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Preface 

This manuscript is  the  product of a tape  recorded interview conducted by 
Thomas F. Dr i sco l l  in about 1979. Linda Jett transcribed the  tapes and 
edited the transcript. 

Charles J. Drisco l l  was born i n  Chicago, I l l i n o i s  i n  August 1891. He 
moved t o  St. Petersburg, F lor ida  i n  1969. This memoir r e f l e c t s  M r .  
Dr i sco l l ' s  l i f e  a s  a lamplighter  from 1903-1906 while he was l i v i n g  a t  
3006 W, Fillmore S t r e e t  i n  Chicago. H e  died on September 6 ,  1980 i n  St. 
Petersburg a t  the  age of 89. 

Readers of the o r a l  h i s t o r y  memoir should bear i n  mind t h a t  i t  is a 
t r a n s c r i p t  of the  spoken word, and t h a t  the  interviewer,  na r ra to r  and 
e d i t o r  sought t o  preserve the  informal, conversat ional  s t y l e  t h a t  is 
inherent  i n  such h i s t o r i c a l  sources. Sangamon S t a t e  University is not  
responsible for the  f a c t u a l  accuracy of the  memoir, nor for views 
expressed therein;  these  a r e  f o r  the  reader t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read, quoted and c i t e d  f ree ly .  It may not  be 
reproduced i n  while o r  i n  p a r t  by any means, e l ec t ron ic  o r  mechanical, 
without permission i n  wr i t ing  from the  Oral History Office,  Sangamon 
S t a t e  University, Spr ingf ie ld ,  I l l i n o i s  62708. 
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Charles Dr i sco l l ,  S t .  Petersburg, Florida,  ca. 1979. 

Thomas F. Driscol l ,  Interviewer. 

Q: C%ay, let 's s ta r t  out  with tha t .  What year t h a t  was and how old you 
were? 

A :  The year was 1903 t o  1907. 

Q: How old would you have been a t  that time? 

A: Twelve, t h i r t e e n ,  fourteen, up t o  f i f t e e n  years. 

Q :  How big an area  did you have? 

A: I had a half  a m i l e .  

Q: Half a m i l e .  You mean i n  each d i r e c t i o n  o r  what? 

A: Be about half  a mile east and west and quar ter  a m i l e  north and 
south. 

Q: What streets would that be from? 

A: Madison S t ree t ,  Monroe, Wilcox and Adams. 

Q: Thgse a r e  the  east-weat streets? 

A: Yes. Those were the east-west streets. From RockweLl Street t o  
Sacramento Avenue. On t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of Chicago. 

Q: How dld you ge t  a job like t h a t ?  

A :  The map I worked f o r  was a f r iend of the  alderman. And the  alderman 
le t  out  these con t rac t s  t o  fellows. And he would h i r e  k i d s  t o  l i g h t  t h e  
lamps . 
Q: Would you have asked him f o r  a job? 

A: No, he come around the neighborhood to f ind out k i d s  maybe t h a t  had 
paper routes o r  somethiag who were out ear ly  in the  morning who were 
maybe working on milk t rucks o r  something like t h a t ,  figures t h a t  they 
wouldn't mind ge t t ing  up ea r ly  i n  the  morning t o  put the  l i g h t s  out. 

Q: Did you have any job before t h a t ,  p r io r  t o  t h a t ?  
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A: No. No, t h a t  was my i n i t i a l  work job. 

Q: You d idn ' t  have t o  be a good Democrat o r  something, vote  f o r  the  
alderman? 

A: Oh, no. P o l i t i c s  had nothing t o  do with it. 

Q: Did any of your brothers  have such a job? 

A: Y e s .  

Q: 'Who? 

A: Pat, t he  o l d e s t  one. And I was t h e  next t o  the  youngest, 

Q: Well, did Pat ,  John and Frank, did they a l l  have the  job? 

A: And I. And I did.  Frank and I l i t  the  longest.  Frank l i t  about 
f i v e  years  and I lit  about four and a ha l f .  

Q: Is t h a t  the  way you t a l k  of i t ,  I lit  f o r  so many years? Is t h a t  the  
way you speak of t h a t  work? You don' t  t a l k  about put t ing  i t  out. You 
t a l k  about l i g h t i n g  it. 

A: Well, I ' m  ta lk ing about l i g h t i n g  and put t ing  them out o r  
ext inguishing it. Lighting them and put t ing  them out. That was t h e  
terms used. 

Q: Well then, d id  you take over from Frank? 

A: Yes. O r  i f  t h e  boss had more l i g h t s  and a bigger route  and some k i d s  
weren't r e l i a b l e  enough he'd ask u s  i f  we'd take aver t h a t  k i d ' s  route. 
And he'd le t  t h a t  k id  go. He'd f i r e  him. I f  we were good workers he'd 
always want t o  add on 30 t o  40 more lamps which meant a l i t t l e  more 
money. 

