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G. G. Easley, October 22, 1973, Rochester, I1linois.
Thomas Easley, Interviewer.

Q. Where and when were you born?

A, I was born in Harrisonville, Kentucky, in the year 1901. After I was
about one year old, my parents moved to Illinols, moved on a farm east of
Rochester. At the time my father was working on the farm as a farm hand.
And a little later, a few years later, we moved to Rochester. He had
several jobs: worked for a hardware store installing lightning rods,
worked in a grocery store, was a tax collector, worked for an independent
telephone company as a repairman for ten years.

Qs Do you remember if that independent telephone company had a name?

A. Yes, it was the Rochester Interstate owned by Twist brothers who at
that time owned thousands of acres of land in thls community. '

Q. How long did he work for them?

A. I was just trylng to think when the Bell [Illinois Bell Telephone
Company] took them over. It was before I went to work. I'd say about
1918 or 1919.

Q. That's 1919, 19187
A. Yes, the Bell bought out the Interstate.

Q. What was it like living here in Rochester around that time? What was
the town like?

A. Well, naturally it was a lot smaller, and you knew everyone and the
families. You could call all the children by their first name. And today
we don't even know the people's name, let alone their children's name., I
go to church practically every Sunday, and I don't know a third of the
people there.

Q. You still go to Rochester Christian, do you?
A. No, Methodist, Rochester Methodist.

Q. Whereabouts did you live here in town when you were a boy, when you
were living with your folks? Where did they live here?

A. We lived on South Walnut Street. We were in two different houses
on South Walrut. And then the folks bought that place down by the foot of
the hill. That was 1n 1917. '
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Q. Is that the one on Main Street?
A. Yes, East Main,

Q. They lived there, then, the rest of their lives, didn't they? In
that house on Main?

A. NOI
Q. Oh, they moved from there, then?

A. Yes, they moved across the street to the little house on the hill—the
old Armpy Young place. Back in those days you might say we had no streets.
There were roads, and I've seen many and many a time when they hauled
groceries from the rallroad station to the stores. At that time they had
three grocery stores in this town, and 1t would take four horses on a wagon
to get to the store with the groceries from the depot——mud hub deep.

Q. Is that right?
A, Right down the middle,
Q. Did you go to school here?

A. All my schooling was right in Rochester. At that time, one school.
It was ten grades in four rooms.

Qs Do you remember any of your teachers?

A. Oh yes, Dora Dillon, Betty King, Rose Middlekauff, John Farley, Fred
Wilson, Bill Cory, Calista Breckenridge.

Q. Now, this was a one~room school?

A. No, no, Four. Four rooms, ten grades.

Q. AlL ten grades in four rooms?

A. Yes. Two years of high school.

Q. What did you do after you got out of high school?

A. I didn't finish high school. I took the second year in Rochester and
I started to Springfield in the third year of high school. That was the
year the flu was s0 bad.

Q. What year was that?

A, That was 1917. Schools were closed; in fact, there was no public gather-
ings to amount to anything, you know, on account of the flu. So, after

the school started up again, I decided that rather than go back to Spring-
field I would take the second year over, here in Rochester. Well, I

went about three or four days and got sick. I had bronchial pneumonia,

And after I got able to be out again, why, that was the end of the schooling.
I went to work on a farm the following year.

Q. About 1918, was that?
A, Tt was 1919.

Q. How long did you work on a farm?
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A. One year. And the next year I started to work on a farm again, and
there was a telephone man come to town and they were needing some men to
dlg some holes and set some poles, so I went to work for them. That was

in April, 1920, It was a temporary job, fifty cents an hour, and we worked
five ard a half days. We were off Saturday noon. We worked an extra half
an hour a day to get the Saturday afternoon off.

Well, we finished all the work they had around here, and they were going north,
around Clinton, Illinois, for a small Job, and then on to Manteno, Illinois.
That's up near Kankakee, a little bit north of Kankakee. They had been

up there the winter before and put in a lot of cable to replace open

wire and they had made the cutover to the new cable and new instruments

and everything, and we were going back to do the diamantling on the old
Job=~the 0ld open wire, old poles and some old cable.

