PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Walter Goodman for the Oral History Office during October and November
of 1972. Paula Bergschneider transcribed the tapes and Sheila Sears

edited the tramscript. J. Willard Conlon reviewed the transcript.

J. Willard Conlon was born in Bissell, Illinois on November 11,
1910. His early life was spent on a farm in Montgomery County, Illinois,
and he attended school in Nilwood, Illinois. He has lived most of his
life in the Springfield area. He was employed by the Illinois Bell Tel-
ephone Company from December 20, 1928 until February of 1937. On Feb-
ruary 15, 1937 he began his career as a Federal employee with the Divi-
sion of Disbursments, United States Treasury Department. In June of
1944, he was transferred to the Office of Price Administration as Com-—
modities Investigator. He was later an investigator for the Civil Ser-
vice Commission and the Justice Department. During the national elec-
tion of 1964, he was sent to Mississippi to act as a poll watcher to

assure that all residents had an equal opportunity to vote.

Mr. Conlon's various positions with the Federal Government have
given him a vantage point from which to obserfe closely many of the
major historical events of the twentieth century. He has innate curi-
osity and the ability of an aware and critical observer of the history
of his lifetime. This memoir is rich in Mr. Conlon's reminiscences of
of the Prohibition Era, the Depression, and World War II. He also shares

with the reader the early days of radio, vaudeville, movies and other

forms of entertaimment. Mr. Conlon was in Denver, Colorado at the time



ii

that the Japanese relocation centers were being set up nearby; he was
in Washington, D.C. during the McCarthy hearings of the 1950's. He has
always been near history in the making, and has been interested enough
to remember his experiences and share them with the readers of this

memoir.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is
a transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views ex-

pressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not
be reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon

State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Early life, family background

The Twenties, Prohibition

Stock market crash, Depression
Homeowners Loan Corporation
Progressive Mine Workers of America
WPA, PWA

Thoughts on Hilter, Mussolini

World War II

Work for Division of Disbursements, United States
Treasury Department

Work for Office of Price Administration,
rationing during WW II

Japanese relocation centers
Entertainment in Springfield

Radio

Police activities

Prohibition, bathtub gin, gambling
Japanese relocation centers

OPA, rationing

Work for Office of Housing Expeditors, rent
control

Work for Civil Service Commission
Poll watching in the South

Progressive Mine Workers of America,
Jasper Gullo

15
27
32
42
47
51

63

65
82
85
91
107
118
127

131

136
142

155

164



J. Willard Conlon, October and November, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Walter Goodman, Interviewer.
Q. Mr. Conlon, what was your birth date?
A. I was born November 11, in 1910.

Q. And you have had, of course, various occupations. Could you sort

of list them more or less chronologically?

A. Well, yes. Of course, as a youngster, you know, in my teens and

even before, I had the normal things such as carrying papers and door-
to-door selling-—once of brooms, I remember, when T was a schoolboy.

Then later I worked for about ninety days in the coal mine; I worked
with my father in Citizen's Mine B. I remember that on December 20,
1928, I went to work in the accounting department of the Tllinois Bell
Telephone Company as a mailboy. I worked there from December 20, 1928
until I left to enter Government service, and that occurred in February
of 1937. I believe I reported for duty with the Division of Disbursments

of the United States Treasury Department on February 15, 1937.

Q. Now let's see, your birthday is Armistice Day. Of course, it wasn't
Armistice Day when you were born, but do you have any recollections
about World War I? 1I realize you were very young, but do you remember

things such as rationing possibly?

A. As a matter of fact, I do. I was eight years old on the first Armi-



stice Day, November 11 in 1918, and I recall that before that, of course,
the war was.on and it was the subject of a great deal of conversation.

It was shortly after we had moved into Springfield from the farm—-we
lived on South Eighth Street-—and there was a detachment of soldiers that
marched down Eighth Street right in front of our house. We were told
that they were going to the depot so that they could take the train some-
where. And I was very much afraid. 1I'd heard of soldiers, but seeing

them that close up didn't cheer me up a bit. (laughter)

Later, I recall that there were some shortages, particularly in sugar
and a few other things, and I recall that my mother did a lot of baking
and she said that it was necessary for her to buy substitutes in an
equal amount that she bought flour. She was in the habit of buying flour
in 24 pound sacks, or perhaps in some cases in 48 pound sacks. That's
the way flour was prepared or packed in those days. But it seems that
in order to get flour that way, you were expected to buy an equal amount
of weight in other commodities such as bran flour or cornmeal or just
any corn product of any kind to establish that you were trying to ..
I think the term at that time was to share the burden and help your
cougtty by using things that were not in short supply, so that things

that were in short supply would be more available to others.

