PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Stephen Bean for the Oral History Office during the summer of 1975.
Stephen Bean transcribed the tape. The transcript was edited by Stephen
Bean and Kay Maclean and reviewed by Don Forsyth. The Don Forsyth Memoir
is one of a series of interviews conducted by Stephen Bean on the topilcs
of Adlai E. Stevenson II's term as Governor of Tllinois, the 1952 Pres-—
idential campalgn, and the relationship between Stevenson and Springfield.

Don Forsyth was born in Mount Vernon, Il1linois, on February 7, 1908.
After graduation from the University of Illinois in 1929, he remained in
the Champaign-Urbana area to sell insurance. During the 1932 election
canpalegns he began his more than four decades of political involvenment
and following the Democratic victory of that year, he moved to Springfield
as an employee of Secretary of State Edward J. Hughes. In 1942 he was
chosen Democratic candidate for state treasurer but was defeated by William
Stratton. The next year he entered the Navy, and while serving in Washington,
D.C., he met a fellow Illinoisan and future senator, Paul Douglas. At the
conclusion of World War IT, Forsyth returned to Springfield and established
a successful insurance agency.

Still interested in polities, Mr. Forsyth ran unsuccessfully for
trustee of the University of Illinois in 1946. The next year Paul Douglas
asked for his friend's assistance and in 1948 Forsyth was a downstate advisor
in Douglas' senatorial campaign. During this campaign Mr. Forsyth met
gubernatorial candidate Adlal Stevenson; following his election in 1948,
Governor Stevenson appointed Forsyth to the Illinois Veteran's Commission.

A close friendshlp developed between these two men which was to extend
beyond Stevenson's years in Springfield. Mr. Forsyth was chosen by Governor
Stevenson to head his 1952 reelection campaign, but the draft of Stevenson
as Democratic presidential candidate saw Forsyth head Sherwood Dixon's
campalgn instead.

Acting upon his concern for the condition of the democratie party in
predominately Republican Sangamon County, Forsyth conducted and won a write-
in campaign for precinct committeeman in 1958. ILater the same year he was
elected county Democratic Chairman and during his 2 year term the Democrats
gained at the ballot box. Mr. Forsyth capped off his polltical career by
serving as a member of the Democratic State Central Commlttee until 1964
when he was forced by a heart attack to retire from active politics. Today,
Mr. Forsyth 1s still active 1n his insurance agency and retains his interest
in Democratic Party activities.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
franscript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and editor
sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is inherent in
such historical sources. Sangamon State University i1s not responsible for
the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for 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 whole or in part by means, electronic or mechanical, without
permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University,
Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Don Forsyth, October 8 and 15, 1975, Springfield, Illinois.
Stephen Bean, Interviewer.

Q. Mrs Forsyth, what drew you into politics?

A. What year did T enter into politics? I entered in 1933 from Champaign,
I1linois. I graduated from the University [of Illinois] and stayed over
there--graduated in 1929. That's my start, in the 1932 campaign which
elected some people in 1933 and, in fact, elected the whole Democratic
ticket.

Q.  What were the issues that drew you into the campaign, and the candidates?
A. Well, we had had Ien Small as the governor of I1linois and a 1lot of
young people—I wag very young at that time--felt that we could do a little
better than that. The Democratic party was running Henry Horner for governor
and a wonderful slate of candidates, I thought, so we, as did many young
people over there, got into active statewide polifics.

Q. What kind of man was Henry Horner?

A. He was a good governor. He'd been a fine judge in Chicago. He was

high class, I thought. In 1936 we had a bitter primary campaign. Unfortunately,

I was working at that time for the secretary of state, Edward J. Hughes, and
in that campaign we were on different sides, which sort of grieved me, but
[Dr. Herman] Bundesen was rumning against him in the primary and of course
he just trampled Bundesen into the earth.

Q. Were primary campaigns and general election campaligns different at that
time?

A. T think they were a little more bitter than they are now. We were

not as large then and in those days, in the 1930's, everybody was hungry--
just 1ike I. I guess I was delighted I had a state job in the 1930's and
there were-—well, in the secretary of state's office there were one hundred
and fifty thousand applicants for about a thousand jobs. So, politics meant
a great deal to people that were in it, with the hope that perhaps they could
get a Job and quit starving. (laughs) It was a little more bitter than it
is now, and of course, we dldn't have as many people in I1linois then as we
do now.

