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WILLIAM “SMOKEY” DOWNEY

July 21, 1981, Tape 1, Side 1

Q: I'd like for you to go into your background and give me an idea of
how you got to the Stratton administration in 1952.

At The reason I got to the Stratton administration in 1952 was because I
was with the Stratton administration in 1950 when he was elected state
treasurer, and he went right from the office of state treasurer to the
office of governor. So that's the simple reason why I was with it in
1952.

Q: But what is your political background?

A; Well, I was a newspaperman and went to work at the Illinois
State Journal in 1928, And one of my first assignments was police
reporting, and then I covered the courts, And political editor at that
time on the Illinois State Journal was a man by the name of George
Marney, M-A-R-N-E-Y, He had been political editor there for years and he
was really beloved by everyone in the state house.

Of course, in those days the legislature was in session. Four Chicago
papers sent a man down, the Tribune, the Daily News, the Chicago Journal
was in existence then, and the Herald and the American. There were five
of them. They were the Hearst papers. And the Associated Press, and the
United Press and the International News all had bureaus in Springfield.
There were three bureaus here. The Journal and the Illinois State
Register had their reporters over there, So there were five. And then
when the legislature was In session there would be six more, there'd be
eleven at the tops. Today there's three times that many interns running




over each other over there, and they don't know what it's all about yet,
It's not their fault, really.

But Marney was sick and he had a malignancy so I was sent over one day to
cover the senate. The senate in those days met at four o'clock in the
afternoon. The house would meet in the daytime and I was sent over in
the afternoon to cover because it was the morning paper and we didn't go
to work until three o'clock in the afternoon. Got off at 2:30 in the
morning. They were short hours. We only had six days a week though.
And I got to—-1 remember it very well--Senator Martin Carlson from
Moline. He was chairman of some sort of a commission that was making a
report, And I had to cover that meeting., I got the report. And then I
watched the senate in session that afternoon and I enjoyed it.

It wasn't quite as exciting as covering police beat in the bootlegging
days around Springfield. One year we had thirty murders here unsolved,
But it was interesting., I went back on a number of occasions and covered
the legislature in the early afternoons when they were in session.

Q: Why did the senate meet at four o'clock in the afternoon?

A: You'd have to ask those people. That's the way they did it in those
days. The senate met in the afternoon, never in the morning. Oh, some
of those members, they had their frock coats on them and there was never
anybody allowed in there that didn't have a tie and a coat on. They were
very precise and I mean very formal.

And Senator Richard J. Barr was the dean of the senate, well he was the
senior senator, Republican leader. Tom Courtenay was the Democratic
leader and he was later state's attorney of Cook County and a candidate
for governor in 1932, I believe,

I enjoyed it very much, the political thing, Of course, my father was in
politics in Logan County, Lincoln, where I was born. And he was deputy
county clerk up there. And had been in the court house for years. He
was kind of a rarity in our family, We were Irish Catholic, and
Republicans. I remember going to St. Patrick's School in Lincoln. And
the Healy's, and the Moos's, and the Murphy's. They were all Democrats,
I asked my father one time when I was in school. I said, '"Dad, how come
most of the kids in school and all their families are Democrat?" Of
course, there's Cronin's and the Downey's, and the Vlahovich's, and
Starkovitz's, and all of those northenders who were coal miners, they
were all Republicans. Dad told me it was because he helped them get
their naturalization papers when their fathers came over here. And he
said, "But anyway there's two classes of Irish." He said, "Just remember
there's a Republican Irish and then there's the Shanty Irish."”
(laughter) In a joking way, I mean. He wasn't facetious about it, He
was facetious about it, but he didn't mean anything by it. But it was
the truth. His family were Republican in Pennsylvania. They came out to
I1linois from Pennsylvania., His family were coal miners.

And that's where my dad got the nickname of Smokey. He started school in
Lincoln., He was eight years old. And he started to school in Lincoln at
St. Patrick's School. And the sister asked him where he lived before he
moved to Lincoln, She said, "William, where did you live?" And he said,




"Shamokin, Pennsylvania." And those Irish thought that was funny, and
they called him Smokey from that time on. And it was handed down to me.
My name's the same as my father, William Downey. But that's how I got
in. I mean I really was raised in a political atmosphere.

