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John R. Eden, September 4, 1974, Athens, Illinois.
Elizabeth Canterbury, Interviewer.

Q: John Eden, you're going to tell us about the restoration of the Long
Nine Building in Athens, Illinois and in order to do that, it would be
good if we'd go back and have you do a little remembering of your early
life and lead up to the restoration of the Long Nine.

A: Okay, Betty. I was born here at Athens in November 22, 1933. In
fact, it's probably one of the oldest brick houses around this area
because, by the fact of my interest in history, I've checked the bricks
out on it. I think it's about an 1840 version house and also I've checked
with some people in Springfield and they tend to agree with me. So

that's going back about as far as you can get to where you're born.

And as far as my first memories in this town, it goes back to my family
dog, my first memories. I can remember Cherry was her name, and the
reason for this was the fact that I remember so well, I think, is she
pulled a little cart. You know, when you're a little small child, why
those memories stick with you. And next to that I remember them talking
about Mr. Snyder, who was a Spanish-American War veteran who lived down
the street. And probably by the fact of people just talking about him
being a veteran and so on, these kinds of things stuck in my mind. And I
think I was born with the love of wanting to know about the past. Ever
gsince I can remember I wanted to know more about what happened yesterday
than I was concerned about what happens tomorrow. And other names, oh,
like Dr. Hill, who came here in 1890, he was a medical doctor and this is
pretty well documented history and he's had a lot of publicity. I remember
also that we had the two stores uptown and then we had neighborhood
stores. We had one up in the north end of town. We had one over in the
west end of town. And I think the neighborhood stores were patronized
quite a bit, too. And it seems as I remember these things.

Q: Tell what you remember of the stores there were on Main Street.

A: Well, there was one, still Cantrall Store at this time and the other
one was a West Food Store, I believe was the other store. I don't quite
remember the name, but I'm sure that was it. And then before that there
were other ones that I'd heard people talk about like Berghimes and some
of these, but that was before my time.

Q: You remember just the two grocery stores then?

A: Yes. That's all I can remember uptown, and the other two, one in the
north end and one over in the west end of town, near the grade school.
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Q: All right, that tells a little bit about uptown Springfield from . .

A: Athens.

Q: . . . uptown Athens from the time you remember. All right, let's go
back to what happened to you in your school days.

Q: Well, I went to school here in Athens, naturally. Graduated from
grade school and high school. I started, and I was trying to think about
that today, I think I went to kindergarten but I wasn't really sure. I
didn't have a chance to call, but we had a kindergarten at that time on
experimental basis in 1939, I believe. And then from there naturally
through grade school. And I went into high school in 1948, and I graduated
in 1952, As far as my school background, my history goes back to this.
Because I remember in fifth grade, we were doing some background histories
of our family tree, and I dug into my family tree a little bit, which
probably was a mistake. But I found out many things that I didn't really
know about my own family.

During the Civil War period, our family was one of those cases of a

broken family, one went north and one went south. This actually happened
in our family. And also one of the members later on was sort of notorious.
He later ended up in Cantrillo's gang during the war, and his name was

also Eden. T think he's nicknamed Jake Eden. I'm referring to my wonderful
uncle that you probably knew. And the story relates there that whenever

he came back home after the Civil War, why the family got together and
invited him to leave again and he came to Illinois, which is not from my
part of the family. My group came up here in 1911, wvhich is much, much
later, of course.

Q: From where?

A; Fram Kentucky. Around the area of M. Sterling, in that vicinity.
Granite City is where my father was born. And whenever they requested
him to leave, he was in the group that came into the Decatur area. Those
relatives around the Decatur area are offsprings from this fraction that
came this way, of which I talked to one of them not too long ago. It
must have been a couple of years ago and was discussing the fact that he
wasn't interested in history at all but when I drawed it out, I think it
kind of insulted him (laughs) a little bit.

Q: Why did Edens ask him to leave?

A: Well, because of the fact that notorious Cantrillo wasn't congidered
really a bona fide soldier, he was more like a butcher. And they felt
that regardless of what side you were on, it was the principle, that they
just had no use for him. And those, I understand at that particular
time, especially with the hill people in those areas that they had their
own codes and you went by the family code or else you weren't part of the
family regardless of your name. Back in this particular area in Kentucky
and even further east than that, the Blue Licks and the Salt Licks area,
well, my people were in there before Daniel Boone even came and yet you
hear about the big famous battles and so forth., But I, from what I see
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of my own history, the Eden name, has been there, was in there fighting
Indians six months before Daniel Boone ever got there. And, well, I'm
getting off the subject here on the family, but to get back on the school ,
influence of teachers.

