Preface

This manuscript is the product of a series of tape recorded interviews
conducted by Kay Johansen for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University in the fall of 1989. Kay Jchansen transcribed the tapes
and edited the transcripts.

Frank RKihnke was born in Alt Essen, Germany on July 10, 1907. When he
was two years old his family moved to Bonanza, Arkansas where they
lived until Frank was eleven years old. Then his family moved once
again, this time to Royalton, Illinois. In 1926 Mr. Kuhnke chose to
take off on his own in search of adventure in Chicago. Two years
later he was able to gain himself a position with Western Electric.
For over forty years Frank proudly served the company, working his way
from a black wire worker up the corporate ladder to a position at the
executive level. Through the benefits and support of Western
Electric, Mr. Kuhnke was able to attend night school and procure his
high school diploma and a college degree. Frank and his wife, Rose,
raised one son and two daughters in Cicero, Illinois, a Chicago
suburb, before his retirement to Taylorville, Tllinois in 1970.

In his memoir, Frarnk Kuhnke brings to life his childhood memories, the
depression, discrimination during the two world wars, his fulfilling
yvears working for Western Electric and the joys of being a husband and
father. Frank's uplifting and inspirational recollections exemplify
his love for family, work and life. ‘

Kay Johnansen, born a Hoosier, moved to central Illinois in 1974. She
graduated Lincoln Land Community College in 1987 and continued her
education at Sangamon State University where she earned her Bachelors
Degree in History. She has served as a Graduate Assistant in the Oral
History Office, Sangamon State University. Following her graduate
studies, she intends to teach history at the collegiate level.

Readers of the 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 sources. Sangamon State University is 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 any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Frank Kuhnke, Octcber 16, 1989, Springfield, Illinois.
Kay Johansen, Interviewer.

Q: Frank, where was it you were born?

A: I was born in Germany, to be precise I overheard them say Alt
Essen, A-L~-T, that means old, Essen, E-S-S-E-N, Germany.

Q: And how many children were there in your family?

A: Seven.

Q: How did you fit in the seven, were you the oldest? The youngest?
A: The last one.

Q: How old were you when you came to America?

Well, I was two going on three, we came here in early spring and I
]mwnyblrtlﬁayisonthetenthofJulyandeasthreeyeamold
then

Q: What year were you born?
A: 1907.

g: ;hym]mmmatbmghtyourfamlytoAmerma, why you came
ere

A: A better life I imagine. I know my dad avenwhenhewasdoing
fairly well and my brothers asked him if he didn't want to go back to
Germany to visit his relatives and all that. He said, "I left Germany
and I'm not going back there." So that was his answer. He didn't
want to see it.

Q: Where did you come to America, the first place you lived?

A: Bonanza, Arkansas. That's near Ft. Smith.

Q: How long did you live there?

A: Until I was eleven.

Q: When you left Arkansas you were eleven?

A: VYes, I was eleven when we came to Illinois.

Q: Where in Illinois?
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A: Royalton, Illincis, a coal mining town.

Q: Is that where you went to school and where you grew up then?
A: Yes, in Royalton, that's where I got cheated.

Q: How did you get cheated?

A: Well, I went to what they called a parochial school, a school
ucht by a minister, and they don't give report cards so we came to
Illincis and I naturally went to the fifth grade because I had already
finished the fourth. The principal of the school refused and I had to

go back in the fourth for the whole year ard sit there.

Q: You had to take fourth grade over again?

A: And nobody would go there and help me. Ma and Dad couldn't speak
that well of English, you know, and my brothers, well they had an
accent too and they refused, So I bet I made up my mind, I said,
"From now on I'm on my own. I don't want anybody's help." 2And I did,
thank goodness.

Q: Did you finish school in Royalton?

A: Oh no. T was almost eight-years-old when I got in the first
grade, would you believe that in this day and age, but it's true. I
went to public school and then we moved and I went to this parochial
school and I had to start all over again in the first grade.

Q: So you went to the parochial school in Arkansas?

A: In Arkansas, But the stipulation was you had to learn German or
you couldn't go. So of course they wanted me to because they were
German, you know. I didn't know German but they did and that was just
up their alley. So I had to study German and went back in the first
grade because if you didn't it would throw the whole curriculum off.
You had to start from the bottom.

Q: So when you were eight-years-old, is that when you went back to
first grade or is that when you started schooling for the first time
ever?

A: ©Oh no, that's vhen I started school.

Q: Why did you wait until you were eight-years-old?

A: Well, for one thing, a horse only carries two kids amd we lived
too far away for us to walk. So I was the youngest and I stayed home
ard the other two went.

Q: Let's go back to Royalton, Illineis. You said you went to school
there and started fourth grade at Royalton?

A: Right.
Q: What is the last grade of schooling you had, did you graduate?
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A: No, the seventh grade, I was sixteen-years-old when I graduated
from the seventh grade and my father shook hands with me and said,
"Congratulations, today you are a man."