I remember living as a young [boy]--my father had a hotel in Lincoln
between times he was out of political office. And there was a newspaper
next door to us, the Star. And I can remember them flashing the election
results on the screen across the street in front of the depot at night
when the election lights were going. Election in those days, that's how
they got the information., And that's how I really got into the newspaper
business too from that angle,

But my father was in the court house in Logan County in 1908. He'd
served in the Spanish-American War, and he came back to Lincoln and
wasn't much to do there so he came down to Springfield and got a job in
the coal mines here in Springfield. He went to night school. A man by
the name of Gue Thompson of Lincoln was elected circuilt clerk up there in
1908, and he was looking for an Irish, Catholic Republican to go into his
office. And they told him about my dad. And Dad went back to Lincoln
then in 1908, 1 beg your pardon, 1904, 1904, right after the Spanish
war. 1904, he went back to Lincoln and he was deputy circuit clerk from
1904 until 1912. And then my father ram for circuit clerk that year in
Logan County, and he got beat in the Bull Moose landslide. That was the
year that Teddy Roosevelt ran and split the Republican party. And my dad
went down in defeat.

So then he opened up a hotel and he was in the hotel for ten years., And
when prohibition came along he folded the hotel. He said there was no
money to be made in the hotel as long you didn't have the saloon with it.
Then he later went with the county clerk up there. A man by the name of
Mowrey was elected in 1922, And Dad went with him and then he stayed in
that office until he died in 1935.

So I had a political background. So when I got over to watch the
legislature back in 1929 there, oh, 1 was seeing things that was great in
my book. Because later on I was offered a job in Decatur. And it was
organizing the guild over there or something., And they had a strike or
something., But anyway Dave Felts used to be in Springfield, wrote a
column and was a sports editor and wrote an editorial and was chief
writer for the Decatur Herald.

He moved to Decatur with the Lindsey papers and they wanted me to work
for them. He called me up and wanted me to come over there, They
offered me five dollars more a week than I was making in Springfield.
That put me up to about thirty-~five dollars, I think. I was making
thirty then. And I went over to Decatur and I spent a day and went
around. But the Staley Starch Works and the city hall and the Mueller
ironworks, and county building there didn't hold the lure for me that the
State House in Springfield did. Whether it was my political background,
but it was the center of things.

So I came back here and I told Emil Smith the editor of the paper. I
said, "I've got a chance to go to Decatur for five dollars a week more."
He said, "Well, why don't you take the job?" Well, I said, "I didn't do




it." I said, "I'm going to stay here." Well, the next week there was a
two dollar pay raise in my check so it worked out that way.

But covering the legislature little by little, not regularly., I never
covered it regularly. But it give me a background on Illinois
situations. And then I stayed on the Journal. And I got to know the
legislators very well. Particularly when prohibition went out of effect.
Of course, I used to see them in the bootlegging joints in Springfield
when they used the 8t. Nicholas Hotel and the Leland [Hotel]. They
were-~oh, the St. Nicholas really was the one where they hung out. They
used to pull an act there, They would get guys that, the new legislators
would come down here and they would scare the daylights out of them.
They would bring—-they'd tell them, '"Oh, my God. Look down there. Look
at those guys, they'd push a guy out the window." Well, the window was
about, about two feet below the window was a ledge and they'd get up
there. And these guys, '"Oh, you saw that." And then they would drive
these people crazy. And these guys ran about and they wouldn't know what
happened. And we used to get calls in the police station. That's how I
got to know and the police would go down and say, "The guy just jumped
out the window." They'd call the police. And I would follow the police
down there and this was what had happened. After a while you knew what
was going on, But it was funny, But I got to know the legislators.

Well, the bootlegging joints, got the legislators that were always voting
dry. They hung around the bootlegging joints as much as those that were
always voting wet. But that was how I got to know these people, And
then when prohibition was repealed and the hotels opened up, these people
around, the legislators, would go-—the Lake Club was then known as the
Villa Valencia. And the hotels, and oh, there were great spots around
Springfield. And I got to know them all in there and then I would always
get over to the legislature on an extra assignment or something and I got
to know these people. '

One man I got to know real well was Dick Lyons. He was a great talker,
He was from up in Libertyville. He was a Republican, of course. And I'd
seen him, he would appear out at the Lake Club. What's now the Lake
Club. The Villa Valencia. He was a neat mimic--he could mimic Maurice
Chevalier better than Chevalier himself, He'd get the straw hat on the
gide of his head and go out and he would sing. And I mean he was a riot,.

