PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Marilyn Anderson for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University,
in October 1979. Marilyn Anderson transcribed the tape and edited the
transcript. Cathy Caughlin final typed the transcript.

Freda Irvin English was born in Hamilton County, Illinois on November 26,
1906, In 1929 she married Tom English. Along with her husband she has
lived and worked in Hamilton and Saline Counties. Mrs. English grew up
in a rural area of Hamilton County where her father was a country school
teacher. She boarded away from home to finish high school. After gradu-
ation she began teaching in country schools, taking college courses in
summer and extension classes. With the Depression Mrs. English quit.
teaching and resumed her career when World War II began.

This memoir gives a feeling for what it was like growing up in a rural
area., Mrs. English's experiences both as a student and then as a teacher
in country schools adds insight to this part of education. A vivid picture
of life in a rural area is presented in this wemoir.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator, and
editor sought to preserve the informal conversational style that is
inherent in such historical courses. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whale or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Freda English, October 7, 1979, McLeansboro, Illinois

Marilyn Anderson, Interviewer.

Q. Freda, can you tell me when you were born?

A, November 26, 1906.

Q. And where were you born?

A. In southern part, in Twigg Township, in Hamiltom County.
. And you were born at home?
. At home, out in the country.

. Who were your parents?

And what did Wheeler do for a living?

. He was a school teacher and a farmer; a country school teacher and
farmer.

Q

A

Q

A. Wheeler and Toxie Irvin.

Q

A

a

. Did he have any training to be a teacher?
. He had some high school.

. And that's what he needed?

> o B o

. That's what he needed then. And one time he went to Normal for six
weeks, and I think that's his only actual teacher training that he ever had.

Q. How many years did he teach?

A. He taught twenty-five or more. I'm not right sure, about thirty
years, something like that.

Q. Did you ever have him for a teacher?

A. Yes, He was my first teacher. I had him some other yeatrs too. 1
don't remember just how many years that he was my teacher, but he was
my teacher a few times. In the country schools they didn't keep the

same teacher year. They went back and forth.

Q. Oh, I didn't know that. I thought they kept the same one.
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A. No, they didn't. You might teach in one school one year, and then
they'd get another teacher the next year. Teachers didn't have tenure
then. 8o he [Wheeler] taught around in the country, and he taught at
our home school part of the time.

Q. What was your home school?

A, The name of it?

Q. Yes.

A. Barefoot was the name of it.

Q. Did your mother do anything outside the home?

A. Well, if you call working in the fields outside the home. (laughs)
She was the field hand when dad was in school, really .a lot of the time.

Q. So she did a lot of the farm work herself.

A. Right. She did, especially in the fall, the harvesting, shucking
corn, beating out sunflowers.

Q. Where were their families from? What part of the country? Do
you know?

A. Yes, their immediate families were local people. They both lived
in that same neighborhood. My dad's father and then my mom's parents,
grandparents lived in their homeplace. She inherited that from her
great-grandfather.

Q. And who was he?
A. James Twigg. Squire James Twigg he was called in those days.
Q. Squire?

A. Squire Twigg, ves. [It's] in some of the writings in the historical
society has.

Q. Can you tell me physically what was your house like?

A. Oh, it was originally the log house belonging to Squire Twigg, and
before 1t came into their [Wheeler and Roxie] possession it had been
empty and sort of abandoned for a few years. And it was :in pretty bad
shape so they used one room of the original log house. The others were
moved away, and then they added to that and weatherboarded so it didn’'t
look like a log house. But the base of it was a log house, built in 1846.

Q. Around the house were there lots of other outbuildings?
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A. There were not a lot. There were some barns that had been built
there. I think my dad built a barn, and there were some cribs, sort
of grain storage places, that disappeared later. I think they had
been built many, many years before that.

Q. Do you remember the year that the house got electrieity? Did it
have electricity when you were a child?

A. No, no, it didn't have electricity untdil, oh, I don't know what year
it was., It must have been in the forties or fifties I would guess. I

have no idea., I can't--it's when they got REA [Rural Electric Authority]
in that area so whatever year that was, that's when they got electricity.

Q. Whenever you think back to your childhood, are there any particular
things that stand out in your memory more than other things?  Any things
that you did or you saw?