Q. During World War I, did you ever run across any of the horse steaks

or things that the other people tried and so forth?

A. T never did, no. All of my information on that type of food came

from conversation, the conversation in the family and in other places.



But I do remember there was a great deal of conversation in our family
about the hardships that the Belgians were putting up with. It was

never quite clear to me in those days exactly what a Belgian was, really,
but it seemed that the Belgian children were denied food and were being
harshly mistreated by the Germans. Of course, since that time I learned
what they meant by that, but for a long while the term Belgilan was almost
- + « 1t always called to my mind cruelty to children, or children hav-~

ing very hard times.

Q. What about public support? Do you remember anything about this?

Were there big rallies, or did your parents go in for this stuff?

A. My parents were rather the quiet type; they never really attended
very many public functions. Indeed, they didn't have a great deal to

say about the affairs of the day although they did have definite views

on the war and things of that nature. But even though I was young, I
recall that there was some talk in our household about the fact that a
couple of parochial schools here in Springfield that had--they were grade
schools——they had courses in the German language, and found it advisable
to discontinue these German language courses because of public resent-
ment and hostility. 1In fact, it was said that the pastor of one of these
parishes had been so outspoken in his support of the German forces that
he had raised serious questions in the minds of his own congregation as
to whether or not he was stable enough, or really acceptable to them

under these conditions.

GQ». You said a few minutes ago that yoti moved in from the farm. Where

was the farm?



A, The last farm we lived on-—we were renters, of course--was down by
Nilwood, Illinois. That's south of Springfield there, oh, around 25 or
30 miles, or perhaps just a shade further than that. It's located, I
believe, in Montgowmery County. But we came up, well, we must have come
to Springfield in either late 1917 or early in 1918. I remember that
I started school in first grade at Nilwood, Illinois, and the name of
my teacher was Miss Bloyer. And I recall that she used to read to us

every afternoon, and, in fact, she read to us from The Wizard of 0z. T

always thought that the name Dorothy was a very beautiful name, and it

came to me from The Wizard of Oz. And every day after school, Miss Bloyer

would take the interurban car--it's an electric car similar to a street—:

car--to Carlinville because that's where she lived.

Q. Did you ever know of anyone--not necessarily_political--who spoke
out against the war, in your family or anybody else, or possible dis-

crimination against people like thisg?

A. I really never heard of anyone taking any view or having an attitude
other than that our country was very well justified in all of its activ-
ities, and that everything that the Allied Powers did was great and every-
thing that the other side did was wrong. I do remember my very first po-
litical thought, which isn't connected with the war, but I remember when
Hughes ran against Wilson, which had to be in 1916 because this goes back
to Nilwood when I was in the first grade. And we had a little verse we
used to say: '"Wilson runs the engine, Hughes rings the bell. Wilson goes
to the White House, and Hughes goes to the other place." My father and

mother were very distressed when they'd hear us talk like this. (laughter)



Q. After World War I, the boys were coming home and so forth, and they
were finding it a little difficult to find jobs. Was your family ever
effected by this--1'm sure they didn't come home from the war or any-

thing, but did they . . .

A. They really weren't, because we did not have any real close, like
brothers and sisters or even cousins on active duty in the military
service. My parents were quite old; they ﬁere married late in life,

and well, we certainly knew many returning servicemen. I was old enough
by then to know that somebody was home, and we heard reports, and there
was talk that it was rather difficult for soldiers to f£ind employment
again or to, well, to suit themselves or to fit themselves for civilian
life again. 1t seemed that many of the soldiers found readjusting to

the normal humdrum way of living that most of us faced, it was not really

suitable to them.