Well, one night down at the Abe Lincoln Hotel, Lyons was walking through
the lobby and he was going down to the tavern. And Senator Bill Comnors
from Chicago who was a Democrat and was in the house at that time, Lyons
had made a speech against Horner on the floor of the house. And Connor
and I were sitting there in the hotel, it was in kind of a bar room. And
Connors said a few choice words. "You so and so." And he smacked Lyons.,
Hey, I'm a reporter on the paper and I saw it., So I went back to the
office and I told them, "I just saw a guy. He's a member of the house
hit another ome. But nothing happened.” I said, "Somebody stepped in
and they broke it up. The guy was Dick Lyons. And he made that speech
against Horner." Well they said, "Did anything happen?" I said, 'No,
the police didn't do anything." And it was all over with. And let it go
at that.




So the next day I saw Lyons on the street and I said, "I'm Smokey Downey
and I didn't write the story about the fight. I saw the affair last
night with Connors." Oh he said, "My God, thanks.” I said, "I didn't
write anything about it. I did tell my paper about it though." Oh he
said, "Yes, we were both drinking." And he said, "Let it go." And I
said, "Well," and he said, "Thank you very much. I won't forget it." I
said, "Okay." I got to know him very well after that. And also Connors.

Q: Was that Botchy Connors?

A: Yes, that was Botchy. If you knew him, you didn't call him that.
You called him Senator Connors or Bill Connors., Anybody that called him
Botchy, they never got any favors from him, I can tell you that. I was
told that early in my career.

Anyway Lyons, in 1938, became the Republican candidate for United States
senator. And I was still on the Journal and the boss and I-—Emil Smith
the editor of the paper--he and I had a falling out because of some
things. 1 was covering the state's attorney's office. And he had told
me about something that was going on in the gambling in Springfield.
Smith being a former mayor here probably knew all about it, too., But I
would never get any stories about gambling in Springfield papers. As a
police reporter I would find out about them. They never carried 1t.

So anyway Smith fired me. Oh, one day like maybe it was June of 1938,
and I was at the Abe Lincoln Hotel when the train came in from Chicago
that night, and it was like on a Monday he fired me. And Dick Lyons was
there. And he said, '"Hey, Smoke, what are you doing?" And I said,
"Nothing. I'm looking for work." He said, "What do you mean you're
looking?" I said, "I just got fired this afternoon from the paper. When
I worked oh, I got a letter that I was through." And I said, "Smith
fired me." Well he said, "You know, you said some nasty things about
him." I said, "Well, I didn't say any nasty things about him. I just
told you what the state's attorney told me here., That he was involved,
not him personally in the gambling, but he knew what was going on and he
wouldn't write it and so on."

And he said, "Hey, I got a job for you. I need somebody to go downstate
with our candidates." And he said, "You know downstate. Why don't you
do 1it?" He said, "What are you making over there?" I said, '"Forty
dollars a week." He said, "You're going to get fifty." So I was out of
work two hours and I got a ten dollar raise. That's how I got in. The
1938 campaign then I traveled all over the state with the three
candidates that were what they called the minor candidates then.

The two candidates were congressmen—at-—large, Simon Lance and Steven A,
Day. Lance was a farmer from Congerville and Steven A. Day was from up
at Evanston, And Bill McCaully from down at Olney, Illinois, he was
candidate for state treasurer. So when those three--and they had their
little caravan., Lyons was the candidate for United States senator. He
went alome then, He traveled around Chicago and the northern territory.
And these guys would go, they'd split up and go down the state. So I'd
travel with these people all over the state. And in those days the press
agent, you went into the newspaper office and there was one in every
town. And you'd sit in there. And they were delighted to see you




becaugse you could sit and write your story and say what they'd said and
bang. There was no radio or anything like that. But you'd sit in there
and you made every place in the state.

And I remember distinctly one night how big the state was, was brought to
my attention. We were in Winnetka, Illinois, and Bernice Van der Vries
was there. ©She was in the legislature. I knew her then and we were
going to have a meeting in Winnetka, Illinois, at the city hall and it
was going to be outside. Well, we had snow in Winnetka in October, the
latter part of October. And they moved the meeting inside to the city
hall or the town hall whatever it was. And we had our meeting there,
These three candidates were there, And then they got on their way
because the next day we had to be in Cairo, Illinois, I pronounce it
Cairo because I was in Cairo during the war. It's Kay Row down there and
it's Ky Row in Egypt. And we had to be down in Cairo then. We drove
from Winnetka to Danville that night, And we stayed in Danville and then
the next day we were down in Cairo, Illinois and that area. And there
they were picking cotton down there. That was my first realization of
how big Illinois really was. It was snowing the night before in Winnetka
and we went to the Illinois border, and I thought "oh, boy." But we
covered the state, we were in every county.