Well, then we finished there and we moved to Wood River. I remember it was
sort of a hurry-up job and the truck driver and I drove down on Labor Day
because they wanted the truck there the following Tuesday morning.

Q. Now, what year was that?

A. That was 1920, still 1920. And I stayed with the telephone campany
until December 1, 1966. I reached the age of 65 and automatically retired.
Ard as you might guess, a lot of changes in those many years.

Q. How long did your dad work for Bell?

A, Dad had about 23 years, I think is all. Of course, he was old when he
started, you know, and 65 come pretty quick.

Qs What did he do when he worked with Bell?
A, He was a repairman. Mostly rural, what we called farmer lines at that time.

Q. At that time they probably still had the operator. You had to call for
her to get your number.

A. Oh, yes. You had to call the operator.

Q. Basically, they just probably said, "I want to talk to Gil Easley," or
Jap Easley or something like that?

A, Yes, they'd usually glve the name instead of the number, and that was
very disgusting to the operators. My brother and I, Bob, were night opera-
tors up here for a while with the old Interstate. And what would really get
you was some farmer would call about four o'clock in the morning wanting to
know what time it is. You felt like telling him it was, "time for you to
get back to bed," (laughter) but you dare not.

Q. How long did you and Bob work as operators?
A. Oh, I expect a couple of years.
Q. When did they start moving into Springfield with the Bell?

A. Well, originally, before it was Bell, it was the old Central Union Tele-
phone Company And in 1920 the Central Union went into the hands of recelvers,
and they were taken over by the Chicago Automatic. And then about a year

after that, it was taken over by Illinois Bell and has remained that ever since.

Q. Chicago Automatic, was this a statewide outfit, or just kind of localized?
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A. Mostly local, Chicago.

Q. And then Bell took over after that?
A. Yes. Which would have been about probably 1921 or 1922.

Q. What did you do then? What was your job then? In 1921¢9

A. I was a lineman—-digging holes, setting poles, stringing wire, ocable.
Q. Was it still open wire at that time?

A, A lot of it, yes. Lots of it. About the only cable we had would be
in town—main part of town, downtown, you know—-in bigger cities. It
was underground, of course, but that wasn't too extensive at that time.
Q. How long did you work as a lineman?

A. Oh, let's see . . . from about 1920 to 1949, I think. No, it was
later than that. It was 1952 when I went to installation on the Inside.

Q. And then did you work in installation until you retired?

A. Until I retired, yes. That was key equipment; special equipment, they
called it.

Q. What was your exact job title, or did you have one inside?
A. Yes, comunications serviceman.

Q. And you worked for that, then, until you retired?

A. Yes, in 1966.

Q. As far as the changes that you saw in Bell as you worked, let's say
in 1924 or 1925 on, did the changes come pretty steady?

A. Yes, they were . . . you know, about the time you get one thing down
where you knew how to do it, why, then would come along a change. They'd
rewrite the book, so to say. Of course, when I first went to work, there
were a lot of horses used—buggies, teams. In the cities some of the
trouble-shooters rode bicycles with a 1little brown bag with a 1little coil of
wire and tools strapped on the harndlebars.

Q. Bell was making house calls even then?
A, Oh, yes. Yes. |

Q. As things got more and more complex, then you probably had to do a
lot more reading and a lot more gudying to. . . .

A. To keep up with it. Right.
Q. How did you see the changes, for instance, in employees? Did employees
fend to stick around a long time?

L.
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A, Not at first. When I first went to work there was a lot of what we
called boomers——floaters. In other words, they'd come on a job, work

a little while and get a little stake and then they were gone. And if the
weather started to get cold, why, they'd head west or south.

Q. Most of the work was probably done during the early stage by hand,
wasn't it?

A. Oh, yes, yes. All holes were dug by hand; poles, for the most part,
were set by hard.,

Q. Are there any really big incidents—-for instance, storms or kind of
natural disasters or something like that—that you were involwed in when
you worked for them?