A. Well, there's a lot of things, but our childhood was pretty close
to home. Because we didn't even branch out into, hardly into other,
school districts, our local school district and the chureh, our local
church. I would [say] probably family reunions. The TIrvin family had
lots of, we called them big dinners, to celebrate Christmas and birth-
days and special occasions. And when the whole Irvin clan got together
for family dinners and get togethers, really they were pretty strong
on that,

Q. Where did they usually have those dinners?
A. Where?

Q. Yes.

A. Well, you mean at the houses?

Q. Yes, anyonme's particular house?

A. Well, Grandpa Irvin's was one of the main places, and then somebody
nearly always had a Christmas dinner at one of their houses. T don't
know how they got all the family in them with all the relatives. But
we had a Christmas dinner at our house one time when most of the--of
course the families weren't as big as they came later on. But then
there were six boys, and they all had families. They all lived in

that immediate vieinity so usually they all came.

Q. You said a little bit earlier that one of the social kinds of thlngs
was the church, going to church. Which church did you go to?

A. We went to a Missionary Baptist Church, Hickory Hill. And it was a
real old church. Originally, I think it was organized at this old home,
this Twigg home, is where it was originally organized. And Mr. Twigg
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built a church, a log church, it was built on his property and also a
school., And later on then, they built a frame church in another area
located which was in the location that it is now.

Q. Now I've heard people talk about brush arbor meetings. Did you
ever go to those?

A. T have been.
Q. What were those like?

A. Well, I don't know. Just everybody in the country would go. It was
somewhere to go, they had them sometimes in summertime in the meighbor-
hood that was close enough that we could go. They never had them at

our church, but I have been to them where they would last for, oh, two
or three weeks.

Q. Was it like a revival meeting?
A, Oh, yes, it was a type of revival meeting is what it was.

Q. Because whenever I hear the word, I get this image of being outside
and kind of under the trees.

A. It is. That's what it was. The one I remember going to was in the
neighborhood near Uncle Obe's house., A wooded area, it was in a woods.
They built a brush cover and had seats and then they were protected. I
don't know why they needed [it] because [it was] in the wooded area, and

if it was rainy they wouldn't have had it anyway. They always had it

at nighttime so they didn't need it to keep the sun out, but anyway,

they built a brush shelter sort of and that's where they had the meetings.
I mean that's where the minister, preacher was and they always had singers,
so forth, and seats.

Q. Before you were talking about Barefoot School. That was the grade
school you went to?

A. The grade school, right.
Q. How did it get that name?

A. As far back, 1'm not sure that anybody knew for sure, but rumor,

well, my mother told us that long before that there was a sort of creek
that ran through that area, small creek. And somebody saw a bsar track,
the track of a bear in that vicinity, and they called it in the vicinity
of the bear foot. Then when they built the school they called it Bare-
foot, but the spelling was changed then to B-A~R-E foot. And then some-
times it was said they.-named it Barefoot because all the kids went bare~-
footed which they really did in warm weather, except the very largest ones.
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Q. Was this a one-room school?

A. A one~room school with, oh, forty to sixty pupils.
Q. And one teacher?

A. And one teacher.  (laughter)

Q. Some of the things I've read I get the impression that some of the
students, especially the older ones, didn't go year round. They just
went whenever they weren't needed on the farm.

A. That's right. Usually then they quit school. They didn't go very
old. I mean until they were very old unless they were ambitious. The
only ones I remember going until--and they were really grown, still in
one room--were young people who were ambitious to become a teacher them-
selves. That's the only ones that I remember going except a few of the
girls, and most of them quit by the time--of course I thought they were
grown when they were sixteen, which they were. But most [of them]
didn't go to school unless they were planning to teach school.

Q. When you were in grade school, was that something you were thinking
about?

A. No. I don't think I had any plans when I was in grade school. I
don't know when I planned to become a teacher because that was the one
thing, the only thing that I knew of that a girl could do, unless you
could get a job, and being a country girl, we had no idea of a job as

a secretary or something like that. That was a far away dream for some-
body off in the city. So that to be a teacher that was the only thing
that we thought that a girl could do out in the country.

Q. So where did you go to high school then?

A. Well, we went to Broughton which was a small town about three miles
away then from our country school.

Q. And Broughton is where you graduated from high school?

A. T went three years to Broughton High School because it was a three
year school. Then we went to McLeansboro, which had a four year high
school, one year and graduated from high school at MeLeansboro.

Q. How did you get to McLeansboro?

A. Well, we boarded, my sister and I.

Q. Oh, you did?

A. We did, really not boarded, we did light housekeeping. We rented a
room, and we cooked our own meals, went home on weekends on the train.
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Q. On the train?

A. On the train. That's right, on the train to go to Broughton. Once
in a while when the roads were passable Dad would come and get us. We
had a car by then. That was our first car, a Model T Ford, but most of
the time the roads were dirt roads so that we could not [go] unless they
were real good. I mean after a rain or anything like that you wouldn't
get out on one. And if ‘the roads were real nice in the springtime,
sometimes he would come and get us.