There was one thing about the returnees from World War I that I do re-
member, though, and that is they were in the habit of coming back in a
group. In other words, you could go down to the railroad station or
other places where a larée section of them would get off the train. I
don't know if it was a company or a platoon or what it was, but there
would be a civic reception to greet the boys coming home. In World

War T4, that wasn't the case; just all of a sudden you just learned that
so—and—so-ﬁas back again, you see. But to have any civic ceremony while
a certain number of them returned home was not common in World War 1T,

but I believe it was rather common in World War I.

Q. What was your father's occupation?



A. He was a coal miner. He had been a farmer and he was born and raised
on a farm in Sangamon County, and then he rented farms, as I say, down

in Montgomery County and in and around Springfield. Then when he left

the farm, he came back to Springfield and he became a coal miner. He

had, in his earlier days, been connected with the Bissell Coal Mine out
here. At one time, he and his own father had had a hand in the estab-
lishment of that coal mine, and he had been the bookkeeper for the orig-
inal Bissell Coal Company out there. Then the corporate ownership changed
and he had worked underground as a miner for a while. So he was no

novice at this.

I do know this, that when he was farming, he had some draft horses—-
that was the power, of course, they had——and some buyers for the British
Army or for one of the Allied Powers came through and made him such a
fine offer for some of these horses that he had, that he felt that he
couldn't afford to not take it, so he sold them. He still had retained

enough for the uses that he needed.

Q. Following the more or less slight depression after World War I, came
the Twenties, of course, and the Twenties have always been known in the
history books as boom time. Everybody was more or less gay and happy

and all that stuff. Do you have feelings like this, too?

A. No, I don't. In fact, quite the opposite. It might well be because
of the fact that my father was older by then and he was working in the
mines. The mines were, of course, not nearly as profitable, or not as
good a place to work as they had been during the war, because like every-

thing else, after the war there was slackening in industry generally and



the work in the mines fell off. So there were many periods there, where
just because of the season——the summer season-—they would not be working
at all, and there were other periods when the mines were on strike for
long periods of time. I can remember my father being on strike for six

months at a time on several occasions.

So that while the Twenties are said by the historians and the economists
to be a period of relative affluence and prosperity for the country at
large, it really wasn't true for the Conlon family as a unit. Because
even when the mines were working, your earnings depended in a large mea-
sure on how much you yourself could produce, because in those days, you
know, you were paid on a tonnage basis and this varied. There were many
factors involved here in additien to your own physical ability to load
coal and your own skill at being able to blast coal. There was the amount
of coal needed by your employer as to whether you could load all the cars
you were capable of or not. And so, put all together, this was not really
a very prosperous time. My father married late in life, and this was at
the time when his children were at their youngest and in their school

age 80 that they were not able to contribute anything. They were con-
sumers, but they were not able to help out financially in any way. My
father did have some resources in addition to his earnings in the coal
mine job., He owned some small property in addition to our own home. He
owned another house, and he came into a very small inheritance, and in
those ways we had some advantages that perhaps we wouldn't have had other-
wise, but we were never in the top rank. In other words, other people
bought automobiles long before we did -and enjoyed a measure of comfort

that we didn't have access to.



Q. During the 1920's you were a teenager. Do you remember much about

Prohibition, such as the speakeasies?

A. Sure do. Yes, indeed. You know, it's kind of funny. I do not
remember when Prohibition came. I do very dimly remember before Prohi-
bition came. In other words, I remember when saloons were open and run-
ning. And I know for certain that when we came to Springfield, that
there were several corner saloons, as they were called theq?in our
neighborhood because I heard my father refer to them on several occasions.
Then later, of course, the prohibition law was passed, and just when

that came about escaped my attentién as it had no interest for me. I

really didn't know a thing about that.

Then still a little later, I became conscious of the fact that the sale
of liquor was illegal and all of the saloons and taverns were closed

and one thing or another, and that liquor was being sold on, oh, sort of
a, well, it's hard to put it--an illegal basis, but that's not it. It
was being sold on the sly, I think is the only way you'd say it. And us
children and young teenagers, we were pretty well aware of who was doing
the selling and who was doing the buying. And it became quite the cus-
tom for people to make their own wine and their own beer. And in this,
they were, well, they were encouraged, really, by the business interest
because it turned out that by the purchase of a product called malt. . . .
Now this malt, there was nothing unusual about it except that it was
flavored with hops, and it was sold under the . . . it was sold as some-
thing one would use in baking, to flavor bread or flavor other baked