A. Oh, we'd have a little, you know, small cyclone or a big windstorm, sleet
storm—1lots of those. I'1l never forget the first sleet storm Bob and I
were on. We were here in Rochester attending a dance one night, Saturday
night, and our dad come up to the hall. We figured he was coming up to tell
us to go home, but he wasn't. He'd got a call from the boss in Springfield
that they wanted us to get Into Springfleld as soon as we could because we
had to go to DeKalb on a sleet storm and we had to catch the midnight

train out of here—the C & A [Chicago & Alton Rallroad] it was at that

time which would be the Gulf, Mobile and Chio now, I guess it is, or

Amtrak.

Anyway, we got on the train and we had a sleeper. Got in Chicago and had
breakfast, and we couldn't get out of Chicago until about noon the next day
on the Northwestern over to DeKalb., This was Easter Sunday, by :the way.

Q. What year, do you remember?

A. 1921. And they had had a wet snow. The wire was big around as a

silver dollar--just wet, packed snow. And everything was down, practically,
from Chicago, oh, over to the [Mississippl] River, Idwa line. So we got

on a train, got into DeKalb along in the afternoon, went right to work: hired
trucks and men--hired all the men they could get-—started out digging holes
and setting poles temporarily--just get them in the ground--then start get-
ting up one pair of wires for circuit, top circult. They'd get one circuit
through, then they'd come back with another one. Then eventually, why,

the whole thing would be back in shape, working temporarily.

Then there would be an estimate made up; the engineers would come over to

the job and make up an estimate, draw up the prints. And a lot of times, may-
be, the gang was right there; why, they'd start right to work on the new
-estimate--setting new poles, new cross arms, guy wires, all that sort of
stuff,

Q. How long were you up there?

A. We were only up there about two weeks on this one. And another time I
was working up in Galena, Tllinois., This was 1924, and that was the year
they say around here was remembered by the year of the big sleet--=1924,
It hit about Christmas, the 2lst of December I believe, to be exact.
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Everything was down from Chicago to Alton—practically halfway across

the state, mostly right in the central part of the state. I'd been on

a little storm out of Galena, up toward Hazel Green, Wisconsin. We'd

Jjust finlshed up and was going to move to Savannah when the boss got ahold
of us and he sald, "Get into Savarnah as soon as you - can. I got a little
story to tell you." '

Q. Now, that's Savarmah, Illinois, isn't 1t?

A. Savarmah, Illinois, yes. Got in there about noon, and he said, "Well,
pack your clothes, we're going to Springfield., Big sleet storm." So we
loaded up our clothes, what we had, and started the truck out for Springfield.
We got into Chlcago; we got In there about nine o'clock, I guess. So we

got on the train coming toward Springfield at nine o'clock, and that thing
didn't turn a tap until 1:00 in the morning, It was froze up; engine

frozen and everything else frozen, I guess, and they couldn't get her

going,

We pulled into Chenca Sunday morning about, oh, around nine o'clock, I
guess. We got breakfast and went to work, worked all day and that night
they told us to pack up and be ready to move to Springfield the following
morning.

And there was three gangs in our group, arnd they moved us to Pleasant
Plains, And we worked out of there for about, oh, we were there for about
a month before we got everything, you know, back In working order. It was
on the Springfield-Beardstown leads,and that was about four cross arms at .
that time. Since then it's got up to about six before they put in the
buried .cable to take care of the open wire.

Q. The cross arm system on the poles, right?
A, Yes.

Q. This took place in about the mid-twenties. What about the period right
around the time of the stock market crash? Were things pretty busy for
Bell then?

