ILLINOIS GENERAL ASSEMBLY ORAL HISTORY PROGRAM

GEORGE BURDITT
"MEMOIR @ VOLUME IT

PREPARED FOR THE ILLINOIS LEGISLATIVE RESEARCH UNIT

BY THE ORAL HISTORY OFFICE, LEGISLATIVE STUDIES CENTER OF SANGAMON STATE UNIVERSITY
’ i SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS
1988




Preface

The Years Before

The General Assembly Years

The Years After

Table of Contents

Note on page location:
Volume I - pages 1-151
Volume II - pages 152-320

Family background - Grade school - Meeting wife - High school - Har-
vard - World War II - Law school - Legal career - Western Springs Plan
Commission - Young Republicans - Eisenhower campaign - Legislative
Reapportionment Committee - Civic organization involvements - Pure
food law experience

Decision to run - 1964 “Blue Ribbon” ballot - Getting started - Philosophy
of representation - Reapportionment Committee - Ethics and conflict of
interest legislation - House Legislative Ethics Commission - Intergovern-
mental Cooperation Commission - Food, Drugs, Cosmetics and Pesticides
Laws Study Commission - Consumer protection - Education legislation
- Public aid, health, welfare and safety legislation - Revenue - Trans-
portation legislation - Civil rights - Constitution Study Commission -
Leadership - Deciding not to seek reelection

Dan Walker - Governor’s Board of Ethics - Illinois Liquor Control
Commission - Bid for U. 8. Senate - Lyons Township Committeeman -
Chicago Bar Association - United States - South Africa Leadership
Exchange Program - Advice for future candidates for the legislature

Illustrations following pages 63 and 191

291




153

Volume 11

GEORGE BURDITT

SESSION 7, TAPE 13, SIDE 1

Q: I keep finding things that you attained leadership in that ought to be mentioned I
think. For example you were a trustee of Shimer College in 1956, and by 1966 had become
chairman of the board. How did you become associated with Shimer College?

A: (chuckles) You know in a strange way. I was out in La Grange visiting a client and
the president of Shimer, a gentleman by the name of Joe Mullin — I think, Horace — was
also in seeing Jim. This fellow was a fairly active Episcopal layman and Shimer was an
Episcopal college and we got talking about educational things in general and he asked me
if I'd be interested in going on the board, it was in one meeting! And I'd always had kind
of a guilty conscience about not doing anything in academic circles. I'd done things in civie
things and religious and other things, but never in academic circles, so I said yes I'd go
on the board.

So I went on the board. It was a very interesting experience. Shimer was at that time
located in Mount Carroll, Illinois. It was a little gem of a college. When I went on the
board they were down to less than a hundred students and the president had called the meet-
ing at which he was going to dismiss the faculty. But he also talked that same day, prob-
ably, or certainly that same week, to one Nelson Dezendorf, who was the general manager
of the electromotive division of General Motors, who — you know, he was head of that big
electromotive plant out south in Cook right near La Grange. And Dez went on the board
— Dez was a very active Episcopalian — and Dez went on the board as chairman. And
Dez took over the fundraising and I really kind of took over the people-raising and got a
lot of new trustees, got Clint Youle and Normal Ross and . . . some very interesting and
competent people to come on the board, Matt Dick, C. Mathews Dick, Dick, who was at that
time vice president of A. B. Dick Company and, oh, a lot of other very interesting
people. We had a pretty good board.

About that time we got an article in Time Magazine on Shimer College. I didn’t have any-
thing to do with getting the article but it was a beautiful article and the student enrollment
jumped way up. And for a few years there we were in good shape in terms of — it was
a very fine academic program. It was — I did that for — what? was I on the board fen
years? something like that I guess.

Q: Yes. Was Mrs. Van der Vries on while you were there? She was on the board I know
at one time.

A: Yes.




154

Q: I don’t know the exact dates.