products. But any recipe will show you that a tablespoon full of that




malt would flavor a large batch of bread, whereas it was sold in about
a three-pound can, you see. So that was just really a subterfuge. So
it soon became quite the custom that everyone would buy these cans of
malt and a package of compressed yeast, and there was a little sugar
involved in it, I think. And you put this all in together with water
and dissolved it in lukewarm water in a large crock, and that would soon
foam up, and then that foam would disapperar and then it would revive
and foam up again, after which time you'd bottle it. It made a pretty
palatable beer; it was really very good. The point here is that every
grocery store at that time, they would have on hand at least a half a
dozen, and in all probability twelve different varieties of this malt.

I doubt very much if you could buy a can of it in Springfield today.
Q. What about the speakeasies?

A. The speakeasies?’ As I say, we, as youngsters, well knew where they
were. It wasn't until a little later on that I patronized any of them,
but I actually frequently did. I have been in speakeasies on a number
of occasions. As time went on, you got to know who was in the business
and where you might be able to buy something to drink, and this started
at a rather young age. We now have a law that says one shouldn't sell
to anyone less than 21, I believe, in the State of Illinois. I know
that I was only 16 when I bought my first bottle of white mule, which is

the same as bootleg whiskey.
Q. Where were some of these at?

A. They were scattered, really, all over the town. I wouldn't say

there were very many on the west side of Springfield, just as there really
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aren't very many filling stations or grocery stores. But there were
plenty of them in the downtown district and the fringe areas downtown.
By fringe, I would include anything like east of Ninth Street, or south
of Capitol, or north of Madison or perhaps Carpenter. But they were
sprinkled in there, largely in these cases on the second floor of down~
town buildings. There were none of them that I knew of ever operated
on the first floor. Now I have heard that there were some, but I was never
in one. The only ones in this particular area would be on the second
floor. Then on the east side and on the north side there were really
quite a few of them, Some of them sold only a little alcohol that was
supposed to be distilled from sugar--it's said that that's a very easy
and quick way to make alcohol--and they'd sell you the alcohol and cut
it with water for you and sometimes they'd flavor it. By flavor it, I
mean they'd make and imitation gin or even put a little peach or black-
berry flavoring or something like that. But we had a custom here in
Springfield in the sale of this home brew that I have never heard of

any place else.

When three or four people would approach a bootlegging joint--say on

the north side--you'd go in and all of us would sit at a table, all in
one party. And someone would say, "Let's have a beer." The waiter, or
gsometimes a waitress, would take a large tin bucket, and empty into that
bucket two quart bottles of beer and then bring it to us. Then every-
one would drink from this bucket and pass it around until it was empty,
and then it would be the next man's turn and he, too, would order. In
other words, you just emptied these bottles into this bucket, and you’

drank out of it until it was empty and then you ordered another omn. If
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vou wanted something a little harder like white mule, as I say, you
would get a shot and they'd give you a chaser of soda pop or whatever

you wanted.
Q. How much actual public support was there, at least in your family?

A, T never heard of any real criticism of this, except of a sort of a
social nature. By this I mean that there would be some comment, ''Well,
so-and~s0 is sending his son off to be a doctor, and he can well afford
to because he's been bootlegging for years." That's an actual quotation.

I even know the doctor. (laughter)
Q. How good was the liquor?

A. Tt was not very good. There were a lot of scare stories in magazines
and in the newspapers——there still is, of course——about people drinking
inferior alcohol--wood alcohol was the term we all used--where people
went blind and one thing or another. And there was also talk that in the
manufacture of this white mule that there'd be dead rats and cats and
other matter of that kind in the fermentaion vats. And that might well
be, but I remember that after Prohibition it came out that a large pro-
portion of this homemade product had been tested and found to be as pal-
atable and as potable as one could expect. In other words, there was not
really any great risk to be run from this. It was not as bad as it was
painted. It was a good deal cheaper than what we're paying today. I
know one place where you could buy alcohol at four dollars a gallon. I

don't know the proof of it, but I do know that it was pretty strong.

Q. Did you ever run across anybody you knew who was involved in the
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gangster element or the violence which occurred in Springfield?

