
PREFACE 

This transcript is the result of a tape-recorded interview con- 

ducted by Rex Rhodes for the Oral History Office with m t a  Nickey on 

October 5, 1972. 

Mrs. Nickey was born June 9 ,  1921, in Lucas, Iowa. She is the 

niece of John 1;. Lewis. Mrs. Nickey spent her childhood in Springfield, 

Illinois, in a neighborhood where several families also related to 

Mr. Lewis lived. Lewis was a frequent visitor there. Her re- 

miniscences include childhood impressions of him as a family mmber, 

experiences as a result of being M r .  Lewis1 niece and knowledge of 

his Tole in union activities. 

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 infoml, conversational style that 

is inherent in such historical sources. Sangimn State University is 

not responsible fo r  the factual accuracy of the memir, nor for views 

expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge. 

The muscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It m y  not 

be reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical, 

without permission in writing k.om the Oral History Office, Sangamon 

State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708. 



f@rta Nickey , October 5, 1972, Springfield, I l l i n o i s .  

Rex Rhodes, Internewer. 

Q. Mrs. Nickey, what is it l i ke  being the niece of one of the  mst 

famous Americans i n  the twentieth century? 

A. While g r o w i n g  ug I didn't realize that he w a s  farmus until I was 

practically grown and I h i t  the teens. FFrst of all, we kind of had 

our own conpound there. In fact, a few mmbers of the family lived 

r ight  next door t o  one another. He was a great family man. His family 

l ife was always apart f'rom his public l i f e  when he was home. He was 

very fond of children and he spent l o t s  of time with us when he was 

around. When he would come back t o  Springfield a f t e r  a nwnber of 

years, he would sit out there in the yard and talk t o  us. He was one 

of the family. 

Q. Were you ever afraid of him? 

A. I was very much in awe of him when I was younger because he had a 

deep booming voice and you don I t  forget 1 t . 

Q. I m-er one account that I was reading of an exchange between 

Mr.  L e w i s  and company negotiators. The company negotiator said, "Well, 

I ' m  not afraid of your eyebrows." But his eyebrows sort  of served t o  

carry  him across as thls big booming person, as w e l l  as his voice. 
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A. Well, n a t u r a l l y ,  it was jus t  par t  of him, and that didn't bother 

us any as I remember. 

Q. You were named after John kwis's wife, Myrta? There is an old 

saying, "Behind every great man there stands a strong woman. Was 

P@ta this kind of strong person? 

A. Yes. [She was] very quiet, but very strong and always very close 

to him. If she would be here and he was in Washhgton, one o r  the 

other would call every day, practically. 

Q. Would you describe m a  to us? 

A. Well, she was rather a pet i te  worn. A s  I remember, she knew how 

t o  do everything right. She was the &stay behind a l o t  of f d l y  

things * 

Q. What is the t i e  relation-wise between you and the Lewis family? 

A. My mther  and her mther  were s is ters .  

Q. If I recal l  correctly, your grandfather was a doctor. 

A. Yes, he was a small-town doctor. When I was back i n  Iowa a few 

years ago, my daughter came home and said, "Mother, was grandfather 

a doctor?" I said yes, and she said, "Well, he delLvered Marthats 

mother." That kind of amazed her. 

Q. It 's real ly surprising t o  realize that someone like John L e w i s  

didn't finish the seventh grade, yet rose t o  great heipJ~ts, az he 
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did. This, I think, might even reflect Mrs. L e w i s  as being the person 

that  was there helping hlm. 

A. They were both very w e l l  read. 

Q. She was a schoolteacher, was she not? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Do you recall any experience that  might give so= l ight  on Mr. Lewis 

and Mrs. Lewis and how they assis ted one another as far as education? 

A. No, not particularly.  I was pret ty y o w  then. 

Q. The career of John Lewis was very s t o w .  Was them ever a time 

when you would rather  have remained anonymus and not have been asso- 

ciated wlth John Lewis? 

A. It never occurred t o  me. 

Q. He was always just your uncle? 

A. Well, he was just  par t  of the family. I can look back now t o  

during the mine war in the 1930's. I was probably slighted a few t b s ,  

and things like that. Of course, I didn't think of it then, but now, 

as I look back at  it, I can see places where I m i @ t  have been because 

of the relationship, but I didn't think of it then. 