A, That was 1929. Well, they had a little slump along about 1928, the lat-
ter part of 1928 because I know there were men lald off because there

Just was nothing to do. Then after the crash, of course, why, everything
went downhill from then on. I know there were men laid off who had fifteen,
seventeen years service,

Q. You were able to keep working though?

A. Yes. Well, we worked two weeks and off two weeks with the exception
of, I think it was in Jarmwary, and we had a whole thirty days off. We got
our vacation—what we called our IW time., I think I was home for seven
weeks. IW, lack of work. That's what they called it.

Q. Do you remember what you made when you first started working for Bell,
salary-wise?
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A, Fifty cents an hour.
Q. Fifty cents an hour, That was in 1920?
A. Yes.

Q. Could you remember approximately what you were making in 1929, as far
as the money you were bringing in?

Q. Well, at that time I was unlocated. Of course, we got our board, board
and room, and so much a day. And I think 1t was around probably three
dollars a day, board and room.

Q. Board and room., In other words, you were traveling throughout the state
at that time,

A, Yes., We had no districts at that time.

Q. Oh, I see.

A. In other words, we got on a train one time in Centralia and that night
got off 1n Freeport and went west out of Freeport over to Scales Mound,
I1linois.

Q. Were you married at that time?

A. No.

Q. You were still single?

A. Most everyone was single, yes. It was no Jjob for a married man.

Q. Too much moving around?

A, You had to 1live in a sultcase.

Q. I would imagine that would be kind of tough on a wife.

A. Oh, yes. Although there were a few; maybe some of the bosses, you
know, were married and thelr wives were with them. But for the most part,
they were single men.

Q. What about the early fthirties, then? Did the Depression, this IW
type of stuff, continmue through the early years of the Depression?

A. Yes, 1930, 1931, 1932. And 1933, why, 1t began to pick up a little and
each year got a little better. Then when we got back on full time, it was
strictly a five-day week.

Q. Do you remember when that was, what year that was?

A, T would say—I could be wrong, I don't know--around 1936, 1937. [It was]
1937 when we started on our social security. And I think it was about
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that time that was the beginning of the eight-hour day, or the five-day week.

Q. In the mid-thirties of course, as you say, things started to improve a
lot in the business. Had there been a lot of imnovations or changes, you

know, from the early thirties to the mld-thirties as far as what you were

doing in your job?%

A. No, I wouldn't say too much right at that time. You know, everything was
pretty qulet and people just like corporations had no money to sperd, or they
weren't spending it anyway. No, I wouldn't say there was too much change

in those early thirties,

Q. How did you feel about this social security when it came in? What
was the general opinion of the worker when the social security came in?

A, Well, I think for the most part they thought it would eventually be

a good thing. Of course, it wouldn't make any difference what it is, there'd
always be some be agin 1t. You know--aginers. (laughter) Agin it,

whatever it is.

Q. Did the company at that time have any kind of pension program or
protection for the employees?

A, Oh, yes, the company always had a pension. The pension was in a trust
fund which was made up by a certain percent of the operating expenses of the
company. And it was put in a trust fund—Bank of New York, I believe. Of
course, at that time I think the minimm pension was thirty dollars a
month, which wasn't much money. A dollar a day; that was the minimum,

Q. It probably graduated depending on the number of years of service or some-
thing like that?

A. Yes, it was based on your years of service,

Q. What can you remember or recall about the early days of World War
II, as far as your job was concerned? What was happening at Bell at
that time? What were you doing?

A. Oh, let's see . . . that was 1942,
Q. Yes, late 1941, early 1942.

A, Pearl Harbor was December 7, 1941l. Well, I remember the day the Japs hit
Pearl Harbor. There were four of us--Lou Hall and me, Kermy Bowlin,

Ted Winters; of course, Ted was the boss, supervisor-—and we were doing

some work on open wire which had to be done on Sunday. In other words,

80 we could get the clrcult dead, work it dead. We worked a little bit late
and went into Pana for lunch, and while we were in the restaurant we heard
the radio ammounce that Pearl Harbor had been attacked.