Q. 8So you lived in town during the week and went to school?
A. Right,
Q. That was, I guess, a common thing for people that lived in the country?

A. Yes, even the students that lived even closer than we did, much
closer. It was very common for them to have a room, get a room, and do
their own light housekeeping. Most of them couldn't afford to board.
It was cheaper to prepare your own food.

Q. Now the high school, is it the high school that's standing now?

A. WNo. It's where the East Side Grade School is. That was the high
school, the old part, the three story part of the East Side Grade School
was then the high school. It was also a grade school down below. I
think the high school just occupied the upper floor, and then they had
some classrooms maybe on the second floor, and the rest of it was grade
school.

Q. So it was all in one building.

A. Well, they had another grade school also, but that was one of them
in that building.

Q. Okay, whenever you were in high school were there any kind of school
activities that you could participate in?

A. No. I would say no. I don't know of anything that we participated
in, any type of activities. When we went to Broughton there wasn't any.
In McLeansboro, well, there really weren't very much either, we just
didn't. I don't know of anything that we did.

Q.  So there wasn't too much social life?

A, No, there wasn't any social life I would say at all. Even though
it was sort of social life to meet~-when we. went to Broughton, we got
acquainted with boys and girls that were outside of our own district,
that lived on the east side of town (laughter) which we didn't know
before. So it was sort of a social thing, and I think we enjoyed it.
We made a lot of friendships-in our three, especially the three year
high school years at Broughton.
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Q. I wanted to go back and ask you about in grade school some of the
subjects that you might have studies then that they don't teach now.
Were there any?

A. As T said, I think othography. I don't know 1if they teach othegraphy
anywhere. I've heard that they don't teach it. I don't know what they
teach in the upper grades really now, but othography, it was a study of
words, really, which I thought was very good because we learned word
spellings, spelling words, word meanings, prefixes and suffixes, word
building. It's really something TI've used all the years. T think it

was very good. It's probably in other studies now, but as.a subject

of its own I think it's probably not.

Q. What about in high school, was there a particular subJect that you
found more interest in? ’

A, In high school I liked Math: trigonometry, geometry, algebra. Those
were probably my favorite subjects.

Q. And when you were in high school, is it then did you start thinking
of being a teacher? Or did you have any specific goals?

A. Well, it was sort of just being able to do something and being a
teacher was the only thing I knew of or thought of that I could do.
Just sort of vaguely in the back of my mind, but I hoped to be able to
do something. And probably by the time I got through high school it
became more evident that teaching, maybe if I could make a teacher,
that would be. I was anxious to do something, have some sort of a job
and make my own way.

Q. Did you feel like you were an exception. I guess I have an iwpression
that maybe most women felt that they should get married and . . -.

A. Everybody, all the girls want to get married for sure, but then, I
think, I don't know, most girls then that I knew, they were anxious to
get a job of some kind, too. Jobs were not very plentiful. Many of

the girls who lived in town worked in the factories, shirt factories.
That was one thing they could do, but it didn't pay very much. And you
might get a job in a office if you knew somebody. ~But I think everybody
was more or less anxious to get some sort of work, even though they,
getting married too was most important. They just took that for granted,
I think, (laughter) that they would get married.

Q. So when you got out of high school, then what did you do?

A. Well, the first year I was out of high school I stayed at home be-
cause my older sister and I graduated the same year. Well, she had
priority. Our folks were not able financially to send us both to school.
She wanted to go to business school. So she went to business school,
and I did not go anywhere. I stayed at home because I didn't know how
to get work. There was no work available out in the ‘country, and we
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didn't know anybody. that might help me get a job. So I simply stayed
at home until the next year, and I took the teacher's examination. And
that's how I got my teacher's certificate was by examination.

Q. Now you didn't actually have to have any college education to get
it at that time? Right?

A. No, you didn't' have to have any. You didn't even have to be a high
school graduate. All you had to do was pass the examination and you
could get a certificate. :

Q. So later, did you go ahead and go back to.school?

A. T took summer courses, between teaching, I mean in summertime and
night courses, extension courses. I never got a degree, but I had more
than three years of college.

Q. Well, whenever you first started teaching, where was the first job
that you had?

A, The first job I had was in Saline County. It was a country school,
two—-roomed so I had what we called the little room. Which was very good
for a beginner because you didn't deal with the larger pupils. I had
about forty pupils however in the first four grades, and it was a typical
country school. However, the country, it was different from the community
where I grew up. I thought the people were different. Customs were
different.