Q. Was J o b  Lewis deeply involved in the corrmwlity when he was here? 

What was his relationship with Springfield--was he in and out? 
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A. Well, the International HeadquaYlters were in Indianapolis before 

they wexv in Washington, so he would be in Indianapolis. A B&O t r a i n  

ran back and forth, so he'd e i ther  drive over or  take the t r a i n  over 

during the week. He'd be in and out of Springfield. 

Q. His friends here i n  Springfield-can you recall who they were by 

n a n ~  or any close associates here in  Springfield that he had? 

A. No, not particularly, because he was, l i ke  I say, g;one a l o t  of 

the time. 

Q. How did Springfield seem t o  regard &the newspapers and so 

forth? As a favorite son or  just as someone who was living here in the 

town? 

A. He moved t o  Washington long about the mLd 1930's. 

Q. After that  point, did you see him very much? 

A. No, not nearly as much, of course--about every f e w  mnths o r  so. 

His mther was still  living here [in Springfield]. Her sister and 

her brother were sti l l  here, but they're both, of course, passed on now. 

Q. The L e w i s  home is  on bwrence [Avenue]. Did M r .  L e w i s  build that 

home? 

A. They bought it h r n  the Coe Wil l iams family, who bu i l t  it. Why they 

bought tha t  home I don't know, and I never dld get in to  it tha t  much. 

Q. At that time, it was mre or less on the outskFrts of Springfield, 

wasn't it? 
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A. It was pret ty well built-up about as far out as the park [Pasfield 

Park] at that time. 

Q. Wha'; church didthey belong t o  when they were In Springfield or in 

Washington? 

A. I don't ever mmnber tha t  they belonged t o  any church particularly.  

A u n t  JQrta would go t o  church over at the  West Side Christian Church. 

Q. D i d  she attend church on a regular basis? 

Q. One of the things that corns through in q~ views of Lewis f 'mm 

various readings and through the hterviews is  what a fantast ic  actor 

he was. Would you care t o  elaborate on that? 

A. That's one of the  notes I put down about him being a great racon- 

teur. He could keep the family regaled for hours with things tha t  he'd 

done. He went out West for about a year o r  so before he was married and 

[he would te l l  about] particular things tha t  had happened out there and 

various business enterprises that he'd been in. 

Q. He would te l l  these s to r i e s  t o  the family? 

A. Oh, yes. And of course, there was always family around. He would 

t e l l  all the things in Iowa tha t  he'd done as a child and as a young m 

over there. My famlly and his family were all from the sam area there so 

everybody could always s t i ck  in the i r  two cents worth. There were always 

funny s tor ies  going on about thin&s that had happened. 
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Q. He was a p a t  s toryte l ler  and an actor? Would you say he w a s  

an actor of sorts? He read Shakespeare, I think, quite a b i t .  

A. Oh, yes, held just  keep everybody mused. Some of h i s  brothers 

and som of my mother's bmthers w e r e  pret ty good at  tha t ,  too. When 

they a l l  got together, it was a m a t  show. 

Q. It seems that  s torytel l ing is a los t  &. We just  don't have 

people that can t e l l  s tor ies  l i ke  he used t o  te l l .  Would you say he 

was a compassionate person? 

A. Very much so. 

Q. How so? 

A. Well, l i ke  I sald,he was fond of children, believe it o r  not, and 

one of my favorite recollections was that he loved t o  sine; Welsh songs-- 

al l  kinds of old folk songs like "F"mgg;ie Did A-Cowrting Go" and tha t  

variety of song. Later on he and my daughter were particularly fond of 

one another. This was mch later-in the late 1940's and early 1950' s. 

When he cam back t o  town about every s i x  o r  eight mnths, he'd drive 

up, or Jams would drive hLm up. Held pu l l  up there In the yard and 

Susie [Mrs. Nickeyls daughter] would always be them t o  meet him, but 

one day she wasn't there. I whistled for her because she was still 

down the street p l a y a .  He got out of the car, looked mund and said, 

"Well, where's Susie?" He always had an q t y  cigar box for her t o  keep 

her l i t t l e  trinkets in. But tha t  t ickled m-"Where s Susie?" When 

she got there, he kind of looked at her and said,  "Where have you been?" 

