out of the Utah School 

for the Deaf to become a primary breadwinner for the 

McMills family. Other children worked as well. However, 

John's mother depended on him for a steady income.  

  

Family of Isabella Wallace and Charles Pateson McMills: Jean Wallace, 
Charles Wallace, John Wallace the oldest, William Wallace, David Wallace, 
Ruth Wallace, Mary Wallace George Wallace, and James Wallace (James is 
not pictured, deceased as a baby, buried in the SLC cemetery). Parents are 

sitting down. Toole, Utah 

John Wallace McMills first shop was in 
the Tooele Family home of Charles and 

Isabella McMills 



In about 1902, John set up his first business in Tooele, Utah. He relocated his business to 

Mercur, Utah, in about 1903 or 1904, continuing to support his family. On November 30, 1904, 

his father, Charles, passed away from a black lung in Tooele and was buried in the family plot in 

Tooele, Utah. 

  

John had a good business in Tooele. However, more money was to be made in the mining 

town of Mercur. Mercur began growing after the fire of 1902. John moved his shop and started 

another business in Mercur. John's sister, Jeannie Wallace McMills, traveled each Friday by train 

to Mercur to collect the money John earned for the family. While in Mercur, John spent most of 

his time making harnesses for horses and mules. He also produced and repaired shoes.  

  

John's sister, Jeannie, met Pearl Ault in Mercur and introduced them. John already knew 

Pearl. They were former classmates. John and Pearl 

were dating each other. Pearl worked as a cook in the 

boarding house run by her sister Rachel Ault Elton. 

John's mother, Isabella, was not pleased to learn he 

was dating a girl. 

  

John's mother expected John to stay with her 

all her life as a single male adult. Nevertheless, John 

and Pearl's friendship blossomed into love. John's 

mother did everything she could to stop the marriage 

between John and Pearl. Isabella even made John 

move to Salt Lake City, Utah, and relocate his 

business. After arriving in Salt Lake City, Isabella 

wanted a home, so she arranged with a wood mill to 

provide the lumber and equipment necessary, and John built his mother, a house and a large 

chicken coop on Lake Street in Salt Lake City. The skills of woodworking and building were 

also learned at the deaf school. John found work and started working at a local shoe repair shop 

in Salt Lake City until he could secure his shop.  

  

John Wallace McMills Shop in Mercur, Utah about 1906 
 



John married Pearl Ault on June 15, 1910. His mother, Isabella, refused to allow Pearl to 

live in the house when he brought her home, so John and Pearl lived in the chicken coop until 

Isabella finally relented and allowed Pearl into the house. John and his mother had turbulent 

discussions regarding John's shop and living quarters. Isabella wanted to sell dry goods in John's 

shop. He refused his mother's demands. Realizing Isabella had no power over her son John, she 

needed additional income and began searching for other options.  

  

During Isabella's search for income, she met a former acquaintance from Scotland, 

Robert Campbell. She married him. Shortly after their marriage, Isabella and Robert moved to 

San Francisco, California, where most of Isabella and Charles' sons had already relocated. 

  

John secured a new shop on December 14, 1926, located at 261 East and 5th South in 

Salt Lake City. With business booming for John, tragedy struck the family in late 1927. John was 

out late working on his car. There was no electricity 

in the garage where he was working. John used a 

kerosene lantern while he worked on his car. It was 

late, and Pearl sent her daughter, Lucy, to get her 

father for supper. Lucy told her father that her 

mother wanted John and Lucy to return home. 

Somehow, the kerosene lantern set fire to the car 

John was working on, and he was severely burned on 

the right side of his body and his right hand. John 

was rushed to the hospital. The burns were so severe 

on his hand that the doctors wanted to amputate his 

right hand. Eva, John's eldest daughter, protested, but 

the doctors were determined. Eva called Uncle 

Charlie John's brother. Uncle Charlie told the doctors 

that they could not amputate his right hand. He insisted and told the doctors they would cut off 

his hand, which he earned a living with and communicated in sign language. Uncle Charlie was 

forceful! The doctors reluctantly agreed to Charlie's demands, wrapped John's right hand in 

bandages, and sent him home.  