And that's how I got into politics. Lyons got beat but oh, he ran a
tremendous race. It wasn't decided until about seven o'clock the next
morning when some of those west side wards came in from Chicago. And two
years before that Roosevelt carried the state by something like six or
seven hundred thousand. And Lance cut it down to about eighty, I think
it was. But the Republicans elected the majority im the House of
Represgentatives.

And a fellow by the name of Hugh Cross from down at Jerseyville was
elected Speaker of the House and he asked me to come in and help him out
when he was running for speaker. Which I did. I'd been all over the
state and he thought that I knew people that could get to the
legislators, I guess. Anyway he was elected. Cross beat Schnackenberg
who was minority leader in the previous legislature. And he became
speaker and he asked me to go with him. If he hadn't of T don't know
what I'd have done, but I obligingly went with him. I'11 never forget it
because I was pgetting eighteen dollars a day, seven days a week. I
thought, "oh."

As a matter of fact in the Republican campaign of 1938, there was at one
time that the Republicans didn't have enough money to pay me. They were
paying me fifty dollars a week. But these men, the candidates for
Congress and state treasurer, they took care of my food and also the
room, wherever I stayed., They picked up the tab. And finally all of a
sudden there was some Republican money started coming in, I think T had
eight, nine hundred dollars a check. I never had a check like that in my
life. And so I was living on easy street, And that was the situation in
those days. That give me an idea that politics was turning.

People were getting pretty disgusted with Roosevelt. Of course, it was
1938 and the economy wasn't all that great, the things that Roosevelt had
been talking about, the country hadn't turned around at all. If it
hadn't been for the scare in Europe and the war, I don't think he'd




ever—--but that was neither here nor there. But anyway, I still carry my
thinking of Roosevelt to this day. And it's not good.

But anyway, I went with Hugh Cross as Speaker of the House. And he
decided to run for lieutenant governor in 1940 and I managed his campaign
in 1940, He was elected lieutenant governor. So then it was another
step in the political ladder, From there the war broke out, and then I
went into the service, I never graduated from the University of Illinois
when I went over there. I got kicked out in fact.

Q: Why did you get kicked out?

A: Oh, several things. I knew more than the professors did in the
newspaper business. I was taking journalism, and I passed my Spanish. I
had Spanish. They would give me biology and I had to take chemistry., I
didn't want any of that stuff. I wanted the English. I passed the
English and the literature and that, but then there was a little problem.

One night at the Axe Grinder's Ball I had a bottle of whiskey with me and
everybody else had one. But I broke mine before the guy picked us all up
around the place. And he said, "I saw you break that." I spent the
night in the Champaign County Jail., 8o I went back to--well, went on
probation the first semester and when I got over to talk to the dean
about getting back in, he brought up, he said, "Well, there was a night
in the Champaign County Jail." And 1 said, "Yes, that's right. I was
the one." He said, "I know they didn't find anything on you, did they?"
I said, "No." He said, "Well, I guess that was your newspaper experience
from your days in Springfield." I hadn't been in Springfield yet, but it
was my newspaper days. And I said, "Yes, I threw it away." So I got out
of there, had to go to Sprinmgfield and got this job at the Journal.

When the war broke out, I went to the navy. 1I'd applied for a commission
and you had to have a college degree, But they give you credit if you
worked five years on a daily newspaper, metropolitian paper, that was an
equivalent, So I became, I was commissioned in the navy, and I was an
officer. Then during the war years I was transferred to Chicago to take
over, I was 1n charge of the press for the navy in the Chicago district
there. The reason that they picked me was there's a lot of guys far more
talented than I was as far as the newspaper business was concerned.

They were from the Chicago Tribune or the Chicago Daily News, and in
those days the Daily News was run by Frank Knox who left the Republican
party and went with Roosevelt in 1936 after he was a candidate. He was a
candidate for vice president in 1936, Frank Knox was., The Chicago
Tribune hated him from that time on; McCormick did. And then Roosevelt
picked Knox as his secretary of navy when we got into the war. So I'm in
Chicago at the Great Lakes with all these expert newspaper guys from
Chicago that were both either the Daily News and the Tribune and the
American, and they didn't want any of those guys in there who they had
picked.

So they picked me to take over the press. Didn't hurt me a bit because
it gave me a good background. Well, I had a background in the newspaper
business and they didn't want any-~if they'd picked somebody from the
Tribune, Knox's paper they were afraid would have been given them hell





















































































































































































