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Preface

This oral history of John W. Fribley's service in the Illinois Senate is
a product of the Illinois Legislative Council's General Assembly Oral
History Program. The oral history technique adds a distinctive new
dimension to the council's statutory responsibility for performing
research and collecting information concerning the government of the
state.

John W. Fribley was born on a farm near Assumption, Tllinois, in 1906.
The story of his youth is typical of central Illinois farm life in the
first two decades of the 20th century. First interested in the study of
medicine, he turned to law during his second college year at Illinois
Wesleyan University. When the law school was discontinued, he trans-—
ferred to the University of Illinois where he attained his law degree in
1930. Upon admission to the Illinois bar, he started practice in Pana,
Illinois. In 1931, he married Marian Little of that community.

Mr. Fribley's first interest in politics occurred while he was a student
at the University of Tllinois. The experience launched his lifelong
political involvement as a Democrat, contrary to the solid Republican
background of his family. He was elected to the Senate to fill the
vacancy caused by the death of Senator Clifford J. Vogelsang in 1934 and
continued to serve until defeated for reelection in 1952,

Mr. Fribley's major legislative achievements were in the fields of
transportation, oil and gas regulation and mine safety. His memoir,
while focusing on such legislation, ranges over a great many other
legislative, personal and political subjects. Particularly informative
are his discussions of Chicago-downstate and Chicago Mayor-Tllinois
Governor relations.

Readers of this oral history should bear iIn mind that it is a transcript
of the spoken word. Its informal, conversational style represents a
deliberate attempt to encourage candor and to tap the narrator's memory.
However, persons interested in listening to the tapes should understand
that editorial considerations produced a text that differs somewhat from
the original recordings. Both the recordings and this transcript should




be regarded as a primary historical source, as no effort was made to
correct or challenge the narrator. Neither the Tllinois Legislative
Council nor Sangamon State University is responsible for the factual
accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed therein; these are for
the reader to judge.

The tape recorded interviews were conducted by Horace Waggoner during

the summer of 1980. Mr., Waggoner was born in 1924 near Waggoner, a small
farm-service community in central Tllinois. At age 18 he enlisted for
military service in World War II and, as a U. S. Air Force commissioned
officer, continued to serve until 1973. Upon leaving service, he resumed
his formal education, achieving a masters degree in history at Sangamon
State University in 1975. Specializing in the field of oral history,

his association with the Sangamon State University Oral History Office
dates from 1976.

Florence Hardin transcribed the tapes and, after the transcriptions were
edited by Mr. Waggoner and reviewed by Mr. Fribley, prepared the type-
script, Carol Marshall compiled the index and, with Dorothy Hopkins,
assisted in the pre-interview research. Dorothy Nadasdy supervised the
artwork, photographic layout and production. The Pana News-Palladium
and the Chicago Tribune provided valuable assistance in the research
effort.

This oral history may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without written permission from the Illinois Legislative Council, Room
107, Stratton Building, Springfield, Illinois, 62706.

PHOTOGRAPHS, EXCEPT WHERE OTHERWISE
CREDITED, COURTESY OF JOHN W, FRIBLEY.
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Volume 1

John W. Fribley Memoir

SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 1

Q: First of all I would like to get into the record the years that you
were in the General Assembly. What vear did you go to the General
Assembly first?

A: I was elected state senator for the 40th senatorial district in
early November of 1934, and inasmuch as Governor Horner had called a
special session to take care of Illinois emergency relief commission
appropriations which dispensed public aid in those days, I was sworn in
on November 16, 1934, to serve in that special session. I stayed in
the Senate then until January of 1953.

Q: And that was representing the 40th district, you say?
A: Yes.
Q: What comprised the 40th district?

A: The 40th district was comprised of Christian County, whose county
seat is Taylorville; Fayette County, whose county seat is Vandalis;
Shelby County, whose county seat is Shelbyville; and Cumberland County,
whose county seat is Toledo. The district ran from probably twenty
miles from Springfield to about twenty miles from the Indiana line.

Q: Well. Okay. That's what I wanted to get on the record to start
with. I wonder, could you think a little bit about your father and
let's talk about him a little bit. What was his name?

A: My father's name was Wesley D. Fribley. He was a farmer. He lived
or resided on U. S. Highway 51 about three miles south of Assumption,
about eight miles north of Pana. My father never took a part in
politics. He generally voted the Republican ticket and, immodestly, he
was a very substantial man. However, when public issues came up, he was




very plain and outspoken, although not blatantly so.