John Wallace McMills and Pearl Ault wedding,  
June 15, 1910 

 



 

When the bandages were removed, it was apparent that all the fingers on John's right 

hand had grown together. As a result, his hand was completely immobile. Unable to work, John's 

brothers, Charles (who lives in Utah) and David (who lives in San Francisco), sent John by train 

to his brother David's home. David found a specialist that could operate on John's hand to 

separate and rehabilitate it. While John was in San Francisco, Pearl and John's two daughters, 

Eva and Lucy, went to live in Cedar Fort, Utah, with 

Pearl's sister, Mamie Ault Calton. 

  

While John was recovering from surgery on his 

hand, he searched for a place in San Francisco where 

he could set up his business again. Finally, he found a 

great location, wrote to Pearl, and told her he had 

found a place where he could set up a business and 

never move back to Utah. John worked in a movie 

theater with his brother, David, to secure enough 

money for train fares for his wife, Pearl, and the girls 

to travel to San Francisco. Uncle David's home was 

not very large, so Eva was sent to San Bruno to take 

care of her grandmother, Isabella. Pearl became a live-

in cook and housekeeper for Mr. Comosie, a businessman in San Francisco. Lucy and John 

stayed with David's family. Life was hard in San Francisco. Everyone had to work. 

  

As it happened, Emma, David's wife, and Mary John's sister, decided to put Lucy in a 

Catholic orphanage. Lucy heard them talking. This hurt Lucy deeply. With her sister Eva gone, 

her mother gone, and her father working, she felt alone and afraid. While sitting outside, Lucy 

cried her little heart out. When David got home, he asked Lucy why she was crying. Lucy told 

Uncle David of the plan to put her in an orphanage. David was furious with his wife and sister. 

Then, Lucy was sent to live with her mother at Mr. Comosie's house. Lucy had to be very quiet 

and remain unseen while Pearl was working. Lucy was grateful and much happier with her 

mother.  

John McMills and his daughter, Lucy Pearl 



  

Tragedy again struck the family when Pearl's appendix burst while working for Mr. 

Comosie in San Francisco. When she got to the hospital, the doctors immediately performed the 

surgery. Unfortunately, it appeared that during surgery, Pearl had passed away. The doctors 

stitched up Pearl's wound from the surgery and had her taken to the morgue. Pearl removed the 

silver dollars from her eyes while in the morgue. When one of the orderlies noticed Pearl 

moving, he rushed her to a room where they were warming Pearl's body temperature. The 

doctors told John that Pearl could not live in San Francisco because the weather was too damp, 

and she would not be able to recover from pneumonia she contracted from her surgery. 

  

After this long ordeal, John was convinced that they must return to Utah and again start 

their business on 5th South, Salt Lake City. Unfortunately, when they arrived, the person renting 

John's equipment and shop would not 

return the shop and equipment. John 

worked long and hard to regain 

ownership of his shop. Finally, the shop 

and equipment were returned with the 

help of Bishop Fetzer of the Salt Lake 

City 8th Ward, a leader in the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  

  

The depression had begun by the 

time John restarted his business. He 

started to train the members of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints as apprentices in the shoemaking and repair trade in exchange for commodities and some 

financial compensation from the church. John also taught local hearing men the trade to earn 

extra money. John was tenacious and full of determination all his life. He would not be 

discouraged or distracted from his goals. Eva, John's daughter, was the only person John could 

interpret for him. She had to fingerspell every word for John. If spelling accuracy were required, 

Eva would interpret. If John could not understand a word, he would use his dictionary to ensure 

John secured a position at the Standard Repairing Company, to 
support his family until he could regain his own business 



he understood everything relating to his dealings with people who could hear. John did not like 

people who could hear because they would try to cheat him or undercut his price. One day, his 

granddaughter, Jean, realized she was a "hearing" person. Crushed at the thought that she was a 

hearing person, she asked her mother, Lucy, about this. Lucy told Jean, "You're not a hearing 

person. Grandpa loves you very much. "Don't you doubt that Grandpa loves you and you are not 

hearing." 