Q. What dld it feel like being a Democrat moving into a Republican strong-
hold like Sangamon County?

A. When I came here to live it was rather miserable. I couldn't afford to
do much, but one thing I did enJoy doing was playing golf, and for some good
reason, why, I was permitted to join Illini Country Club., In those days, I
think, out there there was about three hundred fifty Republicans and maybe

twelve Democrats. (laughs) So when we got out there, why, we took quite a
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ribbing and quite a beating and it was rather chilly, but it's changed
a lot since then.

Q. Who was in charge of the organization at that time?

A. Well, primarlly the organization was the Kelly-Nash organization of
Chicago. They had about—-not as good an organization as [Mayor Richard
J.] Daley, but a pretty tight one up there, and they had done well with
it. And that's what got into the [Henry] Horner fight with the Kelly-
Nash organization; he had come from them but they fell apart, and it got
bitter. But Kelly and Nash had a good organization. Ed Kelly was mayor
of Chicagp, Nash was the Democratic county chairman of Cook, and I thought
they were men of stature. I liked them.

Q. Was there the Downstate-Cook County split as much in that time?

A. I think there was. Of course, we young people were Downstaters. The
party was looking for young people in those days. We had a good gang.

There was Charles Bliss who is still an attorney down in Taylorville,
I1linois, There was Sam Hlcks who was an attorney from Mcleansboro. Simon
Kellerman, who was from Madison County; Malden Jones from here in Springfield,
who was sort of the young people's liaison, statewlde, at that time with

the Democratic State Central Committee. And we got around and were speaking
all over Illinois, and we .were . . . the party was liking us all right.
They needed new young people just at that time.

Q. How did you become a state candidate in 1942%

A. Well, I had——this is very interesting. In 1940 Horner had--well, let's
go this way. In 1939 Horner had become very ill. John Stelle was the
lieutenant govermor of Illinois, an ambitious man. Stelle, sometime along
in there, took over as governor of Illinois for the last ninety days of
Horner's last four years. Stelle was on the ticket to be lieutenant governor
again. He called me one day up to his office up in the Senate chamber and
said, "Don, I'm going to run for governor. I don't care who else runs, I'm
going to get off the ticket." At that time Harry Hershey had been named to
run. And he said, "I can beat Hershey and I'll get the help of the 0ld man
up in Chicagp." I said, "I don't think you will, he's already glven his
word." '"Well," he said, "I don't believe that. T think I will, so I'd like
for you to run as state treasurer on my ticket." And I said, "Well, I'm
Just not going to run this year, John. I don't think that will work and I'm
sure the Cook County organization won't violate its word."

S0, I went down and talked to the secretary of state--ny boss, I was in his
employ at the time--and told him this. I took my wife to the show that night
and I had a call from Pat Nash in Chicago, at the show. And he said, "We
want you to run for lieutenant governor; we're circulating your petitions
tonight in Chicagp." I said, "I'm not going to run for lieutenant govermor."
And he sald, "Why not?"  And I said, "I told Stelle I wasn't going to run and
I don't violate my word." Well, he sald, "Boy, you're not very smart, are
you?" And I said, "Well, I guess not. If you expect me to violate my word,
I'm dunb." He said, "No, no. Go out and ask Stelle to glve your word back."
Well, that seemed (laughs) rather brilliant to me, so I-took my wife home.from
the show and went out to see Stelle and he said, "I absolutely will. That's
great. You run for lleutenant governor and I won't run anybody against you
on my ticket."
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Well, then the Horner people, where we had this bitter fight in 1936,
decided that if Forsyth was on that ticket they'd take a walk. And they
didn't want to blow the ticket apart, so Nash called me and said, "Will
you get off the ticket? It's getting real rough." "Of course, I didn't
ask to run iIn the first place." He said, "If you ever want to run for
anything, you let me know." And two years later I decided I wanted to
run for something. It wasn't a very good cholce, the year, but he said,
"Yes, sir." I wanted to run for state treasurer, and he said, "You're
running."

Q. How were Individuals chosen by the Democratic party at that time?

A. About the same as they are now. They had a conference between Downstate
leaders and Upstate leaders, and anybody could run against them but it was
kind of futile to do so. For example, Ed [Edward J.] Barrett, when I was
running, decided he wanted to be state treasurer. He took out against the
organization at that time and I beat him almost alone in Chicago. Mr. Nash
told me I was a candidate and I got most all the votes up there, and he was
a Chicago man. So it was—-and as I say, I honestly and sincerely think
they were trying to--I hope this is true--were trying to plck some decent
men of integrity and honor to clean up some of the details that all parties
get into if they don't do well, if they don't keep fresh, honest and good
‘blood_in there.

