
Ref ace 

This mmumipt is the p-ct of a series of tape recorded intemiews 
canductad by Kay Jahansen for the O r a l  History Office, Sangamon State 
Uhiversity m the fa l l  of 1989. Kay Jchnsen transcrilxd the lxipes 
and edited the transcripts. 

Frank KIlhnke was born in A l t  Essan, Germany on July 10, 1907. Whm he 
vas two years old his family mclved t o  Bonanza, Arkamas where they 
lived until Fkmk was elwm years old. 9lm-1 his family m e d  once 
again, this t h  t o  Royalton, Illinois. In 1926 Mr. Kuhnke chcse to 
.take off on his own in seard.1 of adventure in Chicago. ?LJo years 
later he was able t o  gain himself a position with Western Electric. 
For over forty  ye^^ Fhmk proudly w e d  the oampany, working his way 
fram a blade w i r e  worker up the corporate ladder to a ps i t ion  a t  the 
executive level. Thrwzgh the -fits and support of W e s t e m  
E l e c t r i c ,  Mr. Kuhrh  w a s  able to attend night school and p- his 
hip -1 diplcrma and a college degree. Frank and his wife, Rose, 
raised one eon and two daughters in C i c e r o ,  Illinois, a chicago 
subxb, before his  retirement to Taylomille, Illinois in 1970. 

In his rtlwnoir, Frank R h i h  brings t o  life his childhood memories, the 
depressicm, discrimhation during the two world wars, his fulfill- 
yeam working for W e s t e m  E l e c t r i c  and the joys of being a h- and 
father. FYankls uplifting and hpJYationa1 recollections exemplify 
his lave for f d l y ,  work and l i fe ,  

Kay J o h . ,  born a H a o s i e r ,  mwed t o  central Illinois in 1974. She 
gradmW Lincoln Land Cmnrrmnity College in  1987 and contirmed her 
edtucation a t  Sangamon State Universiw where she earned her Bachelors 
Dqme jn History. She has sewed as a G r a d u a t e  ~ssistant jn the Oral 
History off ice, Sangamon State University.  follow^ her graduate 
studies, she intends t o  teach history a t  the collegiate level. 

Readers of the oral history mmoir should b a r  in that it is a 
transcript of the spoken word, and that the intemiewer, m t o r  and 
editor sought to p-e the informal, cmversational style that is 
inherent in sud.1 historical sources. Sangaman State University is not 
respan&ible for the factual accuracy of the mmir, nor for views 
expressed therein: these are for the reader t o  judge. 

The rnBrrusC3Cip-t m y  be -dl quotd and cited freely. It may not be 
reproduced in whole or in par t  by arry rmm, electronic or mdmical, 
without permission i n  writing f m m  the Qral History Office, Sangam~n 
State Universiw, Sprhqfield, I l lhis  62794-9243. 
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Frank Rlhnk, october 16, 1989, Sprbqfield, Illhis. 

Kay Johansen, Interviewer. 

Q: Fhmk, where was it you were born? 

A: I was born in Germarry, to be precise I cnterheard them say A l t  
E s m ,  A-IPT, tha t  old, Es-, E-S-S-E-N, -. 
Q: H h m  m;arry children wze there in your family? 

Q: Hclw did yau fit in the seven, were yar the oldest? The youngest? 

A: The last one. 

A: Well, I was two going on three, we here in early spring and I 
~ m y b i r t t a d z l y i s o n t h e M t h o f W y a n d I w a s ~ y e a r s o l d  
then. 

Q: What year were you born? 

Q: Do ycru hmw a t  brought your family to America, why you came 
here? 

A: A bet* l i f e  I imagine. I b w  my dad wen when he was doing 
fairly well and my brothem asked him if he didnlt wtnt to go back to 
Germany to visit  his relatives and all that. H e  said, !'I l e f t  Germany 
and I'm not q o h g  back there.'' So t h a t  was his answer. He didn't 
want to see lt. 