Q: So that was the last of the schooling that you had?

A: That was the last of the school. Well, what could I do? I could
do nothing. So I went down in the coal mines.

Q: Was your father working in the coal mines?

A: Yes, my dad was the one that taught me how to work it.

Q: So you started at sixteen in the coal mines?

A: I was sixteen on Sunday and Monday morning I was in the coal
mines. "Today I was a man" and anyway, when I first laid eyes on it,
I was durbfounded. I was more or less in a daze. I didn't think he'd
do it, but he did. And I had made up my mind right then and there.
"Daddy, as soon as I get enough money, you won't see me," and I did
it,

Q: So how long did you work in the coal mines?

A: Tt took me three years to get enough money to go and to just get a
start.

Q: So you were nineteen when you quit the coal mines and what did you
do?

A: There were four or five of us that palled around together, you
know, all good kids and we decided to go to Chicago.

Q: So did you have a plan for Chicago? Did you know what you were
going to do?

A: No, just to get a job.

Q: You went to Chicago when you were nineteen years old?

A: T went to Chicago when I was nineteen years old and we got there
at eleven o'clock at night to the home of one of the boy's sister and

brother. His sister and brother had an apartment and we went there.
We had a place to go anyway. They had a large apartment.

Q: Do you remember their names?
A: Elsie and louis Passenger.

Q: 2and all three of you boys went to Chicago to the Passenger's
house?

A: Yes, we all went there and I was so anxious, I had heard so much
about Lake Michigan and I said, "I've got to see lLake Michigan." So I
asked them all if they wanted to go with me to see it and no, no, no,
they'd had enough with the trip and they wouldn't go. So I went. I
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asked them how to get there, take a streetcar and when to get off and
then walk, which I did. I spent the whole day there just walking up
and down the lakefront.

Q: So you didn't get a chance to go on the lake on a boat?

At Not on the lake. Oh no, I wouldn't dare, I wouldn't know how. I
didn't know encugh about that but I stayed where I could walk and I
knew where I was going then.

Q: How did you get to Chicago, did you go by train?

A: By car, we pooled our money arxi one of the boys had a car and
that's how we got there.

Q: Did you find a job right away in Chicago?
A: I found, would you believe it, I went to work the next day.
Q: Doing what?

A: I was a, oh what is it, a busboy in a restaurant. It was a
restaurant where Elsie worked, this girl, Passenger, you know, her
name was Elsie by the way. And Elsie said, "They need a busboy,
Frank," and I said, "Oh boy, will they hire me?" che said, "Oh yes,
they'll hire you." She called and they told her to tell me to come
in. It was only a block and a half away. No carfare, twenty-cne
dollars a week and all the food I could eat. You can't beat that, for
someone that knows nothing about a city.

Q: So you got your meals free there too?
A: Right.
Q: How long were you a busboy?

A: Well, T went from one job to the other in there for awhile. I was
a busboy then I was a counterman, did different things there, worked
in the commissary. This man had a lot of things going and I worked at
all sorts of places and then I got mad at his assistant and told him
to go to grass. (lauwghter) Well, I think he was always taking
advantage of me that I was from the country, but I learned fast.
Anyway, what he did every night, you punched in and out and where you
punched the card they had all these racks from the bakery, these
baker's racks. Every night all I did was try to just pick up my card
and punch it and, "Frank, move these things out of here. Move them
over here," every night. I wouldn't say nothing but once in awhile, I
wouldn't say one word and I was one of the boys working there. So
this night I had just about taken it all and I turned around and I
said, "Shove 'em and do it yourself." I went upstairs to collect my
money. So, I sat there for so long and the man was well known in
Chicago, Walter P. Powers was the one that owned the restaurant.

Q: So how long did you stay in Chicago?
A: T left Chicago in 1970 for good.
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Q: Whoa, you were there awhile?

A: You didn't know that? Can't you tell the way I talk?

Q: No, I'm not good at recognizing accents.

A: Well T have none except a Chicago accent, that's about all I have.

Q: You were born in 1907 and when you were nineteen you went to
Chicago. Wait a minute, that was 1926 and in 1928 you went to work
for Western Electric?

A: Right.

Q: What was your first job with Western Electric?
A: Oh, there is a little story behind this too.
Q: Tell all the stories you want to tell.

A: Anyway, I met friends that I had made and they got me a card you
know to introduce you. It's better that way.

Q: Like a business card?