Q. What was your opponent like, William Stratton?

A. T thought early in the year that he was going to be very easy to defeat.
In those days he was a congressman. And he and Congressman-at-Large Stephen
Day had——we thought we had them caught sending out Nazl literature under
their congresslonal franks out of Washington. We had pictures of them burn-—
ing the mall bags, we really pistol-whipped with this. (laughter)

But along in the summer of 1942, when I was running for state treasurer,
[President Franklin D.] Roosevelt drafted elghteen-year-old kids and rationed
gas, and the farmers were told they weren't gping to have gas to run their :
tractors, and I could feel the cold breath hit us. We had a four-man slate
running——Ray McKeough for United States senator, Ben Adamowski for congress-
man~-at-large, John Wieland for superintendent of public instruction and me.
And from that day when that got done, I could Just feel it chill out. I
thought we had won going away, but all a sudden I knew we didn't have it won.
But Roosevelt had to do what he did and I find no fault with that; for the
good of the country, I'd take a beating every day and three times on Sunday.

Q. How did people campaign during this period?

A. (h, we worked like dogs; we were out all the time. We used cars. We
had two cars going around Illinols. I used my car and drove 1t some and
sometimes I'd have a driver--get a driver on vacation time over at the
secretary of state's office. We were going about eighteen hours a day for
about a year. Every town, get out and—well, you'd advertise, or tell them
you were coming. Get it in the newspaper, going to meet at, oh, let's say
the courthouse and be there at noon in one of these little towns. But we'd
really work; we worked very hard. I just spent a year. I never worked as
hard in oy life,
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Q. You campalgned for the full year?

A. Campalgned the full year until Novenber when they defeated us. But

we really moved, and we moved fast and hard and we were ambitious. I guess
I was the youngest man on the ticket. I'd stay up longer and worked about
an hour harder than anybody else every day.

Q. What did you do after your defeat?

A, Well, I went back to my job. As I told you, I worked for the secretary
of state's office. I went back there and worked. The war had started
right in front of this election time, on Decenber 7, 1941, and we were
running in 1942 and the slates were moving, or being picked, you know, in
1941, I tried to get in the service. Now, I had two klds and I wanted to
get In at an officer's pay because I didn't think I could afford to be in
unless I got enough to take care of the family. It took me until Fall of
1943 to get in as a lieutenant in the Navy. So, T dld my work in the
secretary of state's office and tried like the deuce to get 1n and finally
got into the service.

Q. What did you do after the war?

A, Came back to Springfield and went back into the insurance business. I'd
been in; I guess I did not tell you that when I got out of the university T
stayed over on the campus there to sell seniors of the university life Insurance,
I got back here and studled some possibilities and decided that I'd better '
find something that would remmnerate me for the time I was golng to spend,

“because I was young and had learned to work eighteen hours a day and I didn't

mind doing it. And T knew the insurance business would be good to me if I
could work that hard. So I came back here and started an insurance agency
and it's been kind to me ever since.

Q. When did you get back involved in politics?

A. Oh, I was—-I guess I have always been lnvolved. I think a man ought to
have an interest in political 1ife. In 1946 the party ran me for trustee of
the University of Illinols. Now, you know how it works, a commlttee over at
the university recommends three and then you don't do any campaigning really,
or we didn't use to do any campaigning, but your name's on the statewlde ballot.
And the Republicans had another good year in 1946 and we were all defeated.

But that one, T did not do work like I did in 1942. I had an interest. I

had an interest, I still have an interest. My son is8 a trustee of the univer-
sity now, elected statewide. He got in on a good year, but he did some work,
too. He wasn't llke his dad on that ruming for trustee, he moved around some.

Q. In 1948 you were involved with Paul Douglas. What were your duties with
the Douglas campaign?

A, I had met Douglas--I had known his wife, Emily Taft Douglas, who was a
congresswoman, a lovely, high class woman. She had hired a secretary that I
had put in politics, a woman by the name of Merle Whitford, a lovely woman.
Merle got me interested In Emily Taft Douglas in the first place. Then Paul,
when he got Injured as a Marine on some island in the Pacific, the name I've
forgotten, they brought him in to Washington and I was in the undersecretary's
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office.l I went out to the hospital to see him—Merle called me and saild
he wag there--and got to know him pretty well and was impressed with what
he had been--I read about it--in Illinois. He taught, as you know, up in
Chicago and had run for alderman. A high class man, I liked him,

So when he decided he wanted to run for state office, it didn't matter who
was for him, Don Forsyth was for him. And I thought the organization would
name him and I thought and hoped they would name him to run for governor.
Well, I guess I felt I was unofficially Downstate advisor to him with maybe
flve or six other people. And on the day they were plcking candldates to
run, I had recommended to Paul that he get into a county where nobody would
think he would be and just let 1t ride. I thought they'd name him governor
of I11inois if he stayed away from talking to anybody else on the phone or
let them catch up with him. But he dldn't get in hiding that well (laughs)
because they found him——and I think he was down in St. Clair County, down
around East St. Louis--and sald to him, this was from the State Central
Committee meeting, "We think it might be better if you would run for senator
and Stevenson would run for governor." And he did what I didn't think he
should of done, he said, "That's all right with me." I believe had he said,
"I want to be governor," they would've sald all right. And I wanted it that
way because at that time I did not know Stevenson at all, never met him,
didn't know him.