A: T think maybe Mrs. Van der Vries was one of the ones I recruited to go on the board. I'm
not absolutely sure of that but I think so. She was certainly the kind of person I was look-
ing for. |

And it was a great experience for me and a fine — it was an Episcopal — well let’s see,
when | first went on it had had an affiliation with the University of Chicago. As a matter
of fact, its official name was the Shimer College of the University of Chicago. But that affil-
iation was meaningless. We’d had a Baptist affiliation through the University of Chicago
but that was totally meaningless. So we switched to an Episcopal affiliation when Dez went
on the board and we got — well at one time we had three Episcopal bishops on the board,
the Bishop of Iowa, the Bishop of . . . I think Indiana, and the Bishop in Chicago. And
of course they made significant contributions in a lot of ways to the success of Shimer.

Q: Well where did it move to?

A: They’re now in Lake Bluff I think. I went off the board, well, what? fifteen years ago
I guess. And they moved to Lake Bluff at that time. Well they moved to Lake Bluff I guess
maybe four or five years ago. It's a shame too because that was such a beautiful place but
just — small colleges like that are just plain not economically feasible in this day and age.
Hundreds of them have gone down the tube. It’s a real sad thing but they're — you know,
its one of the facts of life, they've gone the way of the mom and pop grocery store.

Q: What about the Chicago Committee on Alcoholism? I know that you were vice-president
in 1966. When did you go on that?

A: Oh about a few years maybe before that. Phil Clark who was a very good friend of mine
in Chicago had gone on a board for me, I don’t remember what it was. I asked him to
go on a bhoard. And he called me — it was probably the board of Citizens of Greater
Chicago, something like that — and he called me a couple of years later and said, “I went
on one for you. Will you go on one for me?” And I said, “Sure Phil, what is it?” And
he said, “The Chicago Counsel on Alcoholism.” [ said, “Well geez . . .” You know people
kind of shy away from going on boards of aleoholism, it’s just one of those things you didn’t
want to be associated with. And I said, “Well, Phil, you know I'm really not eligible for
that,” I said, “I'm a teetotaler, I don’t drink anything and 1 really shouldn't be on that
board.” He said, “That doesn’t matter. Half of the board is teetotalers.” And I said, “I
was lying. I'm not a teetotaler at all. I'm an alcoholic.” He said, “That’s the other half
of the hoard.” (laughter) So I went on the board. And then I missed a board meeting
somewhere along the line and 1 was vice-president for years and I was president for a couple
of years I guess.

Q: Any particular achievements with that?

A: Well just the normal handling of the organization. We had to get a new executive direc-
tor while I was there. We had to get a new president of Shimer while I was president of
Shimer too, and those things always add to the load of the board. The main purpose of
the Chicago Council on Aleoholism was to have a program for industry to get people to recog-
nize that alcoholism is a disease and the best way for a major company, any company, to
handle alcoholism among its employees, which is inevitable, is to treat it as a disease, have
a program set up to educate people on it and to treat people if they hecome alcoholics. If
they become gone alcoholics or whether alcoholism is affecting their job, to have a program
so that their wife or husband or children or whoever can work with them and set up a pro-
gram to try to get them off the bottle.

Q: Yes,
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A: And we had really good success in setting up programs like that with the businesses in
Chicago. That was a very dedicated group of people on that board.

Q: You went around to individual businesses then?

A: Sure. That’s what the main thrust of the Chicago Council was, to set up a program with
Kemper Insurance Company, or whoever. Jim Kemper was one of our very active board
members and had been president of the Chicago Council some time before I was. As a mat-
ter of fact Jim was, I think, national president of the alcoholics group, not Alcoholics Anony-
mous, but the fundraising educational arm. You know it’s like the American Cancer Society
or the American Heart Association or the Chicago chapter of those groups. It's a group
of people who are dedicated to working on that particular disease, raising money for it, edu-
cating people on it to prevent the disease or to cure it or whatever, research and so on.

Q: Alright sir how about the — I’'m not sure how to pronounce it — the King-Bruwaert
House?