My father had a most substantial part, T believe, in the location of
the route of Route 51, which was originally Illinois Route 2, and it
was changed to U. 8. 51 when the route was determined, probably back
about 1920. 1I'll go into that later if you wish.

Q: Okay. Where was he born?

A: My father was born at New Philadelphia, Ohio, in 1868. My grand-
father came from Tuscarawas County, Ohio, to Illinois in 1874.

Q: And do you remember your grandfather?

A: My grandfather died when I was about four years old.

Q: So you really don't have too many memories.

A: I don't have any recollection of him, I would say.

Q: What kind of education did your father have?

A: My father apparently had common school education and he went to
Bushnell College at Bushnell, Tllinois, for two years and then taught
school for four or five years, I guess, in northern Christian County,
up in the Mt. Auburn neighborhood.

Q: T see. Was that a one-room schoolhouse?

A: Yes. It would have been. That had to be prior to 1894, I would say.

Q: So he taught school for four or five years, and then what did he
do aftrer that?

A: Got married and became a farmer.
Q: Oh, is that right?

A: Yes,

Q: Where? At the

A: At the home place, three and a half miles south of Assumption. That
land has been in the Fribley name, I guess, since about 1874.

0: Who was farming it when he grew up? His father?

A: Apparently my grandfather, Edward J. Fribley.

Q: And he came from Ohio. Do you know where his parents came from?



A: Well, according to genealogy, I am the sixth generation in the
United States. My great, great, great and so on grandfather was named
Christopher Fribley, only he spelled it, according to the ship's
manifest of the "Good Ship Sally" that sailed from Rotterdam in

around 1760, he spelled his name Christopher F-R-I-E-B-E-L-E, but

when he landed at Philadelphia, his name from there on was Fribley,
F-R-I-B-L-E~Y.

Q: I see. (chuckles) Well. So he came from Holland, then?

A: No, apparently he came from Hamburg, Germany. I presume that he
floated down the river to Rotterdam and got on the boat at Rotterdam.

I have examined the ship's manifest, a copy which is in the, I think,
the Congressional library, in Washington.

Q: Did you have much trouble locating it?

A: No, T had a way, way off cousin, Dr. Fremont Fribley, who was a
Methodist preacher in Indiana that kept the family genealogy and that's
where I got quite a bit of information.

Q: Do you know of the lineage from Christopher Fribley to you?

A: Yes. I don't know whether I have that here or whether I laid that
out anywhere. But I can get it for vyou.

Q: Do you have it here? Okay. We'll stop for a moment,

(Taping stopped for location of book, then resumed with Mr. Fribley
referring to the book)

A: Christopher Fribley came from, apparently from Hamburg, Germany.
His son was Jacob, his son was Daniel, his son was Edward, his son was
Wesley D. Fribley, my father, and that makes me the sixth generation.

Q: Yes, sir. Do you have any record of any of them serving in the
Revolutionary War?

A: No. ©Not on my father's side.

Q: Do you know what part of the country they came to? Was it Pennsyl-
vania? '

A: Apparently they came to Philadelphia, and then to a German settlement
in western Pennsylvania, and then went to Tuscarawas County around New
Philadelphia, Ohio. And then they split out and one group of them went
to Michigan, and another group came to Illincis, and there was a third
group that went to Wisconsin. Just a very few Fribleys in the country.
They have all petered out.

Q: Do you know if any of them had service in the War of 18127




A: No, Not to my knowledge.
Q: How about the Civil War?

A: Well there's a peculiar thing. A few years ago, 1 got to checking
up Lo see if any Friblecys had ever served in the Civil War. My
grandfather didn't. I had a brother that was drafted about the end of
the first World War, but the war stopped before he was called. He was
then, I think, at eighteen years old, just came eighteen. So that kind
of embarrassed me. 8o I was trying a law suit, or rather taking
depositions in Columbus, Ohio, oh, ten or twelve years ago, and after I
got through, I had a couple of hours time before my plane left to come
back home, and 1 went over to--I belicve it was the adjutant general's
office, in Columbus and asked if they had any records on the Civil War,
who served and so on., They said they had eleven or twelve volumes and
T asked for the one with the "F's" in it. And the amazing thing was
there was, T think, eleven Fribleys served and three were killed and one
deserted. You can check too far on that stuff.