Q: I see. You got  paid according t o  how many lamps? 

A: How many lamps you lit. 

Q: Do you remember what the  pay was? 

A: Yes, the  h ighes t  was s ix teen  d o l l a r s  a month and the  lowest was about 
twelve d o l l a r s  a month. 

Q: That was f o r  your p a r t i c u l a r  rou te  you mean? 

A: Y e s .  

Q: How many lamps would t h e r e  have been on your route? 

A: Well, the  most lamps I lit maybe 120 and the  l e a s t  number about 80. 



Charles D r i s c o l l  3 

Q: So it varied,  your route? 

A: Y e s .  An 80 lamp route  paid twelve d o l l a r s  a month. And 130 and 140 
lamps s ix teen  do l l a r s .  I never heard of anybody making more than tha t .  
That took care of l i g h t i n g  them and put t ing  them out. 

Q: How did t h a t  compare with o ther  jobs like say paper routes? Did i t  
pay b e t t e r  o r  about the  same, do you remember? 

A: About the  same I would say. 

Q: It wasn't an espec ia l ly  high paying job? 

A: No, no. It was a very poor paying job. 

Q: Poor paying. 

A: Y e s .  You had t o  pay f o r  your own wicks t h a t  you burned i n  your 
torch. You had t o  pay for t ha t .  You had t o  buy your own kerosene t o  put 
i n t o  pour torches. 

Q: Where did you get  t h a t  s t u f f ?  

A: F i r s t ,  we s t a r t e d  out  by using t h a t  mater ia l  t h a t ' s  used i n  m p s ,  
used t o  mop up f l o o r s  and mopping things. Then we found out  t h a t  t h a t  
s t u f f  wore out too f a s t .  Then I used t o  buy the  wicking a t  the  F a i r  
S tore  downtown i n  Chicago. Get wicks seven o r  e igh t  inches long and ge t  
a l i t t l e  piece of piping from a hardware s t o r e  and put t h a t  i n t o  your 
thing and screw i n t o  your torch. And t h a t  would rnalce the  l i g h t  l a s t  a 
long time. Sometimes you wouldn't have t o  put a new wick i n  f o r  s i x  
months. J u s t  p u l l  up the  wicking every once i n  a while. Didn't have t o  
have i t  up too much o r  it  would burn the  wicking out too quick. 

Q: When you lit a lamp d id  you have the  wick going a l l  the  t i m e  as you 
went on your whole route? 

A: Yes. You had your torch  burning a l l  t he  time. 

Q: And then how did you tu rn  the  gas jet on i n  the  lamp? 

A: That was a c ross  T up ins ide  of t h e  head i n  the  lamp posts. Some of 
them were square and o the r s  had a round, more up t o  da te ,  had a round 
shade on ]them. But most of them w e r e  square. But they had a key i n  
there. And you'd come along with your torch and you turned your key up 
there. And i t ' d  go boop a s  soon a s  your l i g h t  come i n  contact  with the  
gas. Like tha t .  

Q: In o ther  words you'd t u r n  i t  on and l i g h t  i t  a l l  i n  the  same motion 
because your torch would be l i t ?  

A: Yes. J u s t  like you were turning a key on your gas jet. And you'd 
ge t  your torch up the re  and shove i t  up t h a t  way. And a s  soon a s  you d id  
t h a t  the  gas would come up the  pipe and boop and l i g h t .  And put it  out 
i n  the  morning you'd g e t  .your s t i c k  i n  there. You didn ' t  have your 
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l igh ted  torch then. You had a s t i ck .  Come along i n  the  morning and ge t  
ahold of t h i s  end of the  key and push it up t h i s  way and tha t 'd  shut  t h e  
lamp off. 

Q: And then when did you have t o  l i g h t  them, what time of day? 

A: You had a timetable. And i n  the  wintertime you had t o  be out  a t  
about a quar t e r  t o  four,  about 3 : 4 5  because you know it g e t s  dark e a r l y  
i n  the  winter. You had t o  be out  on your route  about 3 :45  a t  the  
e a r l i e s t .  And you'd be through about 4:15 o r  4 : 3 0 ,  something l i k e  tha t .  

Q: Well, it was always around dusk when you w e r e  . . . 
A: You wren' t suppose t o  go out and l i g h t  the  lamps when the  sun was 
shining. The sun was suppose t o  be down, almost a l l  the  way down. 

Q: Otherwise you would be wasting gas. 