Q: Where did you ccrrne to lmrica, the f i rs t  place yuu lived? 

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

Q: Haw 1- did you live there? 

A: Until I was elwen. 

Q: When ym left Arkansas you were elwen? 

A: Yes, I was e lwm when we cme to Illinois. 

Q: Where in Illinois? 
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A: IEcryaltm, Illinois, a coal m i n i n g  tam. 

Q: Is that where you w e n t  to school and *ere you grew up then? 

A: Yes, in Royalton, that's *ere I got cheated. 

Q: Hclw did you get cheated? 

A: Well, I went to what they called a pamchial school, a -1 
taught by a minister, and they don't give report cards so we came to 
Illinois and I naturally went to the fifth grade because I had already 
finished the fourth. The prhcipal of the s&wl refused and I had to 
go back h the fourth for the whole year and sit them, 

a: Y m  hrsd to f cnx th  grade over again? 

A: And nabody would go there and help me" Ma and Dad couldn't speak 
that well of English, yau huw, ard ny brothers, well they had an 
accent too and they re-. So I bet I made up my mind, I said, 
Y?mn N ~ W  on I'm on ny own. I don't want anyhdyts help.f1 And I did, 
thank goodness. 

Q: Did you finish -1 in Royalton? 

A: Oh no. I 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 thm we m e d  and I went to this pxmchial. 
school and I had to start d l  wer agalln in the first grade. 

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

A: In Arkansas. Wlt the stipulation was you had to l m  ckman or 
you -dntt 90. SO of m e  to because they were 
Genaan! you knaw. I didn't 3cnm Gemm but they did and that was just 
uptheualley. SoIhadtos tudyGermanandwentbackhthef l l r s t  
grade because if you didnft it would thrm the whole curriculum off. 
You had to start frcnn & bat-. 

Q: So when you wwe eight-years-old, is that when you went back ta 
first grade or is thatvd~en you started schooling for the first time 
ever? 

A: Oh no, that's when I started school, 

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

A: Well, for o m  thing, a horse only carries two kfds and we lived 
tm far away for us to walk. So I was the youngest an8 I stayed hooe 
a n d t h e ~ t w o m t .  

Q: Letts go back to Royalton, Illinois. You said yau went to school 
there and started fourth grade at Royaltm? 

A: Right. 

Q: What is the last grade of schmling ycu had, did you graduate? 



A: No, the w e n t h  grade, I was sixteen---old when I graduated 
f m  the m t h  grade and nry father shook hands with rn and said, 
t t m t u l a t i o n s ,  tcday you are a man. It 

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

A: T h a t  was  the last of the school. Well, what wuld I do? I could 
donothhg. SoIwen tdmin thecoa lmjnes .  

Q: Was ycrw father working in the coal mines? 

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

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

A: IwassixteenonSundayandMondaymorning~wasinthe~ 
mines. I1Today I was a mann1 and arryway, vhen I first laid eyes on it, 
I was ~ f ~ .  I was more or less in a daze. I didnttthinkheld 
do it, but he did. And I had mde up rcry mind rigbt then and there. 
ttIMdy, as soon as I get enough money, you wontt see me,11 and I did 
it, 

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

A: It took rrve three years to get enough money to go and t o  just get a 
start. 

Q: So you were nineteen mm you quit the ma1 mines and what did you 
do? 

A: There w e r e  faur or five of us that palled araund together, YOU 
kmw, a l l  good kids and we decided to go to Mcago. 

Q: So did you have a plan for Chicago? Did you lmm what you were 
go- to do? 

A: No, just t o  get a job, 

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

A: I mt to Qlicago when I w a s  nine- years old ad we got there 
at e l a m  otclock at night to the hame of one of the boy's sister and 
brother. His sister and bmther had an a-t and we mt there. 
We had a place to go q m y .  They had a large aparbnrsnt. 