A. Nobody, as far as being personally acquainted with anyone, not really.
I knew a couple of fellows about my own age who it was said were working
for the bootleggers and were working for Chicago and Cicero interests,

and it might well be. There was supposed to be a tie up between St. Louis
and Chicago in those matters. And I believed it, and I still believe it,
as a matter of fact. In fact, some of them are still active in Spring-

field today. I forgot the first part of the question.
Q. Could you relate any incidents of violence that occurred in Sprihgfield?

A. Oh, I well remember when various bootlegging joints were closed down
and the gossip was that they had been ordered to close by the syndiéate.
T don't think we used the word syndicate in those days; I think somebody
said, "the gangsters." But at any rate, there was a place out north of
town called the Wayside Inn which was pretty notorious for its day
because it continued to operate on a little more sophisticated level than
the working man's common beer-drinking joint that I talked about. They
had a band there, and they had a regular bar, and they had some pretty
racy decorations in back of the bar. And it seemed to enjoy a great pppﬁ-
larity with the more affluent people in the town, especially those who,
oh, liked to swing a little bit, I suppose. At any rate, the word went
out they were told to close down, and they didn't do it. They were then
burned out; they were definitely bombed, and the place was burned. There

were no casualties in that, but the place never did open again.

I remember the first gangster killing that I ever heard of was down on

Ninth and Reynolds Street. There was a grocery store and another store
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there, and apparently two fellows were walking east on Reynolds Street,

and as they cornered Ninth Street there were some fellows there waiting
for them and they had machine guns, and they killed them right on the spot.
Then some time later, there was another killing at a place called the
Bluebird Cafe down on Jefferson Street. It was between Seventh and Eighth
Street on Jefferson. And it was on the south side of the street, and it
was the sort of a place of questionable repute. At any rate, some fellows
were sitting in there one afternoon at a table and the place was invaded
by other people with machine guns who killed two fellows there. That, by

the way, is only a block away from the police statiom.

Q. I think you told me a story about a fellow who ran a shoeshine shop
or something where Horace Mann is today, and went to lunch and was shot

and didn't come back from lunch or something.

A. Oh, no. There used to be an establishment on the corner--it wasn't a
shoeshine place. There used to be an establishment on the corner, T
think it was Eighth and Washington streets, and it was run by a man who
was known as a gambler. This was rather well-known and accepted as
though he were a shoe man or something of that kind. And he had the
reputation of being scrupulously honest. If he lost a bet, he paid it.

If you were known to him and you needed money, he'd loan it to you. And
apparently he operated in defiance of the demands of some element of our
soclety, because he did go to lunch one day and as he left the place, why,
they let him have it. It was in the middle of the afternoon or the early

afternoon, about lunch time. Charlie Dawson, I think, was his name.

Q. How did the police react to the violence or the speakeasies or to any
of this stuff that was actually illegal? Were there actually any great

moves to eliminate crime?

1
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A, As far as I know, their attitude was this: they did not condone

any of this. This was illegal, and therefore they were against it. But
their basic attitude was that this was a Federal law and it's up to the
Federal Government to do their own enforcing. They themselves, of
course, would enforce it where they could. And mind you now, in saying
this, I certainly was not close enough to know any of the police or any
of the authorities in charge of the police. But my attitude, or my
impressions-—and I was quite young at the time, although, by now, I was
in my twenties—-was that they felt that the enforcement of the prohibi-
tion law, itself, was really not their first responsibility. In an ad-
visory or other capacity, they would help ‘where necessary, but in ferret-
ing out or tryiﬁg to collect evidence, I don't believe they spent much
time on it at all. Now then, there were many, many individual police-
men who took the attitude that, well, they didn't approve of prohibition
anyway, and they themselves liked to drink a 1itt1e, and it was not
really uncommon to run across an off-duty policeman either in a place of
that kind or attending a social function where a good deal of liquor was

served.

T wouldn't say that they went out of their way to make an example, but

I had one story related to me by a relative of mine who went to Chicago
to testify as an expert witness in a lawsuit there. It was in a Federal
court and one of the sides had hired him to come in as an expert witness
on this case involving the coal mine. So he went up there, and he left
the Union Station and he felt a little thirst and he asked the first

Chicago policeman he met where a man could buy a drink. The policeman

cheerfully obliged and told him.



























































































































































































































































