A: Yes. They d i d n ' t  want you t o  be l i g h t i n g  the  lamps when the  sun was 
shining. And t h a t ' s  why you had the  t imetables t o  go by. And i n  the  
summertime the  days were longer. O f  course dayl ight  saving wasn't on 
then. And i n  the  summertime you'd go out  a s  l a t e  as a quar t e r  t o  seven 
a t  n ight ,  6:45. It would be th ree  hours l a t e r  i n  the  winter. That would 
be your e a r l i e s t  t o  go out. A q u a r t e r  t o  seven and ge t  them out  anywhere 
from 7:15 t o  7:30. You'd had them lit  then i n  the  summertime. And i n  
the  summertime you'd be out  e a r l i e r  i n  the  morning t o  put them out. You 
went out  a t  3:30 i n  the  morning. You leave the  house about 3:30 i n  the  
morning t o  put t h e  lamps out  i n  the  summertime. In  the  wintertime you 
l e f t  about 5:30. 

Q: How long did i t  take you t o  do the  whole route? 

A: From the  time you leave t h e  house and be back t o  your route,  
sometimes your route  was anywhere from a hal f  a mile t o  a mile away from 
your house. And by the  time you got back you were gone from a hour and a 
hal f  t o  two hours. ( tape  stopped) 

Q: Through high school. 

0: [Unidentif iable person t a lk ing]  We had been s ide  by side. I l ived 
with my grandparents and he taught me  about th i s .  

A: They were gas lamps. And then they imprwed on them and they put up 
agains t  the  mantles. But they were very de l i ca te .  You had t o  be very 
ca re fu l  t o  s t i c k  your s t i c k  up because i f  you were very rough a t  a l l  you 
would break the  mantle. 

0: Same with the  Coleman l an te rns  today. 

Q: Did t h a t  give out  more l i g h t ,  was t h a t  the  idea of i t ?  

0: It was made with asbestos wasn' t i t ?  
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A: Yes. 

.O: It gave a r e f l e c t i n g  . . . 
A: It gave a more whiter  l i g h t .  But the  o ther  thing was a more f i r e r  
color ,  your old gas lamp, 

Q :  In  t h e  old gas lamp you were burning j u s t  the  pure gas as the  jet  
came out?  

A: Y e s .  And you had t h e  tips t h a t  went on. F i r s t  they had a bowing tip 
t h a t  went i n  and then they came i n  with an aluminum t i p  you'd put them 
in. But a f t e r  t h a t  then came the  welch box, the  mantles in.  And then 
a f t e r  t h a t  they put i n  the  e l e c t r i c  l i g h t ,  knocked the  gas guys out of a 
job. Madison S t r e e t  was the f i r s t  one t o  knock m e  out. I l o s t  Melvinson 
Stree t .  

Q: What year was t h a t ,  Charlie? 

A: Oh t h a t  was anywhere from 1903 o r  1904 o r  something l i k e  tha t .  I was 
born i n  1891 so n ine  more years  would make i t  1900 and I was l i g h t i n g  
lamps when I was twelve years  old o r  eleven. So i t  was somewhere 1903 o r  
so ,  1904, 1905, 1906. I have a l i t t l e  t h e t a b l e  1've got somewhere. 

Q: Do you s t i l l  have the  thing? 

A: I have the  timetable. Sure. 

Q: I 'd  be i n t e res ted  i n  seeing t h a t  some time. 

A: I 'll  g e t  it  out  of my box and mail i t  t o  you, Tom. 

Q: Oh, you've got  i t  somewhere put away? 

A: I 've  got it, put  it away f o r  s a f e  keeping. 

Q: Oh, yes. Don't l e t  anythiag happen t o  it. 1'11 have t o  make a Xerox 
of it. 

A: Y e s .  It's the  c i t y  of Chicago and it tells you about the time of 
l i g h t i n g  lamps l i k e  I was t e l l i n g  you on the  thing there. 

0: Did you have dayl ight  savings time? 

A: No, we  never heard of tha t .  

Q: That was World War I. 

A: You know I had a l i t t l e  s i d e  job. L i k e  a milkman maybe had had a 
l i t t l e  store t h a t  wasn't anything compared t o  t h e  Seven t o  Eleven, one 
t en th  as big  as the  Seven t o  Eleven. And i n  the  middle of the  block 
people bought a couple of q u a r t s  of m i l k  from him. But he d idn ' t  want t o  
down the  middle of the  block, So he'd leave the  thing under a sidewalk 
o r  somebody's s t o r e s t e p  and asked m e  t o  put i t  down. And I 'd  ge t  a quar t  
of milk for doing tha t .  I had a couple of customers l i k e  tha t .  
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0: Did you ever have them with the  Happy Hooligan h a t s  on them i n  the  
winter t h e ?  

A: I don' t  remember tha t ,  

Q: Remember when t h e  cream came and froze. 

A: Yes, Happy Hooligan. I use t o  be swiping the  buns from out of the  
doorway of the  l i t t l e  grocery s tore .  I 'd  be half  a block away put t ing  
out  t h e  l i g h t s ,  the  baker, National Biscui t  o r  somebody e l s e  would be 
leaving a wooden box of bread o r  coffee  cakes, donuts or  something i n  t h e  
doorway. And when I ' d  put t h a t  l i g h t  out I ' d  go over and help myself. 
I 'd  pu t ' the  donuts down on my s t i c k .  ( laughter)  

Q: How about dogs, were you attacked by dogs? 