In all honesty, to be, you know, truthful, I had few teachers that I had
a high rega:rd for and this is the honest truth. There's one in particular
which I'll tell you about in a little bit that I felt made a big difference
in my life. But in my earlier years as I remember, I don't know whether,
I'm not saying it was a caste system or what it was, but the first two or
three teachers that I had, if you were not a fast learner and could pick
up instantly, then they bypassed you. And I just felt that had these
teachers had more training such as they get nowadays in psychology, and
be able to understand a situation, that there's more than a child sitting
there, you know. That, what his background may be and what problems he
has,

And this is years after I got out of school, that all of this hit me as
reality. It wasn't during school it was noticeable to me. It became,
that it t be hard for you to understand, but it didn't become reality
to me unt I got out as an adult making my own decisions. And then it
dawned on me, as to what my problem was. That they would bypass, I felt,
in a lot of ways, and they wouldn't even take the time to come and say,
"What's the problem?" you know, or get you aside and spend a little
extra time with you. Except for discipline. I can remember getting
scoldings and a paddling or two in less than that which are very definite.
And these sort of things were personal because they pulled you out of
line, But I really hate to be this critical about my teachers, but I
feel that basically my teachers, my background--and not that I wasn't
guilty myself for some of the problems--were not as maybe adept to the
situation as they could have been.

As T got older, into school I really didn't have that many problems.
With the exception of one teacher I had. It was in fourth grade, a
fourth grade teacher. I gave a talk and that's when I was getting into
this Long Nine and getting some, what I think, good recognition as to
what we were trying to do and the fact that we weren't a bunch of crazy
people like some first thought we might have been, trying to promote this
thing. But she was telling a group of people after I got through giving
one of my talks, said, '"Oh, what a fine talk," this and that, you know,
the whole bit. And then turned right around and says, "Well, I can
remember when he was in the fourth grade, he couldn't hardly read.'" And
I thought to myself, '"You doa't know it, but you just condemned yourself,
as far as I'm concerned." And of course, I didn't push the matter.
Everybody laughed about it and it was passed over. But it brought back
to me some things which weren 't good feelings, to say the least.

Q: And also,.and also meant, had some effect on the way you saw things
as you were growing up.

A: Yes., It did, there's no doubt about it, And I feel I've been somewhat,
to be honest through my background and schooling, I was a little bit
negative., Due to the fact that how can you be positive when you're
surrounded by so much negativism? It's difficult. Just like discipline
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in school to me was difficult. Tt was, I was given discipline. I learned
discipline in school not in the army. When I got in the army, discipline
there, they talk about how rough it was and nothing compared with what I
had faced in school on an individual basis. Not as a class basis. But
due to the fact, like when you get pulled back a little bit, and maybe
you're a slow learner, and I consider myself perhaps a slow learner,
maybe not, I don't know. It depends what do you call a slow learner? I
mean, if you have one or two children in class who are outstanding, it's
no average. You have a mean average there, but you don't have an average
student, so to speak, to come, go up against. And we had a couple that
were very, very intelligent individuals and fast to learn. But then they
would say, '"Well, why didn't you pick this up in time?" or something like
that, you know. Well, I get to thinking, well why didn't I? (laughs)

You know, I know better, because afterwards I'd get to thinking about
something that I wouldn't do perhaps properly in class, then it would
come to me. There was no problem. But at that particular moment was
gone. And it's quite interesting. School teachers are, you might say,
I'm not, I don't consider them fair game but I do think that the modern
teacher is so far superior to the teacher of twenty-five years ago and in
many ways and perhaps in some ways not, too. You must look at them on
both ends, but I think due to the fact that there's more training that
they're getting, plus all the psychology. I go into psychology because I
studied a little bit of this on my own and I realize it's so important to
be able when you face someone to be able to, you know, what's inside this
person? Don't let the outer shell fool you.

When I got into high school, I was a poor student, I got A pluses in
everything I loved and I got D minuses in everything I hated. And history
is one thing I loved. I went through high school I think, an A plus in
history. But as I look at one item like that. But the one person who
probably was the person that saved me from being a washout as far as
graduating from high school. . . . And I believe when you wash out of

high school, you've got one big, big thing against you. One big strike.
It's not three strikes and the ball game's over. The first strike can be
so critical sometimes that it, the percentage factor bit might be 99
percent and the other two don't amount to mach. And that was Carl McWilliams,
do you remember him?