A: Elsie and -is Passenger. 

Q: and all three of you boys went to Chicago to the PaElsengerls 
hcruse? 

A: Yes, we all went t h e  I was SO anxious. I had heard so mch 
about Lake Mi-igan and I said, "I've got to see Lake Michigan.tt So I 
aslced than all if they wanted to go with rre to see it and no, no, no, 
they'd had amugh with the trip zlnd they wouldn't go. So I went. I 



asked than hcrw to get there, take a streetcar and when to get off and 
than walk, which I did. I spent the whole day there just walking up 
ard down the l&front. 

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

A: N o t  on the lake. Oh no, I wouldnlt dare, I wwuldnlt kncrw hm. I 
didn't know m g h  about that but I stayed Where I cmld walk and I 
knew~Iwasgojngthen. 

Q: Haw did ycru get ta Chicago, did you go by train? 

A: By ar t  we pooled our money and one of the h y s  had a car and 
that's haw we gut there. 

Q: Did you find a job right away in Chicago? 

A: I fcntnd, would you bsliwe it, I went to work the next day. 

A: I was a, oh a t  is it, a bwkq in a restaurant. It was a 
restaurant where Elsie wmksd, this girl, ~ ~ w ,  you know, her 
name w a s  E l s i e  by the way. And Elsie said, They need a -, 
Fmnk, a r d  I said, "Oh bay, will they hire me?11 She said, "Oh yes, 
they'll hire you.I1 She called and they told her to tell me to cccme 
in. It was only a bl& and a half away. No &are, twenty-one 
dollars a week and all the food I cmld at. Y o u  can't bsat that, for 
swn~one that kncrws nothing about a city. 

Q: So you got your meals f- there too? 

Q: Haw long were you a busboy? 

A: Well, I mt fram one jab to the other in there for awhile. I was 
a busboy then I was a cmmhmm, did differerYt things there, worked 
in the camdssary. This nran had a lot of things going d I worked at 
a11 so& of places mA then I got md at his assistant told him 
togotograss. (laughter) Well, I t h i n k h e w a s a l w a y s ~  
advantage of rn that I was frcrm the cauntry, but I learned fast. 
Arryway, v.fhat he did every night, you pun&ed in and uut and ycru 

the card they had all these racks fram the bakery, these 
ba)rerls rackst. Every night dl I did was try to just pick up my card 
and punch it and, Vratik, mwe these things out of here. Mwe them 
aver here,'' way night. I wouldn't say nothing but once in awhile, I 
wouldnlt say one word and I was one of the boys working there. So 
this night I had just about takm it all and I turned around and I 
said, I 1 S h w e  'em and do it yaurself .I1 I went upstah to collect my 
money. So, I sat there for so long and the man was well kncrwn in 
Chicago, Walter P. was the one that m e d  the restaurant, 

Q: So hcrw long did yau stay Fn Chicago? 

A: I left mcago in 1970 for good, 



Q: Whoa, ycxl m there awhile? 

A: Ycru didn't loww that? Can't you tell the my I talk? 

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

A: Well I have none except a Chicago accent, that's a b u t  all I have. 

Q: You were born in 1907 and when you w e r e  nineteen you wlent to 
Chicago. Wait a minute, that was 1926 and in 1928 you went to mrk 
for Westem E l e c t r i c ?  

A: Right. 

Q: What was y e  f i r s t  job with W e s t a m  Electric? 

A: Oh, there is a little story bdxind this too. 

Q: Tell all the stories you want to tell. 

A: Anyway, I nwt friends that I had made and they got m e  a card you 
Iacrwto intmdwe you. Itts Wter that way. 

Q: ~ i k e  a business &? 