Q. You didn't know anything of Stevenson?
A. Didn't know anything about him, didn't know anything about him.

Q. Do you think the ticket would have been better if they would have stuck
with. . . .

A. No, I don't know that I think that now, but I surely thought it then.

I think Illinois was rich with those two men. I was just delighted, histori~
cally. And 1t may be that the world was better served that it fell that way,
I don't know. But they were both men of great caliber and integrity and honor
and decency. 3o, at that time I was dlsappointed but now I guess I've learned
to 1like Stevenson as well as I liked Douglas, and believe me, that was a great
deal.

Q. Do you have any feelings about Truman rurning for reelection?

A. Wasn't too impressed with him. (laughs) He had--I thought he was going
to keep prices frozen after World War II, and as a veteran I felt they should
be frozen another year. And all a sudden he took the freeze off and let every-
thing go up, and I thought the veterans were hurt. So, yes, I wasn't very
impressed with it. I'm telling you, (laughs) everybody else says that they
were big for it. I was not, and T know I wasn't.

Q. Did you fear that Truman would hinder the campaign of Douglas and Stevenson?

A. I thought he'd smash it, smother it, kill it! I just was sick.

lLieutenant in Domestic Transportation Branch, Office of Undersécretary
of the Navy, charged with assigning passenger cars, jeeps and con'mand reconnals—
sance vehicles where needed. (Don Forsyth) _
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Q. What was the campaign like in 1948%

A. Well, T guess I can best answer that--I saw Stevenson and Douglas get
off the train about four days before election here in Springfileld, and at
the corner of Fourth and Washington Street here, I stopped them and shook
hands. Met Stevenson for the second time, even then. I'd heard him a
couple of times but I hadn't been up to meet him but once at any meeting.

I said, "Paul, how do you think this is going?" and he said, "Oh, I think
it's miserable." "And what do you think, Governor?" He said, "Ch, terrible,
Jjust terrible." This was three or four days before election, 1948. They
thought it was awful chilly, too. But it wasn't. . It was not.

Q. What was Sangamon County like in 19487

A. About the same as it—-well, Sangamon County in 1948 was still. . . . I
guess 1'd have to look up the file, and I have it, but my memory tells me it
was overwhelmingly Republican still. My partner, I had a partner at that
time, said to me, "Truman's going to win, Don." "You'd better go see a
psychiatrist," I sald to him, "that's not possible." I beliewve, had I been
a betting man, I could have won—I helieve I could have got forty to one odds
that Dewey was going to beat him,

Q. So how did you feel affer the election?

A. 1 didn't feel any different, except I was delighted with the state of
I1linois. I mean, I guess I was delighted that Douglas won. I was delighted,
once I got to know Stevenson, that he'd won. And I guess—-I had no phobia

on Truman, I just didn't feel about him like I did about these other two men.
I don't today, I don't today.

Q. Did you attend any of the inaugural ceremonies for the governor?

A. Yes, I did. Yes, they were over in the [State] Armory, yes. That Armory
was full of people, just full. It was. . . . Yes, I am trylng to think
through that--those ceremonies as such don't mean much to me, I've been through
too many of them, but yes, sure I did. I can remenber it.very well.

Q. What took place in those ceremonies?

A. Well, had the usual invocation, as you know. Had delegates from all over
the state, each county would have a certain group. Or I guess maybe it worked
as who could get tickets, and T think that was a State Central Committee thing,
except that the candlidates had X nunber of people they could invite and of
course all their famlly would be there, mothers and fathers and brothers and
sisters. They told what they were going to do, or try to do, and it was a
projection of the future, trying to assure the people they'd made a good cholce.
And they had made a good choice in 1948. The people of Illinois in my opinion
made an excellent choice.

Q. Do you remenber Carl Sandburg talking? Mary Jane Masters remenbers him.

A. No, no I dn't. Mary Jane would, she's more literary than I am. But no,
I do not remenber that.

Q. When was the first time you saw Stevenson after the election?




















