[It was] ju s t  l i k e  [saying] "You werenl t here to met m! " He'd bolmcr: 

her  on hfs hee  and they jus t  had a p e a t  af f in i ty  for one another. 



Q. How old was Susie then? 

A. Oh, probably six  or seven, just star t ing t o  school. 

Q- He [Lewis] had two children? 

A. Well, he had three-one died when she was seven or  eight years old. 

It was before I was ever born, in 1919 or  1920. 

&. ThrouQ;h a childhood disease? 

Q. He had, it seems, much empathy for the coal m2ner--he could associate 

hlmself when he rr;lned with the coal miners. Can you recall any stories 

that he told about when he was in the mines himself, as a coal mher 

or silver mer? 

A, Not that I remnber. They just ldnd of went along with the other 

tales that he told and I don't remember any specific incident that he 

told about. 

Q. What would you consider t o  be John Lewis's greatest contrLbution t o  

o w  country? 

A, I think it was the Mnd of renaissance for the working people. He 

was wre or  less a pioneer i n  shorter h o r n  and better wages. He got 

to  organizhg the steelworkers and so forth. 

Q. How deeply did he feel  about tMs  renaissance of the worker? How 

deeply did he feel comnitted t o  thls m v e ~ n t - d o  you recall? 
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A. I believe entirely. One t h ~  i n  the l a t t e r  part  of the 1g501s, 

I was over there on vacation. The contract was about t o  run out on 

the mhers and everybody al l  ovep the country was wonder-, w i l l  they 

or won't they str ike? We were sitting there at dinner one night and we 

were talking about it, about the poss ib i l i t ies  of a s t r ike ,  when he 

said, "Well, what  they don1 t h o w  i s  tha t  I believe that  the mine 

workers have gotten just about a l l  they can a t  t h i s  tim. l1 I hew  

right  then that  there would be no str ike.  Nobody else knew it fo r  a 

couple of weeks. After I got back, it broke in the paper. 

Q. Do you recall  i f  they got mom, or  was it pret ty much what it was 

at that t h e ?  

A. I think they just  renegotiated the contract tha t  year. They might 

have gotten a few more benefits, but as far as the s t r ike  was concerned, 

there wasnl t any. He [Lewis  l seemed t o  have an m a t e  sense--of cowse , 
there was one time when he got fined a l i t t l e  b i t .  

Q. I believe he more o r  less turned the tables. Mr. Wells was t e l l b g  

IW about how he paid that  fine off and, cashed in his government bonds. 

A. That figures. It sounds l ike  something he would do. 

Q. C a n  you recall some of the--rather, two situations that  COKE t o  mind-- 

the mine disasters  in southern I l l i n o i s - h t r a l i a  and West Frankfort-- 

while Lewis was President of the United Mine Workers? Can you personally 

re la te  those disasters--how you f e l t ?  

A. I was gone f ' rom horn by that tire. He c a m  and went down t o  Centralla 
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and I m ~ e r  seeing him one tirtle or  another when he cam. He f e l t  

very deeply, and was quite upset about [the disasters]. Usually one 

of his projects was always t o  get be t ter  working conditions. 

Q. It seems, I would think, that  he was ahead of his time. Could you 

in any way envisim how he might stand In any of the events that are 

sing on today? 

A. I think about that every so of'tm and wonder how he would react t o  

s m  of the things tha t  are going on. 

Q. He was, I t h W ,  both a Republican and a Democrat, back and forth. 

He never really did cornnit himself t o  one poli t ical  party. He was a 

good fkiend of Roosevelts for a while, but then t he i r  fYiendship deteriorated 

smwhat, That's an interesting story within itself, I think, the 

Roosevelt s p l l t .  

A. I had that record that he made of the radio speech, but when we 

were mving, samehow it got pitched. 

Q. That was In 1940, wasnt t it? He stood for Wendell Wilkie. 

A. Yes, and he mde a radio speech about it and s m h m  I got the 

record. 