  

John was a stickler for well-made shoes. Each fall, when school started, Jean and her 

brothers and sisters would have to line up with their new shoes in hand for their grandfather John 

McMills to inspect. Their mother, Lucy, waited and held her breath, hoping the shoes would 

meet with her father's approval. Often, John would make the sign for "no good" (right index and 

middle fingers held 

together, drawn across 

the palm) and then make 

a fist with his right hand, 

hitting his palm. Lucy 

would lower her head 

and shake it; oh no, her 

father would toss the 

shoes back at us one by 

one. Buying shoes for 

school was a nightmare and a struggle between the latest fashions and good old saddle oxfords! 

  

John continued to work for his own business until 1952. Then he retired and sold his 

business. You can see the damage to his right hand in this photo. The only finger he lost was the 

little finger on his right hand.  

 

Eva worked for her father until she secured employment at 14 and worked for various 

department stores in Salt Lake City. John was well-known to businesses in that area. In addition, 

the Deaf community respected John and would visit him often for advice. Eventually, Lucy 

John made these business cards for his show repairing shop 



worked for her father in the shop. She polished and dyed shoes every day after school until she 

married in 1936. 

  

John was an avid reader. John was never without the Bible and the dictionary; these 

books were always by his side. His favorite books to read were detective stories, and he 

especially enjoyed Alfred Hitchcock movies. When visiting Grandpa McMills and Auntie Eva, 

Jean accompanied her grandfather to the movies on Saturday afternoons. John taught Sunday 

school at the LDS Deaf Ward in Salt Lake City, on 5th South and 8th East. Jean remembers 

watching her grandfather teach his class. John loved walking, and Jean would walk up 5th South 

to meet her grandfather and walk home after early morning priesthood meetings.  

  

John took pictures of his family often. He had his 

cameras, tripods, and a dark room to develop the pictures in 

his tiny apartment bathroom in Salt Lake City, and he also 

had a darkroom made especially for him in Lucy's home in 

Ogden. 

  

John Wallace McMills was fun-loving and such a 

tease. He always made everyone laugh. He loved playing 

checkers and always had time for games with his 

grandchildren. He loved his family, friends, and little 

children. John particularly loved Billy and took him under 

his wing. Billy Billiter was a little deaf boy. His father was 

Ferda Billiter. Billy was not only deaf; he had an additional 

disability.  

  

John's 90th birthday party was held on January 9, 1972, at the Salt Lake Valley Branch 

for the Deaf. John was so happy and thrilled to meet and greet all his many friends wishing him 

well. He often brushed the tears from his eyes and giggled as his friends came through. John 

passed away that same year, in June 1972. 

 

John Wallace McMills, Lucy Pearl 
McMills, and her husband, Virgil Rogers 

Greenwood 



Jean Pearl Greenwood Thomas, a well-known interpreter in Utah, is the daughter of Lucy 

Pearl McMills and Virgil Rogers Greenwood. Her mother, Lucy, also an interpreter, is the third 

child of Deaf parents, John Wallace McMillis and Pearl Ault. John and Pearl McMills' first baby, 

John Ault McMills, died shortly after birth. He is buried at Cedar Fort. John and Pearl had three 

children: John Ault, Eva Alice, and Lucy Pearl. 

  

The information collected for this account is from letters written between Pearl Ault McMills 

and her husband, John Wallace McMills. The letters are in the possession of Jean Greenwood 

Thomas. In addition, family 

histories are written by Lucy Pearl 

McMills and Eva Alice McMills 

Prudence Fowler (Eva is one 

person with three last names). The 

comma should be after Fowler. 

Oral histories were passed on by 

Pearl Ault McMills, John Wallace 

McMills, Eva Alice McMills, Lucy 

Pearl McMills, and Linda Alice 

Greenwood. Jean Pearl Greenwood 

Thomas learned about her 

grandfather, John W. McMills, 

through personal experiences. John Wallace McMills was a founding member of Salt Lake City Division 
No. 56., an insurance company, founded for and by Deaf community 

members. After an unknown dispute, John resigned from FRAT. 
Members of the Utah Fraternal Society of the Deaf. John Wallace McMills 

is the first person sitting on the left. 