Q. How was that? What struck you the most?

A. Well, I don't know. It's just the social. I think the people lived
closer together. It was a close community, that is close. The houses
were all close together. And I don't know how it was different. That
was the first time I'd ever been away from home really, and I guess
maybe that's the reason it seemed like it was different.

Q. Where did you 1ive then?

A. I boarded then. 1 boarded with some people who lived near the school
because, well, there was no such thing as commuting then. There were
still all dirt roads practically. There were a few gravel roads, a
little bit of paved highways, but boarding was the thing.

Q. So then, when did you get married?

A. Well, let's see, in 1929, May 30.

Q. How did you meet your husband?

A. I met him at high schoel. First day I went to high school that's
when I saw him. He lived on the other side (laughs). He lived over
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on the east of, in another community. I would probably, if I hadn't
gone to Broughton High School I might never have heard of him. He was
with a group of boys, and it was mostly boys--there were a few girls
from that part of the country—-but mostly boys came over to Broughton
to school.

Q. And he was in the same grade as you were?

A. He was in the same grade, yes, that's right. We all started to
high school at the same time.

Q. So you just kept in contact even after you got out of school?

A. Right. Of course all of the people that we met in high school we

sort of, they were like close friends, practically all of them, Especial~-
ly the ones that were in our class, because the whole group was, there
wasn't any outside activities to speak of and that's about all the

people you knew.

Q. When you first got married, where did you live?
A. We lived in Eldorado.
Q. And you still taught or did you . . .

A. T didn't teach. No, I didn't teach. Well, I did teach too. T

did teach one year after we moved to Eldorado., Then after that the De-
pression came, and there weren't very many jobs for married women. So
I didn't teach for fourteen years.

Q. And why did you start again?

A. Vell, the World War II came along. There was a shortage of teachers.
Jobs were available so I got a job again.

Q. On the whole, as you look back at it, did you like teaching?

A. Not in the ‘one room schools particularly. Not in those first years
I didn't like it. It was too hard. It was really hard with so many
pupils, and well it was just so inconvenient. However, it was a way of
life. And it was as convenient to me as it was anybody else.

Q. I wanted to ask you a little bit more about the teaching before we
go on. Besides the classroom duties that you had, did.you have other
things that you had to do in the school, around the school?

A. Well, yes, the first, well, the first two years and most of the years
that I taught in country school I swept the floor. I did my own janitor
work; bullt the fires, carried in the coal. The coal was in the coal
house. I did that after I came to McLeansboro and taught in a one-room
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country school. But I didn't mind it so much then. I liked it because
the schools were smaller. I think I really enjoyed it after ‘we came to
McLeansboxo because I liked getting out in the country, liked the drive
out in the country. . And the roads were good. You didn't have all that
inconvenience of getting. You could commute then just anywhere you
wanted to go, so I enjoyed it then. ’

Q. You know now [in] most schools you find people who belong to the
IEA [Illinois Education Association] in Tllinois. Was there any attempt
when you first started teaching to have unions for teachers, contracts
for teachers?

A. No, in Saline County where I taught they had a teacher's union of

a sort. The county had been, I don't know the exact word, and the
schools were rated. The schools were listed according to their ability
to pay according to their assessed valuations. And they were assessed.
They were expected or listed according to that. For instance, if they
had a scale, maybe that was it, a salary scale for all the districts

in the county. I don't know how they arrived at it, but every school
had a salary scale. The teacher was expected to be paid that salary
scale, but they never raised it. A teacher could teach in the same
school for ten years. He always got, if they got a hundred and twenty-
five dollars, if that was the scale, he got a hundred and twenty-five
dollars every year. He never had a raise. If the scale was ninety,
okay, he got ninety dollars. Very rarely were they ever paid anymore
than that, than the salary scale.

Q. Can I ask what your starting pay was?
A. Sixty-five dollars-—-a month, seven months.
Q. Seven months,

A. Besides that I saved a hundred and seventy-five dollars. (laughs)
When school was out I had a hundred and seventy-five dollars. (laughs)

Q. We've already talked a little bit about the Depression, that you
didn't work because of the Depression. Was there any other way it
affected you persomnally?

A, I don't think so except that we didn't have much money. Our life
style you might say was limited by that., Hardly .anybody else had any
money either that we kmew. I mean the people we knew, our friends.
They were all about the same as we were so we didn't anybody 'do any-
thing that took a lot of money. But we probably had as good a time as
anybody else, lots of picnics and things like that, that didn't take a
lot of money. But we had more social life really even though it wasn't
expensive, but we did a lot of things of that nature that didn't cost
any money.
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Q. I was wondering, even though you would have been a child really at
the time, if you had any memories of the First World War?