A: L i b  a business cad .  Anymy, I went in and I asked far an 
aml ia t ion  and told than I wanted a job and I filled in what I 
thcrucjht was right. Arryway, the rtlan in m e  &led me and he read my 
application and he said, f l I ' m  mrry Frank, but all we have is office 
work. It I said, Well, that Is  w e l l  and god  but what  does it pay?" I 
said, ' I I 1 r n  on my own and I have to have enough to live m.I1 I had 
been to Sears and they offerad me the same thing, twenty-one fi£ty a 
week. Well the kids lived a t  hame, they could do that, but I couldntt 
and I told him that. I said, *tIlve been to Sears and they offered m e  
the samz thing and I can't live on twenty-one f if ty a week, by the 
t h  my car E m ,  my food and rent or whatever or board i f  I get a 
place to  Watt I said, I t I  can% make it on w- fifty a 

And he said, ' W e l l  loakhg at your appliczltim I just ~~~3sm-d  
yau were office material. I said, ItYou didn't hear rre m i o n  that 
did you?ll And he says, tlNo.lf And 1 says, ' W e l l  I didntt and 1 I r n  

not.'@ I says, "1 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. It t W e l l ,  he says, We have a job that would horrify you but it 
p y s  good ~ t ~ ; ] n e y . ~ ~  Rnd I said, "In what my?f1 H e  says, ttHave you ever 
been in a place wherrs there's a lot  of paint?ll And I =id, ' W e l l  not 
really. He said, ttThzltl s what this is. Y o u  enarrrel wire that they 
use in tel€qhoms.'t 

A: Enanel it. It g e s  through a heitingpracess, the w i r e  a m s  down 
these pulleys and keeps go- and it goes up into a hundred and twenty 
degme~ heat up them and you have to go up and fix. And that goes 
t h m l g h ~ ~ ~ t h a t ~ o n t o t h a t ~ i r e a n d i t ~ d a w n  
& goes on a -1 and when it's f u l l  you take it off, 



Q: So you a d  have to smell all the Rrmas of the enanuel? 

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

Q: Haw many days a week did yau have to work with this enartbel? 

A: Six days a week and sometimes theyld cut it down to five and then 
they1d work six, it all  depends on huw much w h  t h q  Iseeded. If they 
needed a lo t  of wire then we worked six days and then if we got caught 
up or so w e  would Only work five. 

Q: So haw marry hours a day did you have to work? 

A: Just the regular eight hours. Yes, they were good. That cayany 
was very fair. Anyway, I was tell ing you that he didn't think I could 
take it and I thought to myself, ' W e l l  M r . , I 1  I says, "you haven't met 
me yet. I can t a b  a lo t  of -.If So he introduced me to the 
forenun of this enameling place zlnd he ahawed me 2lrrrund and told me 
wfiat I had to do on the jcb and I said, ''Do yau want ms or don't you?'@ 
He said, I 1 I  want yuu.I1 He said, "1 l ike guys that have a little guts 
arryhow . 'I 
Q: He liked a guy w i t h  guts? (laugh*) 

A: So he took me ad that guy m e r  did forget me, I hew him until 
he died, all those y e ,  H e  says, tlI1ll never fornet that, E m  
office boy to working in the black wire. He said, YChat w a s  rsally a 
switch. )I 

Q: Haw long did you work doing that? 

A: I worked for them, for him rather, I don't knm,' it must have been 
six mcwrths but those were shift work mind you. I was ninetea-years- 
old and I had to work days until  I got t o  ke twenty- and then I 
cauld work shifts. 

Q: So if you worked shifts, scune weeks ycru worm days? 

A: You worked E m  three to eleven, elwen to seven and seven to 
three. 

Q: Woula it change all the time though? 

A: Every month and that's horrible! Oh that swm to three it was 
horrible but I did it. Anyway, the man that helped me was in 
pemamel and I was invited out to a big affair out in the mbwh and 
hehappenedtouwnthat. Hehadsomanythingsandwehadthenicest 
tim. 

Q: Who was this that had this affair in the &uk#lr33a? 


























































































































































































