A: Attacked. I floored a dog when one of my torches was l ighted  and i t  
was heavy, And I let t h a t  thing go around and h i t  him i n  the head. And 
he laid i n  the  middle of the  street yell ing.  And the  lady out the  
window, "1'11 have you a r res ted  f o r  k i l l i n g  my dog." I never saw the  dog 
a f t e r  tha t .  

Q: Was the  dog coming a t  you? 

A: Right a t  my heels.  I j u s t  l it  the  lamp i n  f ron t  of the  house i n  
f ron t  of the  s tore .  And he came out. I think she used t o  put the  dog 
a f t e r  me. And he was r i g h t  a t  my heels  and I hauled off  and l e t  him have 
the  torch. He l a i d  r i g h t  out i n  the  street there.  

Q: So you're b e t t e r  off  than a mailman o r  something because you have 
t h i s  weapon with you. 

A: Oh, sure. 

Q: How much would the  torch weigh? 

A: Well t h i s  was a heavy one because i t  was on--I don't know what the  
s tuff - - i t  was like oak, the  torch i n  part .  The s t i c k  pa r t  was a heavy 
thing and with t h a t  f i r e r  thing going and he got i t  i n  the  head o r  
wherever I h i t  him. But he l a i d  l i k e  I k i l l e d  him, you know. But she 
was hol ler ing out  the  window, "I'll have you ar res ted  for  k i l l i n g  the  
dog .I t  

Q: How was t h i s  torch? 

A: The torch was made of brass. 

Q: How long of a s t i c k  was it? 

A: Oh, maybe six o r  seven fee t .  And then the  torch was t h a t  long. 
You'd get  a hardware guy t o  make it, you know, he could solder a torch on 
there  and then a cap t o  go on i t  i f  i t  was bad weather, was snowing o r  
raining,  you'd put your cap on the re  so t h a t  the  r a i n  o r  snow wouldn't 
put the  l i g h t  out. 
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Q: Oh, I see. What kept  it  burning, Charlie? 

A: The kerosene. Wouldn't hold too much. You'd have t o  f i l l  up your 
torch about every th i rd  n ight  with kerosene. You had t o  buy your own 
kerosene and your own wick. They didn ' t  furnish that .  And very small 
pay. And lousy hours. Morning and night.  

Q: And that was seven days a week of course, 

A: Seven days a week, holidays, it  doesn't  make any di f ference ,  

0: You turned them on? 

A: Sure. And l o t s  of times the  inspector,  they had an inspector who 
would go around i n  horse and buggy and he'd remind you. He'd come down 
some street when you would be l i g h t i n g  the  lamp when i t  was dark, 
l igh t ing  t h e  street lamps and come down i n  the  horse and buggy. "You're 
t e n  minutes l a t e  today, sonny." I wouldn't answer him, ( laughter)  Ten 
minutes l a t e .  

Q: What about, you t o l d  m e  one time t h a t  the re  was a bad storm one t i m e  
and your mother accompanied you, 

A: Oh, yea. I was afraid of l ightning.  You know t h a t  s treak of 
l ightning come down and those crashes. We used t o  get  storms then t h a t  
were wrse than you get today. I was a f ra id  to  go out there. I was 
a f r a i d  I would ge t  s truck with l ightning.  She sa id ,  "well, I 'll go out  
with you." We got  a s  f a r  a s  Sears Roebuck corner there,  Arlington and 
Kenzie. And brother Frank, he was coming home from h i s  route,  he had h i s  
route  put out. H i s  route  was nor th  of mine, just north, And he said t o  
my mother, "What a r e  you doing out  here?" Well she sa id ,  "He's afraid." 
He sa id ,  "1'11 put h i s  route  out. You go home." 

Q: This was i n  the  morning then? 

A: Thi s  was in the  morning, But he was f a s t e r  than I was. Of course he 
l it  lamps s i x  months longer than I did. 

Q: How much older  was he than you? 

A: Two years. 

Q: Well when would Pat have s t a r t e d  l igh t ing  lamps? In  the  n ine t i e s?  

A: He might have. H e  might have. 

Q: Because wasn't he t e n  years old than you? 

A: Yes. Frank was two years old than me. John was two years older than 
Frank. And Pat was two years o lder  than John. Two, four, s ix .  So 1899 
ox something like, 1898. But he d idn ' t  s t a y  long. 

Q: Who? 



Charles D r  i s c o l l  8 

A: Pat. 

Q: Oh didn' t he? 

A: No, he wouldn't hold any kind of a job. And he was thinking of 
ge t t ing  married o r  something l i k e  t h a t  but he gave it up. By t h a t  time 
John had a rwte and he had a g i r l  on the  s t r i n g  so he didn ' t  l a s t  long. 
But Frank was ser ious  enough and so w a s  I. So Frank l i t  about f i v e  and a 
hal f  years, f i v e  t o  f i v e  and a half and I l i t  about four and a hal f .  