A. Sure., I remember the First World War. It got a lot of publicity
of course round in the neighborhood because it was still a very rural
neighborhood and still very close. They had war bond rallies. It was
talked a lot about. Seemed like we were very, very much-:aware of World
War T and the people in the neighborhood who were invelved. Who were
in World War I. After the war was over, everytime a soldier came home
from the army around about for miles they always had a one of those
big dinners. Soldier dinners they called them.

Q. Oh, really?

A. And everybody came for miles and miles. They just had a big dinner,
and it was a big social function that was to honor, you know, to honor
somebody who returned from the army. I remember us going, well, even
outside of our own community. That's one time when we would go, to a
goldier dinner. T mean they had them everytime anybody came home. I
don't know how many we went to. We went to:lots of them. Because
every time any young man came back from the war there was a big dinner
in his honor. .

Q. Was there anybody 'in your immediate family, like uncles or anyone
like that, who had been there?

A. No. We had a cousin is the closest I think. Mom's cousin. None
of our own family because Dad's brothers all of them were older and
had big families. So there wasn't any of them. None of the Irvins
were in the army and none of Mom's family except a cousin I remember.
One of her cousins is the only one that I can think of that was very
close, that was in the World War.

Q. Some of the things I've read they've talked about immediately after
the war was over how the country was swept by the influenza epidemic.
Did that have any effect where you were living?

A. Yes, everybody had the flu. I guess we had it. Everybody was sick
nearly, more or less, but otherwise I don't remember of anybody dying
with it. I think we all had it. ;

Q. What did you do about it?

A. Nothing.

Q. Just let it go through, ride its course?

A. That's right. I don't know whether we had the doctor or not. Of

course our grandpa was the doctor. I can't remember much. I remember
Day saying that he had the flu, but he never went to bed.. He was not
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sick in that he had fever or anything like that., He just felt bad or
felt weak. I think he didn't go to bed, but other than.that I don't
remember much about it. I know that everybody had the flu. And Aunt
Ella, mom's stepsister, was a nurse in the Army. She was a nurse, and
she had the flu. She was in New York City. Somewhere in a base hospital
in New York City, and she was called to go overseas. T mean she got her
call to go overseas when she had the flu. And she almost died with the
flu: 1In fact, they thought she was going to. 'So she didn't get to go
on overseas duty on account of having the flu. Well, I would say pro-
bably say she was the closest one in our family that was in the World
War I. I was thinking about men, but she was a stepsister. She was

our closest family member that was in the Army.

Q. [The following begins the second interview. Mrs. English began by
talking about attending school.] -

A. As I said we didn't go to school very much. In the first year Dad
had appendicitis in the fall. I don't know whether they got another
teacher or not, but we didn't go to school anymore. That was the year
that I'was six years old. . Of course Dad was sick at home. It was a
long drawn out illness. Part.of the time Aileen and I stayed with
relatives. They would keep us two weeks at a time. And finally in
the springtime our grandma, who lived in Junction, came and got us and
kept us for about a month. . Anyway that was my first year in school.
The fifth year in school our teacher resigned in February, and we didn't
have anymore school. So we went to school about five months that year.
In the year that I was in the sixth grade our teacher was drafted into
the Army, and so there wasn't any more school that year. I don't know
how many months of school we had that year.

Q. So he was drafted for World War I?

A. World War I, right. So that dates me. But anyway Aileen, my sister,
went to school with Dad. He was teaching at Dale which was five miles
away. And she could stay with grandma who lived in Dale because she was
older. But since I was only in sixth grade they thought it wasn't important
as it was that she was in the seventh or eighth. Anyway Mom and I, we
shucked out [corn in shocks]. We would take turns. It was very cold
weather. And we would take. turns going down to the field and shucking,
turning over a corn shock and shucking it out. The corn had been shocked
without being shucked. And we'd shuck it out and make a pile of corn.
And we would--it was very cold--we'd sit there. I remember my feet would
get very cold. But I would shuck out a shock of corn and then it was my
turn to go to the house, and then Mom would go. The reason of course

one would stay home, there was Claud and Gene. Gene was practically a
baby then. Somebody stayed at the house with the boys, and that's how
we spent that winter. That's the only thing that I remember very much
except one autumn time., I don't remember which year that was in autumn.
Well Mom was shucking corn. Of course Dad was always teaching, Mom was
shucking corn, and I stayed at the house with the kids and would cook
dinner. Of course I waited till I could see her striving to the house.













