Q: Yes.

A: He was the one that saved me, really, in all honesty.
Q: How do you feel about that?

A: Well, emotional. (laughs)

Q: Good. What do you think he did to .

A: Well, mmber one, he'd come and talk to me. As you know, I wouldn't
say it was a man to man, but as a student-teacher relationship. But

there was no one else around where you were embarrassed or anything like
this, And he did, he was the kind of guy that most teachers always felt
were looking down. He's the kind of guy that was kind of like, get you
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on a level. He'd eye you fram a level. And I was having problems and

due to the fact, not my ability to learn, because I found out after that,
not too long after that, what I really was capable of. But I was lacking

so much to finish up, to be able to finish in my fourth year. And he'd

cane along and help me and I took correspondence courses from the University
of Nebraska which helped me cut. I learned a great deal from him because

I took things I liked. And I got, I think, the lowest grade I took was a

B plus or something. But he let me choose things, you know, that were
beneficial and I liked them.

Q: Do you think he might have given you confidence in yourself?

A: He was the first step, because he had a major, major job. Because
right at that particular time was a very critical time in my life because
I knew around me that I was completely different than a lot of my friends.
I just didn't think like they did. I was probably, perhaps, way too
sensitive, which you become, this is an automatic situation. But outside
of two close friends that I had, other than that, I never considered,
kids who were good acquaintances, and I'd play with them, this and that,
but they weren't somebody I could rely on or tell. I couldn't tell them
anything. And I think Burg Jenkowski and Art Alkner were the two that I
could tell something to. But then he came along and helped me when I
needed it and instilled some confidence in myself,

There's no question in my mind that if this was a critical part of my
life, it was just like survival to me. It was like survival to me. It
was like if you don't make this, you're dead, type of situation. Only I
didn't fully realize it until, this is after this. And with him helping
me there then I did graduate. There was no problem there. In fact, I
believe had I really put my efforts forward in high school I probably
would have been almost straight A all the way through. I'm sure of it.
Because later on after I got out of high school, I did various jobs and,
oh, worked a little bit on a farm. I did painting. I worked putting up
TV towers. I did everything, before I went in the army.

And that's when the Korean War was going on and when we got into the
service, I actually went in to the guard. I took training in Texas and
then when I came back, I went from the Air National Guard, then I changed
over, to go into the army. I volumteered for the draft. But the war was,
had ended then. So I went ahead and elected to take my two years in the
army. Well, when I tock these battery tests, what really gave me credit,
was I got in the top ten of the campany, of two hundred and fifty men.

So they call us in and they pick ten of us out of that group, and we were
selected for Officers' Training. Well, I signed up for it and I, that's
when it started hitting home about my schooling. Because I knew on my
tests, of when they called me in for an interview, they showed me my high
areas, my weak areas, and I went right down to the E.M. Club and then got
some help down there. And then from there I went to the library and I
went and picked up these subjects that I was weak on at that time. And I
picked, oh, like I'd study at night, go under the barracks' light and
study. All the other guys were sleeping. And I picked up enough there.

But when it came time to go to my officer training, I elected not to go.
And the colonel called me in and there was two of us at the time that
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decided we didn't want to be officers. And he asked me, "How come?" And
I told him I thought it was for the benefit of the service that I didn't.
I didn't feel myself as a soldier, and I don't. T don't like the thought
of this, Military is a thing that's needed, but I don't like the thought
of slaughtering people regardless. And I laid it on the line, more or
less, to him how I personally felt about it. And he was good, kind of
put my faith in people again. Because here he is a colonel and I'm a
private and he was again talking to me on an even level. And this is
probably the second man that ever did, at that time. So he threw three
schools out there in front of me. He says, '"You're qualified for all
three of them." And I was trying to think back to remember, of course
the one I took, and then there was medical training, and another was some
kind of, well, it wasn't office work but it was to do with supplies and
around that area. But I elected to take electronics school. And he
says, '"Well, when your orders come out, I'll see that you have this
school," for which I really didn't, didn't really believe it, to be
honest, And then when the orders came out, well that's, they sent me to
electronics school. And that's where I got in this electronics bit,
which has never hurt me. I've done real well,

But it's fimny how these things start to change for you. But you've
still got to Ke willing to fight for it. You can't sit back and say,
"Well, I've had so many wrongs did to me so now I'm going to surrender,"
that's no way to fight it either and I think perhaps maybe kids are under
a lot of pressure nowadays, but they've had a lot, so much going for
them, I sometimes wonder if they don't maybe back off, don't fight near
as heavily as they should, too. Fight as hard as they should.