Q: Was there  a lamp, a couple of them i n  every block o r  j u s t  on every 
corner o r  how was tha t?  

A: On the  corner and i n  the  middle of the  block. 

Q: One i n  the  middle and then one a t  each in tersect ion.  

A: Yes. Say t h i s  is a street here. Here's a corner. There's a lamp 
here and here's an a l l e y  going through here. A t  t h i s  a l l e y  h e r e l s  
another lamp. 

And then down here  is  another street and the re ' s  a lamp here. So the re  
would be three ,  corner here t h i s  street, corner t h i s  s t r e e t ,  and a t  the  
a l l e y  over here. 

0: Were the  blocks approximately the  same dis tance  they a r e  now? What 
is a block now? 

Q: Eight hundred numbers t o  a m i l e  i t  used to  be in Chicago. I don' t  
know what it is here. 

A: I don't  know what i t  is here. About eight.  

0 :  It would be the  same a s  from t h i s  corner t o  the  middle here? 

A: Yes. And then I had, i n  addi t ion  t o  l igh t ing  and put t ing  the  lamps 
out  I had t o  make a repor t  of the  broken glass i n  lamps. And i n  t h e  
wintertime they'd freeze.  Frost  would get  down i n  those gas pipes and 
they'd freeze the  gas. 

Q: It wouldn't cane out? 

A: No. You couldn't  g e t  it  out. The way was t o  pour alcohol down 
there. 

Q: Who d id  tha t?  

A: The boss. But he wanted me  t o  carry  the  l an te rn  around. O r  i f  I 
didn' t carry  the  l an te rn  t o  carry  th ree  t o  a f i v e  gallon can of alcohol 
with a l i t t l e  cup on it. And held put the  ladder up the  thing and I ' d  
pour out  the  alcohol and he'd unscrew the  cap of the  lamp and pour t h e  
alcohol down it. 
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0: It evaporated? 

A: Yes. If t h e r e  was any i c e  down i n  t h a t  stem why i t  w i l l  thaw it out. 
Sometimes the lamp didn' t thaw out  t h e  f i r s t  day. Sometimes i t ' d  take  
two days before t h a t  alcohol  took e f f e c t .  And you be surprised.  you'd 
go along the re  the  next n ight ,  s t i c k i n g  your torch up. No l i g h t .  And 
then a l l  of a sudden you'd go along some night  and touch i t  and whoof. 
One time the  whole th ing blew up. It was an eruption. There was a leak 
somewhere. The whole top blew. 

Q: The g l a s s  and everything broke? 

A: B l e w  the whole top of the  lamp off .  Had some tomboy g i r l  wanted t o  
go around the route  with me one t i m e .  Liz Kelly. And the  f i r s t  lamp was 
like in t he  middle of the  block, like i n  an al ley.  I gave her  the  torch ,  
I said, " A l l  r i gh t .   here's the  l ight ."  She sa id  she knew how t o  l i g h t  
lamps. It was one of those lamps she stuck the  torch and the  explosion 
blew the lamp. She dropped t h e  torch  and ran home. That was t h e  l a s t  I 
saw of her. 

0: M. S. Kelly? 

A: L i z  Kelly. She was a tomboy. She put on a mask and g e t  behind the  
ba t t e r .  She wanted t o  catch. Sometimes she'd want t o  catch a b a l l  
without a mask on u n t i l  she got  a fou l  b a l l  i n  the  jaw one time and got  a 
bloody nose. And t h a t  ended her  b a l l  play, 

Q: What other problems do you remember with lamplighting t h a t  we haven't  
talked about? 

A: Now I t o l d  you about going out e a r l y  i n  the  morning i n  the  summertime 
and l a t e r  a t  night  and l a t e r  i n  t h e  morning i n  the  winter. And I to ld  
you about the  report ing of the  broken g l a s s  and frozen glass.  That 's 
about a l l .  

Q: What caused you t o  give it up? 

A: They put i n  e l e c t r i c i t y .  That run you out  of business. 

Q: And t h a t  s t a r t e d  on Madison S t ree t .  

A: S tar ted  on Madison and then come t o  Monroe. And then one by one 
about every six months o r  w e r y  year ,  about every six months. F i r s t  they 
put the  poles i n  see, and then wouldn't be connected f o r  th ree  o r  four 
months. 

Q: Would you ever miss a day of lamplighting? I mean you had to  l i g h t  
every day of the week. 

A: Yes, w e r y  day. 

Q: What happened i f  you were s i ck?  
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A: You had t o  g e t  your brother  i f  you had a brother  do something about 
i t  o r  r epor t  i t  t o  the  boss. He'd have t o  go out  and he'd have t o  h i r e  
somebody. Every k id  d idn ' t  know how t o  l i g h t  lamps. But the  boss was 
suppose t o  know something about it. Some of them d idn ' t  know a damn 
thing. 