Q: Yes. (laughter)

A: Rather intevesting. Perhaps, one of them was this—-well, it was a
Fribley-~I think his name was Robert. T could check and find that out.
But he was wounded in the BRattle of Antietam and he went down to Wash-
ington to recuperate and his sheepskin diary—-which I wish I had, fellow
up in Michigan has it——shows that somebody formulated the idea of train-
ing a Negro regiment.. And he was advanced from a captain, I guess, to

a colonelcy.

After training these wmen along with a couple of white regiments, they
floated them down to Jacksonville, Florida, because Florida was teeter-
tottering between the Confederate and Union, and they landed. And, the
second or third day after that, they were ambushed and he was the first
man killed. Of course, being one white man in a bunch of six hundred
Negroes vou could know what would happen.

Funoy thing, 1 was in Florida a couple of years ago and I went up to
see Lhis battlefield, west ol Jacksonville, called the Battle of
Olustee, and, Lthey were having a reenactment the following day. 1
didn't stay for it. And I walked in there and saw a fellow and got to
ralking to him and I teld him I was checking on a thing because T had a
relative who was killed there. "Oh, is that right?" T said, "Yes."

He said, "Which side?" and I sald, "Union." And I said, "He was
supposed to be leading a Negro regiment.'" He sald, "Oh. Colonel
Fribley?" He stepped over about a hundred feet and showed me where he
was supposed Lo have been killed.

Q: Well, for heaven sakes.

A: His body was not found for a couple of days and if was well ripened
by then. This man who gave me this information was a Civil War ''buff"




from Miami.

Q: So, did you know of any others that had served in the Civil . .
A: Not on my father's side.

Q: Okay. Let's see. What type farming did your father do?

A: Well, he was a general farmer. He farmed half a section of land and
"fed out" two hundred to three hundred cattle per year that he
purchased in Texas and Oklahoma. Got 'em in August and would feed them
first grass and then full-feed on corn, and then he would ship them
out, oh, about the first of May, to Chicago. Dad was a pretty good
cattle feeder.

Q: Of the 320 acres, then, how much was cultivated?

A: All of it. Except for the buildings, I would say 310 acres of it
at least.

Q: Then he had a feed lot where he . . .
A: Yes. Cattle feeding. A small lot.
Q: Did he make trips to Oklahoma and Texas for the purchase . .

A: Yes. 1 went with him on one trip I remember. Very interesting,
where you go out on a ranch and a bunch of cowboys would round up a
herd of cattle. My father, for instance, he would agree to purchase
200 head out of a 400 herd, and they would run the cattle, which were
rather gaunt by August, they were pretty well drought slimmed down, no
grass, and he would, for instance, agree to purchase 200 head at $100 a
head and then they, the cowboys, would run the cattle through, one at

a time, through a chute, or a narrow passageway, and he and I would

sit on the fence and Dad would say, "In," or "Out," meaning "in" he
took him and "out" he didn't take him. My father, I am very proud of
him, naturally, and forgive me for it. He could look at a steer, a
Hereford steer—--he always dealt in Herefords. They were, of course,
grade Herefords. There weren't any pure-breds, I don't think, in those
days, but he could look at a thin steer and tell how he could develop
out as a fat steer.

Q: Did you inherit that capability?

A: On cattle, yes. On other livestock, no. When I was in high school,
I was on the judging team and I think I placed third in the State of
Illinois in judging beef cattle. On dairy cattle, I probably placed
last.

Q: Well. (chuckles) How old were you when you took this trip with your
father?




A: About fourteen.
Q: Where did you go?

A: We went somewhere in southern Oklahoma, or in the Texas Panhandle,
which is south of Oklahoma.

Q: You went by train .
A: Yes. Oh, yes.
Q: Did you bring the cattle back with you at that time

A: Well, we would come back by train but they would ship them to
Dollville, ship them to St. Louis and then on the C&EI [Chicago and
Eastern Illinois] up to Dollville, which is a settlement north of

Tower Hill, or Dunkel, which is a settlement north of Pana where they
had a railroad station on the I1linois Central. And then we would

drive them home. Sometimes it took you a day or so to get them all home
because they were wild steers and a darn dog would bark and they would
stampede and chase the dog.

Q: Well. (chuckles)

A: Had trouble sometimes. But they would be two and three year old
steers and big carcasses, but rather thin.

Q: And you did this on horseback, I suppose?
A: Yes. We always had about three riding horses here.

Q: What do you remember of your father's character? Was he a stern
person or .

A: No, not particularly, although he was firm. He was a strong Method-
ist. He didn't drink or smoke. He voted the Republican ticket. When
he had very vehement ideas on some issues——for instance, T can remember
when a group of three men came out there and wanted him to join the Ku
Klux Klan, probably around 1916 or 1917, and he ordered them off the
place., He just didn't believe in that, That redounded a lot to my
benefit when I first ran for senator.