A: The King-Bruwaert House it’s called yes. Well King-Bruwaert is a home for — was at
that time a home for elderly ladies in Hinsdale, beautiful home. I was walking across the
Loop one day with Phil Clark’s father, who had been the CEQ of one of the banks in Chicago
and was one of the leading citizens of Chicago. And Mr. Clark, whose name was also Philip
Clark, told me the story of King-Bruwaert House, walking across the Loop together. He
lived in Hinsdale and we — I don’t remember — it seems to me we sometimes played bridge
together on the train. And I got to know him only through that source. And he told me
the story of the King-Bruwaert House. It was set up by the will of one Susanne King, who
married the Belgian counsel in Chicago, his name was Bruwaert. And she inherited some
money or something, but she set up a trust to establish this home. Well actually it was
a testimentary trust, it was in her will. And her will left, I don’t know, a hundred thousand
dollars, or some relatively modest amount of money to create a home for gentle ladies of
modest means.

And she and her husband went on their diplomatic missions around the world and they were
killed in an automobile accident, in Switzerland I believe. And the will then took effect,
so there was this bequest which was left to three trustees in Chicago, of whom I think —
1 don’t remember if Phil Clark was one of the original trustees. But a fellow by the name
of Bill Burry was one. And I think maybe Charles Freeman was one, Charles Y. Freeman
was one. They took a look at it and they were really afraid of the tax consequences because
— of course Mrs. King-Bruwaert was an American citizen by birth, married to a Belgian
citizen, died in Switzerland and had been in other countries, and they were scared to death
that there was going to be multiple tax problems with the money in the portfolio. So the
trustees sold everything they had. And it was something like a hundred thousand
dollars. I don’t think it was much more than that. I think that’s what it was. And they
sold it in September, 1929. So that when the crash came one month later they had a hun-
dred thousand dollars in cash instead of having a portfolio of worthless stock. Bill Burry
told me it was the rightest decision he had made for the wrongest reason in his whole
life. But in any event from that the trustees developed a very significant portfolio.

And I thanked Mr. Clark for telling me the story and said goodby to him as I turned to
get on the elevator here in the Field Building. And he said, “Wait a minute, young man,
I'm not through,” which was exactly the way Mr. Clark spoke. And I said, “Excuse me,
I thought you were through.” And he said, “No. The three of us older gentlemen who are
on the board have decided we’d like to bring three young men on — my son and Jim Douglas”
— who was I believe related to one of the other trustees — “and you.” And I said, “Well
I'm flattered and honored. I know the other two. I know your son of course very
well. And the other ...” It was another — not Phil, it was another son of Mr. Clark’s. 1
said, “But you know you really don’'t know me very well. You've seen me play bridge on
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the train. That’s the total extent of what you know about me.” He said, “I have checked
you out.”

Q: Well!

A: Which I guess he had done. (chuckles) Anyway he invited me to go on the board. So
I went on that board and I served on it for twenty-three years up until last year. And
on Tuesday or Wednesday of this week I went — they invited me back to the annual board
meeting — I went to the annual meeting this week. It was on Tuesday of this week at the
Metropolitan Club and it was a pleasure to see my friends there again.

King-Bruwaert is a beautiful house. It’s expanded, flourished financially, wonderful set of
directors, series of directors we've had. The present director is a superb English lady. And
my mother . . .

(taping stopped for telephone conversation, then resumed)

A: My mother lived at King-Bruwaert House for the last two years of her life, It’s just
a beautiful place, well run and it’s just a gentle, gentlemanly place for ladies.

Q: We discussed a little bit yesterday Sam Witwer’s go for the Senate. You were state
chairman of the volunteers for Witwer in that effort. First of all, how was it that Sam
Witwer decided to run for the Senate?

A: Well he was a very logical guy to be in government. He was a very knowledgeable
gentleman and . . .

(taping stopped for telephone conversation, then resumed)
A: What was I saying?
Q: Sam Witwer . . .