Q: They were j u s t  p o l i t i c a l  appointees? 

A: Sure. These guys would be nothing. Those guys would get  two o r  
th ree  hundred d o l l a r s  £ram the  c i t y  h a l l  from the  alderman and they'd pay 
us  k i d s  anywhere from twelve t o  s ix teen  d o l l a r s  a month and the  r e s t  was 
shoved in t h e i r  pocket. The c i t y  supplied them with g lass  but they'd 
have t o  i n s t a l l  i t  i n  the  broken lamps. And they supplied them with the  
alcohol  t o  thaw the  lamps out. That's about the  extent.  They were 
suppose t o  go around and clean them windows. 

Q: So you can ' t  think of anything else i n  the  way of anecdotes o r  funny 
things t h a t  happened t o  you o r  dangerous th ings  t h a t  happened t o  you o r  
people ge t t ing  attacked by thugs o r  hoodlums? 

A: Drunks would be out  i n  the  morning espec ia l ly  on a Saturday, l a t e  
Saturday n ight  o r  Sunday morning. They'd be t o  a dance, Saturday n ight  
dances would run u n t i l  f i v e  o'clock i n  the  morning. They'd be walking 
home with t h e i r  g i r l s  and you would be put t ing  t h a t  l i g h t .  Andbthey's 
say, "Don't put t h a t  l i g h t  out." Otherwise they'd say they couldn't  find 
t h e i r  way home. "If you put t h a t  l i g h t  out w e ' l l  g e t  you." I put  i t  out  
anyhow. Some of them were too drunk t o  chase you. 

Q: What about bul lys?  Any k i d s  picking on you? 

A: No, no. Nothing l i k e  tha t .  Nobody out  t h a t  ea r ly  i n  the  morning. 

Q: What about i n  the  afternoon when you were l igh t ing  i t ?  

A: NO. NO. No, nobody, Lots of those would l i k e  f o r  you t o  l e t  them 
take a torch or l e t  them have the  torch t o  l i g h t  a lamp. That'd s a t i s f y  
them. That was g r e a t  t o  have the  honor t o  s t i c k  a torch up the re  with a 
s t i c k  t o  l i g h t  a lamp. But the  people a l l  along the  route  would speak t o  
you. Many a time a person would ask m e  t o  come up on t h e i r  porch and I 
have a big g l a s s  of limeade o r  something like t h a t  o r  homemade whiskey. 

Q: It ended then, the  whole gas l i g h t i n g  period ended about the  t i m e  you 
ended yours? 

A: Sure. 

Q:  hat's when e l e c t r i c i t y  was coming i n t o  the  c i t y ?  

A: Y e s .  And Madison S t r e e t  being a very p r inc ip le  street, t h a t  would 
na tu ra l ly  be one of the  f i r s t  s t r e e t s  t o  be e l e c t r i f i e d .  They got  the  
main streets l i k e  Kenzie Avenue, Holstead and a l l .  They had those 
e l e c t r i f i e d  . 
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Q: Were the re  s t r e e t c a r s  running i n  those days? 

A: Yes, there  were, 

Q: I mean did you r i d e  any o r  did you do t h i s  a l l  walking o r  did you 
r i d e  any? 

A: Most of it was walking. And the  s t r e e t c a r s  and the  ea r ly  morning 
cars, they had horses pul l ing  s t r e e t c a r s .  Horses. Unti l  f i v e  o'clock i n  
the  morning. And then the  cablecars came on. 

Q: Would you r i d e  p a r t  of the  way then? 

A: Sometimes i n  the  wintertime. 

Q: Real cold. 

A: I ' d  ge t  in  there. They had hay. Motorman would be driving those 
team of horses and then the  hay i n  the  f loor.  I ' d  go get  i n  the  backend 
and sit down and r i d e  a hal f  a m i l e  on the  thing,  r id ing  home. 

Q: After you were done? 

A: Through with my route. That was on Madison St ree t .  That's the  only 
street t h a t  had the  cablecars o r  the  horsecars. Horsecars came on around 
midnight o r  so and took them off about f i v e  o'clock when the  cablecars 
went into working order. 

Q: I'd like t o  see t h a t  timetable. That would be very in te res t ing ,  

A: I ' ve  got it i n  my sa fe ty  box. 

Q: Oh, have you? That 's good. Is it s t i l l  i n  p re t ty  good condition? 

A: It may need a l i t t l e  patching up, you know, scotch tape o r  something. 

Q: Is t h a t  the  one you had throughout your whole career? 

A: l t l s  the  only one, 

Q: It 's the  only one you ever used. 