Q. Do you remember what your initial reaction was at that time?

A. Well, like everybody else--"Let's go get them. Let's get them, the dirty-
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so=and=so,"

Q. What did they begin to do in your Job after that, as maybe a result of
the beginning of the war?

A, Well, they began with pretty much of a security program, you know, around
the buildings and central offices, and even put locks on manholes.

Q. Actually locked up the manholes?

A. Oh, yes. Yes, they were locked, [with a] stud about two inches long.
(i1lustrates) Probably five-eighths bolt, threaded right down into the rim
of the manhole. Two, one on each side.

Q. That was probably to keep people from getting in them and messing
arourd with the wires?

A. Yes. Yes, sabotage.

Q. Did they start imposing any kind of restrictions on employees or
asking them to do certain things that maybe they hadn't done before-—as
a result of the war?

A, Well, T would say they probably asked us about, you know, not letting
our tongues be too loose when you were around a stranger or somecne you
didn't know. You know, be careful what you said.

Q. During this perlod, were you involved at all with the plant over in
I1liopolis?

A, Oh yes, very much Involved., Yes, when the plant started over in
T1liopolls . «

Q. Was that a camp or something at that time? Do you remember? Did they
have a name for that camp over there?

A, It wasn't a camp, it was munitions—a factory where they made and
stored minitions, shells and all that. Yes, when that started, the first
day we went over to put in cable to get them service, we had to push a
pipe under the hard road, [Highwayl] 36, this side of Illiopolis going

over to the main plant on the south side of the road. And I know we were
down in this ditch pushing the pipe and we all had rubber boots on and the
water was about eighteen inches deep in the ditch. You can imagine pushing
pipe down in that., Every time you lean over to get a new hold on your
pipe with your pusher, why, wet clear to your elbows. We finally got it
In, though. And I tell you, that was a hub of activity when that place got
going. Boy, there was freight trains in there; they bullt railroads,
switch tracks, back in the plants. And I tell you, there was a train

in there every day, about every hour—car after car after car-——unloading,

loading up, shipping out.

Q. DId you work on the lines over there, on the phone lines and things
like this to keep them going and this kind of thing?
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A, Well, not nuch of that, but we put iIn the cable and open wire. We
didn't have much to do with the instruments. Ours was the construction
part.

Q. They kept you pretty busy.

A, Oh yes, yes. And then, after they got to going good they had a telephone
office of their own--central office, operators and everything right there

in the plant. They put up a new cable south ard bridged into the Spring-
field-Danville AT & T cable. Yes, ard oh, it was busy. Like a hornet's
nest. And you couldn't get in the place without identification; and you
couldn't even get in the plant if they hadn't seen your birth certificate .
and 1t had been okayed, I didn't get in the inside of the plant for quite
awhlle because, well, when I was born they probably didn't keep records

like that, you know., I finally had to get affidavits from three people

down home that knew me, you know, when I was born.

Q. That was back in Harrisonville?

A, Harrisonville, Kentucky, yes. So they got that, and I had an

Insurance policy, and they finally took the name and the information

from 1t and I got my badge. They take your picture, put your height on it,
and they had security guards all over the place. Certain places you

couldn't smoke; you couldn't even take matches with you. You had to

leave them at the guard's shanty. It didn't make any difference what you were
going to do, you couldn't take matches or cigarettes back in there.

Q. Probably were afraild you might explode something in there?
A, Yes,

Q. Accldentally or on purpose.

A, Sure,

Q. Did that plant there stay open for the rest of the war?

A, For the rest of the war, yes. Now since then, some of the land has
been sold back to farmers. And that was some of the best land in the
county when they bought it, some of the best farmland around here anywhere.
They say there's a reason for that. I don't know whether it's true or not,
but I have heard that better land stands the shock better in case of a
explosion, you know. They test 1t, T guess, and that's the reason they
always want the better land. It sounds to reason.

Q. I, myself, worked over there at DeKalb two or three years ago, you
know, over by Illiopolis.

A, Yes.

Q. DeKalb seed plant. And they've still got a lot of those old bunkers
where they used to store everything.

A, Igloos?






















