A: Oh yes., He was a lawyer but most of all he was just knowledgeable about governmental
matters. He had been an active Republican. I don’t think he had ever run for
anything. But the group of people I mentioned the other day — Tilly Commings and George
McKibbin and Nate Jacobs and Allen Jacobs, his nephew, and people like that really wanted
Sam to run. He was very popular with the League of Women Voters people. His problem
was with the regular Republican organization and as a matter of fact there were a whole
pile of people who ran in that primary. I don’t remember who they all were. Bill
Rentschler was one. Austin Wyman I think was one. I kind of get mixed up whether they
ran — Joe Meek had eight or nine people running against him in 1954 in the primary, and
Sam had seven or eight running against him in 1960. I had one when I ran in 1974. Lar
Daly was the only one who ran against me. :

Q: Isee. (chuckles)

A: Which there are pros and cons of those. But Sam was not necessarily the party’s
choice. Elbert Smith might have run against him. Did he? Do you remember? There
were some people from downstate who ran. 1 think . . .

Q: Tdon’t recall. It seems to me he did.

A: He ran sometime and I think Elbert may have been one who did. There were some very
capable people running like Elbert Smith. But Sam was so knowledgeable and such a bright
guy that he got the — he won the primary and then went on to lose in the November election
to Paul Douglas.
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Q: What about the campaign itself. Now you were state chairman of the volunteers. How
did you go about organizing the volunteers?

A: Well actually what happened was after the — I think it was after the primary — it
occurred to me that things weren’t organized maybe as well in Sam’s campaign as they might
be. He was well aware of it. So was everybody else who were working in it. And I wrote
Sam a fairly long single-spaced multi-paged letter one time with some suggestions about
how he might get the act put together a little bit. And he called me up and said, “Alright,
smart aleck, you come do it.” So I said, “Geez, I don’t know if I can do that.” And he
wanted me to take time off from my firm to do it. I proposed it to them — I was then
at the Chadwell firm — and they said no. But they said, “You can go over there at four
o'clock every afternoon.” So that’s what I did. I worked at the office until four o’clock for
the, you know, few months before the campaign, three or four months, and then I went over
to the headquarters, at the Witwer headquarters downtown here and I work — I think I
was — as a matter of fact I was thinking I was chairman of the campaign. It was more
than just volunteers that [ had. We had people who were working on the volunteers, but
I was kind of helping with the strategy and all kinds of things like that. There was a paid
staff too. Dick Lockhart primarily was the paid executive and was maybe — probably had
the title campaign manager. But we all worked very closely together in a campaign against
a very popular United States senator.

Q: What kind of strategies did you develop to try to push him over?

A: Oh the usual things that you do in a campaign like that, to emphasize Paul Douglas’s
record and Sam Witwer’s record hoping that the record that Sam had developed in his civie
life and business life would be enough to offset the positive effect of Paul Douglas in a lot
of things because Paul Douglas was a very liberal senator, and had I think a very bad record
in many respects from the point of view of a moderate voter in Illinois. It's just tough
to beat a guy like Paul Douglas once he gets entrenched in the Senate.

Q: How did you go about working downstate? Did you hunt for people to . . .

A: Sure.
Q: Who were some of the people that you found down there?

A: Well there are two basic ways you do that of course. One is to work through the Repub-
lican organization. And you need to work closely with the Republican organization, both
because they're already in place with people and with ideas and programs and everything
else. And second, because if you don’t do that, you're going to make them mad at you. So
you've got to talk to the county chairmen. And I know from experience it's hard to remem-
ber the name of every county chairman. I remember one county chairman was highly eriti-
cal of Sam because he met Sam at a party and Sam was going down a long line of people
and the chairman was at the head of the line and then for some reason he ended down at
the foot of the line too, and Sam introduced himself to him again at the end of the line,
and this guy couldn’t understand that. Boy, I can understand that. You just can’t remem-
ber every single face. Your computer shorts out. Meeting a thousand people a day, you
just don’t remember, even five minutes apart. (chuckles)

The second way basically that you do it is to get a volunteer organization of Volunteers for
Witwer to put up those little elephants like I showed you yesterday, “Witwer was
here.” And as a matter of fact I got a note from Sam yesterday. I’d sent him one of those
elephants. 1 just saw him last week and that is how I happened to know where they were
yesterday when I showed one to you. And Sam wrote back to me and thanked me for my
work in the campaigns. He said that people keep sending those little elephants from the
downstate area once in a while.



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