A: 1'11 mail t h a t  t o  you. It says t h e  c i t y  of Chicago and I don't know 
i f  i t  says lamplighter. But I know i t 's  c i t y  of Chicago on it and i t  
to ld  the  year and then i t  to ld  the  times t o  l i g h t  the lamps and the  times 
t o  extinguish them. U s e  t he  word extinguish. Oh, the re  was l o t s  of 
s t o r i e a  connected with the  lamplighters. Police wouldn't be out  much i n  
the  morning. I was out much i n  the  mornings when f i r e s  would s t a r t .  I 
was put t ing  out one of my las t  lamps one t h e  when a p ic tu re  frame 
factory on Polk S t r e e t  and Washington Avenue. The whole roof had 
exploded, Boy! Saloonkeepers, saloon on the  corner where my lamps--he 
came out the re  in h i s  pajamas o r  whatever he had on, nightgown, "What 
was that?"  he said. I sa id ,  "The pic tu re  frame factory,  the  whole roof 
exploded." It was a half  hour before the  first f i r e  department. I 



Charles Dr i sco l l  1 2  

stayed around t h e r e  f o r  a while. I had t o  get  back and g e t  some sleep. 
I had t o  go t o  school. 

Q: Oh, d id  you go home and go back t o  bed, was t h a t  i t ?  

A: Y e s .  It was kind of hard g e t t i n g  up e a r l y  i n  the  morning a t  t h r e e  
o'clock, 3:30. 

Q: Did you have your own alarm clock then o r  what? 

A: No, my mother was t he  alarm clock. 

Q: Did people have alarm clocks? I guess they did in  those days, wind 
ups. 

A: Yes. My mother had the  alarm clock otherwise we'd never g e t  up. She 
used t o  say she wars the  alarm clock. I remember my f a t h e r  saying he 
wouldnl t g e t  up f o r  any mount  of money. She sa id ,  "That's the  
d i f fe rence  between you and me." He  sa id ,  "You'll never have the  debt  
paid off  of the  house i f  I d i d n ' t  have the  boys out l igh t ing  lamps." 

Q: Well, what did you do with t h a t  money? 

A: Turned i t  over t o  my mother. 

Q: Did you? 

A: The fel low who we worked f o r ,  he wouldn' t give it t o  us. He'd come 
t o  the  house and g ive  the  money t o  my mother, 

Q: And she used i t  then t o  help run the  house? 

A: Yes. 

End of Side One, Tape One 

A: The fel low sa id ,  "You don' t  know the  f i r s t  thing about bookkeeping." 

Q: What was t h a t ?  

A: It was a plumbing supply house. He said, "How much do you expect t o  
make?" I sa id ,  "Eight d o l l a r s  a week." H e  sa id ,  "1'11 give you six." I 
said, "1'11 take it." 

Q: That was your f i r s t  r e a l  f u l l  time job? 

A: Yes. That was a tough racket .  O f  course i t 's  tough f o r  k i d s  g e t t i n g  
out  peddling papers but I think the  lamplighting was worse. 

Q: Well, e spec ia l ly  the  hours. The business of ge t t ing  up a t  3:30 o r  
four olclock in the  morning. You don' t  have t o  ge t  up t h a t  ea r ly  with a 
paper route. And of course you have t o  do i t  every day of the  week. 
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That 's j u s t  like lamplighting too. But with lamplighting i t ' s  twice a 
day too. You go au t  and J igh t  them and then you go out  and tu rn  them 
of f .  But the  paper w a s  j u s t  once a day. 

A: It d idn ' t  &e any d i f fe rence  whether the  temperature was 99 o r  100 
you had t o  g e t  out and l i g h t  the  lamps t h a t  night .  And I have one week 
when I was l i g h t i n g  lamps, I had one week  i n  Chicago when it  was 18 below 
zero f o r  one f u l l  week. 

Q: And d id  you walk i t  even then? 

A: Sure, I would be bundled up a s  i f  I was going t o  the  Klondike. I 'd  
have paper lined around my stockings and then I had Russian boots on and 
underwear. Maybe two sets of underwear. Heavy corduroy pants,  two p a i r s  
of m i t s  and stocking cap. Scarfs ,  mufflers.  

Q: You had t o  keep your e a r s  and nose from freezing. 

A: Sure. Had a fac ina to r  underneath, up your mouth. My mother f ixed 
t h a t  up. J u s t  f i x  under your nose o r  under your n o s t r i l s .  And then the  
steam from your mouth would come out  the re  and t h a t  would come up i n  your 
eyes and form i c i c l e s  on your eye lashes ,  

Q: Those a r e  the  good old days, r i g h t ?  

A: Y e s .  The next time I go t o  the  sa fe ty  box I 'll ge t  out my l i t t l e  
th ing and mail i t  t o  you. 

Q: I won't l e t  anything happen t o  it. Maybe I could make a copy of it  
and send it back t o  you so you can continue t o  keep it. ( tape  stopped) 

Q: What was the name of the  company, was it the  c i t y  t h a t  owned the  
l i g h t s ?  It wasn't the  gas company? 