Q: Didn't you think maybe one of your greatest assets was perseverance?

A: Tt had to be. That's the only thing that saved me. Regardless of
your situation, and I've had many since then, good and bad situations, is
to be able to enjoy your good situation without worrying about when a bad
one's coming up. And I've, I had to concentrate, but I can do that.

Like now, I'm perfectly happy in what I do. And if the bad situations,
where your days vary up and down like any situation, then at the moment,
do the best you can but when the good situation comes back enjoy it.
Thoroughly enjoy it. And then this is just my philosophy.

Q: All right. Now how did all of this philosophy and your activities
when you came back, lead to this great love of yours for local history?

A: Well, to revert back just a little back. In my grade school time
when I was going through this turmoil, if you want to call it. I don't
look back on it with any bitterness or anything. It probably made me
stronger in many ways. But I, I think I more or less looked to Lincoln.
I'd read about him then and perhaps was using him as a guide for what
he'd overcome and I could look back, "Gee, he's worse off than I was,"

you know. That sort of deal. And as long as you can look back on something,

someone had a little rougher than you had it, makes your own picture look
better. And I think that was one of the reasons probably why I did. And
I studied and learned quite a bit about him. And then as I learned more
about it, I began to think that at times I had a lot in coammon with him
as far as trying to get up out of this wallow. And I think as you get
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involved or get close to something or you're thrown with it encugh that
you begin to, if you care for it, you love it. Mean like, you learn to
love things.

And then fram there into high school, I really got seriocus about it. I
would go over at New Salem Park when I had the transportation available
and I'd spend hours and hours and hours there, just studying. And, I
don't know, It just seems that anything like this that you work into, it
gets a hold of you. Like Lloyd Ostendorf told me, the artist, he says,
"You've got to watch it, John. Lincoln will get a hold of you." I
remember he told me this one day when we were at a dimner together. And
we were sitting there talking afterwards and he says Lincoln got a hold
of him in his drawings. Lincoln's a human being. I don't think of him
as any god in any way whatsoever.

In fact, if anything this book that I'm attempting to write and I've
started from 1831 to 1837, it's his life as a person, not as Mr. President,
but as a person who is really trying to come out of this and it's not all
that easy. To me, I think his life probably was the most critical at
that particular time. Because he'd already left home, he'd been through
enough at home and God knows, heartaches by the thousands, where he's
involved in various areas with his looks and his long, lanky figure and
the whole bit about him. You know he had to be ridiculed and made fun
of, There's no question about it in my mind as I look back. Then he
hung around out at New Salem with these people who were not considered
high stature in the community like Jack Kelso. He was considered sort of
a bum, when you get reading his background. He came in with a guitar, so
the story goes, on his back, you know. And came in singing, never talked
about his past and pretty soon he left. The same way he came. And he
never worked much. So when you, birds of a feather flock together sort
of attitude, I think prevailed then. Just by the company you keep. And
I don't think he was all that well thought of in his earlier arrival
there. And then after a while I think when he started showing signs of
really getting ahead, there's probably no doubt and somewhat envied by
certain folks. So, no matter how you go, one extreme or the other,
you've still got both ends to contend with. They may be looking down at
you or they may be envying you. So you've got to learn to live with it.

Q: How do you feel about the fact that Lloyd Ostendorf told you that you
might be considered a little Lincoln. You want to explain that?

A: (Oh, yes, he did a drawing of me one night and before he started on
the drawing he was just sitting there looking at me and he says, ''John,
you have so many features like Lincoln's.”" Then he was kidding me, he
says, ''Were your people back there in that time?" I said, "Yes." and he
kind of laughed about that. But anyway, he'd noted my face and the way
it was constructed or destructed, however you want to look at it, (laughs)
and he said I had almost identical measurements to Lincoln's face. So he
said, "Well, just hold still there a little bit, and I'll do a pencil
drawing of you," and in a few minutes he did. It was a well-done drawing.
And be put it on there as 'Little Lincoln," so right now when he sees me
today, he calls me "Little Abe Lincoln."

Q: How do you feel about that?




















