Q, Did you hear the speech when he made it? 

A. Yes 

Q. Where were you? 
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A. Probably a t  how, I w i n e .  

Q. How did you react; to the speech when you heard i t ?  

A. Well, of' cowse, by that time I was liw my own l i fe  and it 

didn't make that rmach difference. You know, it didn't have that much 

effect on me one way o r  the other. 

Q. At the t ime, it was considered by a l o t  of people as quite a 

surprising reversal, I tm, as t o  his alignment. No one r e a l l y  

expected him a t  that  time. People that ,  I guess, maybe saw h i m  a t  

a dlstance t o  be against or t o  go agahst  Roosevelt. It was sor t  

of a nation-shocking type of experience. 

A. And yet, I can remember back before that  when the King and Queen 

of -land were over here and there was quite  a stir in the papers 

as t o  whether o r  not they [the Lewis's] had been invited t o  the big 

garden party that the Roosevelts  we^ having. Aunt m a  happened t o  

be here i n  Springfield right a f t e r  the invi tat ion had arrived, and 

I heard her talking t o  him on the phone. She said, "Well, what do 

you think, Jack? Do you want t o  go?'' Then she said, "Oh, all right.  " 
O f  course, I was curlous because this was the big social  event of 

the year in Washington. And so, a f te r  the conversation was all through 

and she cam back into the room, I said, "Are you @rg?l1 She said, 

"No, he said he didn t care anything about it unless I wanted to go. " 

Q. Did they go? 

A. No, they didn't go, but it aroused a l o t  of speculation in the 
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Washington papers, and, of cowse, those things get back to the local  

papers. They didn't care a th i rg  about it, and roya l ty  didn't parT,icularly 

impress him. 

Q. You mentioned [the name] Jack. Was he known as Jack by his fiiends 

o r  by just Wrta? 

A. She was the  only one. He had a few close men f'riends in the East; 

once i n  a great while I've heard a few of them re fe r  t o  hFm as Jack, 

but they were people who had been his friends f o r  many, many years. But 

outside of tha t ,  in the family she was the only one tha t  I ever heard 

call him that. She d.idntt do tha t  all the t*, but once in awhile 

she would. 

Q. That's interesting. I have never heard tha t .  

A. I remember that just  as clearly as anything because I was so curious, 

you know. My, a chance t o  meet the King and Queen of England! I w a s  

probably a l l  of 15 and that was mking quite an impression on me at that 

stage. 

Q. You described Myrta as we have been talking, and you've in part 

described John Lewis, but would you describe hSm as t o  how he looked to 

you, his physical character is t ics ,  so forth? 

A. Well, he was a large nun. We grew up used t o  the eyebrows, so they 

didn ' t  particularly make any lrrpression. I always remember tha t  b0anir-g 

voice; that's one thing tha t  will always come through. When I was 

small, sister and I l ived with him for one whter while mther was 



ln the hospital. But he was in and out then, back and forth to 

Indianapolis. ILkc I said, when I g e w  up, he was par t  of the family. 

Q. When you lived with him, you lived here In Springfield? 

A. Yes. It was the 1930ts, probably. 

Q. Do you recall anything that would relate t o  the yeai-s he was 

president of the CIO? This was sort  of an era  within i t s e l f .  

A. No, I'm sorry. 

Q. I suppose he travelled a lo t?  

A. Yes, you see, by that  time they were l iving in Alemndria, so I 

dldntt see much of them, and, of course, I was i n  high school by that  

time. 

Q. In the book John L. Lewis, by Saul A l i n s k y ,  he demonstrated what 

a tremendous news maker kwis was during those years when he was with 

the CIO.  A s  a matter of fact ,  in 1937, he comnanded more pyeas coverage 

in the New York Times than did Roosevelt, and I think it worked out 

that one-twentieth of the print  in one d d l y  newspaper involved Lewis. 

k w i s  was accomplishing miracles at that  time; forming unions within 

General Motors, Chrysler, and so forth. PrevLous t o  that, everyone 

thought it could never be done. Do you reca l l  those tims, and did 

you have the confidence i n  your uncle that you knew he could do it, 

o r  did you wonder if mybe this was j u s t  a little b i t  bigger task 

thar; even he could perform? 
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A. No, I didn't know tha t  it was impossible t o  be done. 