A: No. City of Chicago. 

Q: So the booklet would have came out from the  c i t y  of Chicago, not  from 
the  gas company? 

A: Yes. The only time the  gas company came was when those gas lamps 
would explode. Then the  gas company guys would come up and they'd have 
t o  d ig  t h a t  lamp up from the  base t o  f ind  out  where the  leak was and put 
i n  a new pipe. 

Q: What wae t he  gas company In  those days? 

A: People's Gas Light. J u s t  like it is today. People's Gas Light,  Inc. 
Commonwealth Edison wasn't known a s  Commonwealth Edison. It was known as 
the  Commonwealth E l e c t r i c  Company. 

Q: I see. And they provided e l e c t r i c i t y  and the  People's Gas provided 
the  gas? 
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A: Y e s .  And the  Commonwealth Edison Company had a place on Madison near 
Rockwell and was ca l l ed  t h e  Cotmnonwealth Elect r ic .  And tha t  today is the  
Commonwealth Edison. That was the  s t a r t  of the Commonwealth Edison. 

Q :  I see. So you d idn ' t  have any dealings a t  a l l  with t h e  People's Gas 
Light Company. You d e a l t  s t r i c t l y  with c i t y  h a l l .  

A: City ha l l .  And with these  individuals  t h a t  got these s o f t  jobs and 
dished them out. Talk about Watergate and that .  (laughs) That was the  
s t a r t  of Watergate. Watering down. Guys put t ing  two and three  hundred 
d o l l a r s  in t h e i r  pocket and paying us  k i d s  anywhere from twelve t o  
s ix teen d o l l a r s  a month and the  rest was gravy fo r  them. 

Q: Of course they had t o  supervise. They had t o  be sure  t h a t  the re  was 
a boy t o  do it. That was t h e i r  r e spons ib i l i ty  I suppose. 

A: 1 had d i f f e r e n t  bosses. I had one fel low who was a de tec t ive  
sergeant and he was a boss. 

Q :  This was an ex t ra  job he had? 

A: Yes. 

Q: I mean he was mostly a policeman who was doing t h i s  on the  s ide?  

A: Yes. And he was an Irishman and he had a brogue. And he was a very 
n ice  fellow. 

Q: What was h i s  name do you remember? 

A: Mike was h i s  f i r s t  name. I don' t  know. Then I had Captain Hanlin. 
He was a b a l i f f  a t  the  Warren Avenue Police Stat ion.  And I worked fo r  
him and he was a n ice  fellow. And I worked f o r  John Hayhern. And he had 
a saloon. He was in with another Irishman named Overleehil l .  And he was 
a very s w e l l  fellow. A t  Christmas he would give me f i v e  d o l l a r s  fo r  a 
Christmas present. Nobody wer gave m e  f i v e  d o l l a r s  i n  those days. I f  I 
got a d o l l a r  o r  f i f t y  cen t s  I was lucky. And he gave m e  a b o t t l e  of 
three star Hennesey f o r  my fa ther .  And then I used t o  take some of the  
k ids  i n  my neighborhood on my route  sometimes and t h i s  Hayhern had a 
saloon on Van Burea near the  car barns a t  Kenzie Avenue above t h e  h i l l .  
And of course most of the  stralts were the  s t r e e t c a r  men because t h e  
barns were r i g h t  there,  They would be a l l  l ined up a t  the  barn. When I 
would be through with my lamplighting route  and was coming home and 1'd 
have these  k ids ,  we go i n t o  the  saloon and I 'd  ge t  up on the  b rass  bar ,  
rod, stand up there ,  go over the  top. "What w i l l  you have guys?" And I 
always said, "I'll have a beer." And Jack, he sa id ,  "Like h e l l  you ' l l  
have a beer. you ' l l  have pop." And we'd a l l  ge t  pop. (laughs) 

But he was a n i c e  Irishman. Big strapping guy. And i f  any of those ca r  
men got boisterous i n  the re  he'd take them out t o  the  door and give them 
one whack i n  the j a w  and they'd land out in the  s t r e e t .  And they'd 
cor rec t  t h e i r  language, He sa id  t o  m e  one t i m e ,  "1'11 keep t h i s  place 
respectable." I don' t  think anybody would argue with him. He was about 
six f e e t  two. Cap Hanlin was a b a l i f f  a t  the  Warren Avenue Police 
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S ta t ion ,  he  gave m e  a white b u l l  dog one time. Beaut i fu l  dog. And some 
coon ca l l ed  the  dog one time and t h e  dog goes over t o  the  barn and c loses  
the  door and t h a t  was the  l a s t  I saw of my dog. I reported it t o  Cap 
Hanlin and he sa id  he'd have the  policemen watch t h a t  place the re  t o  see 
i f  the  dog would show up and I never got  the  dog back. 

End of Side Two, Tape One 