Q: Oh? In what way?

A: Well, when I first ran for senator, I ran against three men, one of
whom was of the Catholic faith and he had a sort of a campaign manager
and he was of the Catholic faith. I defeated him in the primary and
damned if I didn't then have to run against a Republican, Mayor

Spresser of Taylorville, in the general election. This campaign manager
attached himself to Spresser and told that I was a member of the Ku Klux
Klan. Later I went down to Sigel, in my district, which was a strong
Catholic community, and nobody would hardly speak to me. And I finally
found out that the rumor had been spread that T was a Ku Kluck. So I



got four or five of the prominent Democrats in Sigel and Neoga together
and I told them what I had heard and I asked them to come to Pana and
check with Father Maroney, the priest here, and Father DeChene, the
priest in Assumption. And they come up and found out that those things
weren't true.

Q: Well. (chuckles)

A: And from then on, why, I always was, I believe, ace high among the
Catholic people. 1 loved them and they loved me.

Q: Do you remember being disciplined by your father, particularly?
A: I can't remember my father—-my mother did that. (laughter)

Q: Do you remember any talks about your father, and his counselling you,
or . . .

A: Well . . . very probably yes, but I don't distinctly recall it. Tt
was just accepted that you should be honest and you should work hard,
and I enjoyed working. I loved to work on a farm.

Q: Let's see. When were you born, sir?

A: Aupust 3, 1906. In the farmhouse south of Assumption.

Q: In that farmhouse?

A: Yes. They built a new home in 1912, a new brick home. But I was
born in an old frame house about like . . . (points to painting on wall)

Q: Something like that in the picture. I see. What are your first
memories of that house that you were born in?

A: Frankly, I don't remember it, because they built the house when I
was six years old, and .

Q: The new house, you mean?

A: Yes. And they moved it back, the old house, and they built this new
brick house and I just don't remember very much about that house. Just
don't remember it. It was about--I would say about a-—probably four
rooms downstairs and two up or something like that. It was eventually
moved up to Assumption, and then it was torn down about six years ago.

Q: What was your mother's name?

A: Clara Belle, B-E-L-L-E, Storey. Her maiden name was Greene,
G-R-E-E-N-E.

Q: Do you remember her father?



A: My mother's?
Q: Your mother's father, yes. Your grandfather on your mother's side.

A: Yes. George A. Storey was his name and hig wife's name was Nancy.
My great grandfather had come from Scotland and settled in Canada and
my grandfather came te Illinois about 1865 to be a herdsman for a
Colonel Judy of Petersburg, Menard County, Illinois, who was a breeder
of Clydesdale horses and Shorthorn cattle of that area.

Q: What's a herdsman?

A: Well, took care of cattle and horses and sheep. My grandfather,
being a Scotchman, sincerely believed that if you didn't have horses
that were Clydesdales or cattle that were Shorthorns, yvou just didn't
own livestock. My maternal great grandfather, Johnson Gaines Greene,
was quite a friend of Colonel Judy and his daughter, my grandmother,
Nancy Greene, met and married George Storey when he was a herdsman for
Colonel Judy, and they then moved to a farm about seven miles east of
Assumption, and I can remember going over to Grandfather's place. 1In
those days farmers bred their mares to stallions. WMy grandfather owned,
and kept for breeding purposes, I would say at least five large,
beautiful Clydesdale stallions., Ile sold quite a few Clydesdale stal-
lions or geldings to the Busch Brewery people at St. Louis. His son, my
uncle, Alex Storey, also did that., They also showed Shorthorn cattle
and Clydesdale horses at county fairs and state fairs.

Q: How large a place did he own?

A: As T understand it, Granddad Storey had about three hundred and sixty
acres, something like that.

Q: If he was raising stock in that manner, he must have had considerable
pasture, then.

A: Yes,

Q: Se, do you remember about the proportion that he had in farming and
in pasture?

A: Well, I would imagine that he had at least eighty acres in pasture,
but I would be rather dim on that.

Q: Did you get to know him very well?

A: Not particularly. When he got older, he and his wife would stay one
winter at our home, one winter at one son's home and another winter at
his other son's home. They had some agreement to shift around. But he
was a nice old man. He apparently was a pretfty substantial citizen
because, as a lawyer, I occasionally run into abstracts of title where
he would act as appraiser or commissioner, in partition suits, or
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