A: Like a business card. Anyway, I went in and I asked for an
application and told them I wanted a job and I filled in what I
thought was right. Anyway, the man in charge called me and he read my
application and he said, "I'm sorry Frank, but all we have is office
work." I said, "Well, that's well and good but what does it pay?" I
said, "I'm on my own and I have to have enough to live on." I had
been to Sears and they offered me the same thing, twenty-one fifty a
week., Well the kids lived at home, they could do that, but I couldn't
and I told him that. I said, "I've been to Sears and they offered me
the same thing and I can't live on twenty-one fifty a week, by the
time my car fare, my food and rent or whatever or board if I get a
place to board." I said, "I can't make it on twenty-one fifty a
week." And he said, "Well looking at your application I just assumed
you were office material.”" I said, "You didn't hear me mention that
did you?" And he says, "No." And I says, "Well I didn't and I'm
not." I says, "I can work in an office but I'm not working in the
office on this thing. I'm looking for a job that pays the most
money." "Well," he says, "We have a job that would horrify you but it
pays good money." And I said, "In what way?" He says, "Have you ever
been in a place where there's a lot of paint?" And I said, "Well not
really." He said, "That's what this is. You enamel wire that they

use in telephones."
Q: You "enamel" wire?

A: Enamel it. It goes through a heating process, the wire comes down
these pulleys and keeps going and it goes up into a hundred and twenty
degrees heat up there and you have to go up and fix. And that goes

through there and bakes that enamel on to that wire and it comes down
and goes on a spool and when it's full you take it off.
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Q: So you would have to smell all the fumes of the enamel?

A: Oh, you couldn't take your clothes home. It was impossible.
Anyway that paid sixty dollars a week.

Q: Sixty?

A: Sixty and do you know what I made in that coal mine I worked those
few weeks? Twenty-five dollars a week and worked like a dog.

Q: How many days a week did you have to work with this enamel?

A: Six days a week and sometimes they'd cut it down to five and then
they'd work six, it all depends on how much wire they needed. If they
needed a lot of wire then we worked six days and then if we got caught
up or so we would only work five.

Q: So how many hours a day did you have to work?

A: Just the regular eight hours. VYes, they were good. That company
was very fair. Anyway, I was telling you that he didn't think T could
take it and I thought to myself, "Well Mr.," I says, "you haven't met
me yet. I can take a lot of things." So he introduced me to the
foreman of this enameling place and he showed me arcund and told me
what I had to do on the job and I said, "Do you want me or don't you?"
He said, "I want you." He said, "I like guys that have a little quts
anyhow. "

Q: He liked a guy with guts? (laughter)

At So he took me and that guy never did forget me. I knew him until
he died, all those years, He says, "I'll never forget that, from
office boy to working in the black wire." He said, "That was really a
switch."

Q: How long did you work doing that?

A: I worked for them, for him rather, I don't know, it must have been
six months but those were shift work mind you. I was nineteen-years-
old and I had to work days until I got to be twenty-one and then I
could work shifts.

Q: So if you worked shifts, some weeks you worked days?

A: You worked from three to eleven, eleven to seven and seven to

Q: Would it change all the time though?

At Every month and that's horrible! ©h that seven to three it was
horrible but I did it. Anyway, the man that helped me was in
persommel and I was invited out to a big affair out in the suburbs and

he happened to own that. He had so many things and we had the nicest
time,

Q: Who was this that had this affair in the suburbs?
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a little bit, I still wasn't working but I went to see Father and I
told him, "We'll have to break that down into small monthly payments
and if T back to work I'll pay it, Father," arnd he looked at me
and he said, "who said anything about money?" He says, "You won't get
a bill, Frank, so forget it."

Q: No wonder you liked that church so much.

A: I liked the church that way before that happened.
Q: There's no wonder it was important to you.

A: You mean why I think more of it, well naturally.

Q: You said they were important to you and that's possibly why they
were important to you also. They were there when you needed them.

A: Yes.

Q: So you don't want to talk about any other times?
A: Oh, there are too many.

Q: You've been sick a lot?

A: I had a ruptured gallbladder. It was ruptured for over a week.
How many people live with that?

Q: You are stubborn, aren't you? Okay, if this happened in 1946,
like Kittie says, tell me about the gallbladder.

A: VWhen I had the ruptured gallbladder there was another angel
there.

Q: I want to hear about it.

A: See, there is always an angel or samebody watching. Well, I had a
pain in my side for quite some time and I went to a couple of doctors
and they told me that I had ulcers and they put me on a sippie diet
for ulcers., But it got worse, not better. Anyway, I quit the doctor,
they even went to the hospital and took x-rays and fluroscopes and
definately that old geezer sat down next to my bed in the hospital
roam and he says, "That's what you get for burning the cardle on both
ends." I looked at him and I said, "You old burger, you must be
crazy. How could a young man with three kids burn the candle on two
erds." "Well, they all say that," he says. And that was it. Then I
went back to work and got sick and went to the hospital there and they
said, "Ch my God, your blood count is terrible." I don't know if it
was high or low red, I don't much about that. But they wouldn't even
let me take my car home because they said it was that bad and they
wouldn't even let me drive a car. I said, "Well, I've got to have my
car, I have got to go home in my car. I can't leave it there."
says, "To heck with your car, you're going hame. So they bundled me
into a car and took me home."” When I got hame, I didn't know. I
thought well, that family doctor was a good doctor but I didn't want
to get him exactly, he wasn't a surgeon. Anyway, Rose got one of her






























































































































































