&. Would you have any personal recollections that you would l i ke  t o  

discuss that we haven't covered already? 

A. No, I can't think of any. He was very much of a homebody. 

Q. Tfiatls surprising. It doesn't cow out that way In the l i t e ra tu re  

on him. O f  course, historians are mre o r  less interested in his public 

life. 

A. Well, t h a t ' s  the part I really how the l eas t  about. 

Q. I think that this t e l l s  so much about a person. Some people a?x 

not family-oriented, but others are totally family-oriented. 

A. He was alwws concerned about everybody i n  the f d l y  and kept in 

touch with everybody. When my daughter was in high school in 1961, 

Kathryn [Lewis] wanted her t o  core over [to Alexandria] for a week or 

two. I s a d  sure, and put her on the plane. They met her over there. 

A couple of weeks went by and they called about twice a week. At the 

end of the week, Kathryn would say, Van she stqy another week?" One 

time she said, "Qcrta, you'l l  never how just  how much daddy enjoys having 

her around. 

O f  course, she was very unjnhibited with him. Like I said, she had 

grown up not t o  be &aid of him and afiaid of him she wasnl t . So 

f inal ly,  it ended up a f t e r  about a month Kathryn said, "When does school 

sta-rt?ll And I said, "The day af'ter Labor Dw." She said, "How about 
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it i f  I put her on the plane t o  come h m  the Sunday before Labor Day?'! 

I s&d fine, so she ended up spending s ix  weeks over there with them. 

Q. Dic she enjoy the t h e ?  

A. Oh, yes, the i r  home over there was beautiw; it was like walk- 

h t o  an antebellum home. Everything was beautifilly m, just  like 

clockwork. The ladies weren't allowed out of the house after dark 

unless one of the men or  Jams was with them t o  t&e them and pick them 

up. This was one idea that he had. 

There was som kind of a l i t t l e  theatre play around about three or  four 

blocks k m  them and one night i n  Alexandria, Katherine and I wanted t o  

go. It was James' n i m t  off,  so he [Lewis] drove us there and C ~ I E  t o  

pick us up. He wouldn't l e t  us drive a t  night. That was the way he f e l t  

and he kept those ideas always. It was s o m e t ~ g  that  you wouldn't 

even think about now. 

Q. Do you think he envisioned himself as being a protector, father- 

type person? 

A. No, at tha t  particular time we were having b i t s  of tmuble around 

the area. Their horn was in one of the older Alexandria m a s  tha t  had 

gotten corrmercialized and there was a l o t  of t raff ic .  I think he 

possibly was worried about our safety more than anything. I know one 

night when I was over there, Edith and I were going t o  .@ out and walk 

the dog. They had a huge enclosed back y W ,  and he said, "If you 

walk the dog at night, you walk him in the back yard; you don't walk 

him on the s t ree ts .  It 
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Q. What kind of dog was it? 

A. An English bulldog. That was Katherine's favorite, and that's what 

they almys had. 

Q. Where is  Kathryn today? 

A. She's been dead about ten years. 

Q. When did Lewis d e ?  

A. I think he died about 1968. 

Q. Where is his son? 

A. He is a practicing psychiatrist  i n  Washington at present. 

Q. Have you had any contact with him? 

A. It's kind of spasmodic. I'll get on a writing spree and then we 

drop it fo r  awhile, and then pick it up. 

Q. Does he travel back here at all? 

A. No, he hasn't been back much. 

Q. You mntioned James. Who was he? Was he the butler? 

A. Yes, and he was Uncle John's valet. Them wasn't mch of anything 

that James couldn't do. He could cook on the cook's night off, and 

he drove the cars and looked af'ter them. He was just an all-around 

man, and he'd been with kim [Lewis] f o r  a long time. He was par% of 

the f d l y .  HIS  last rn also happened t o  be L e w i s ,  but he was no relation. 



Q. Did he go with your uncle when your uncle was on the union trips, 

or did he stay at horn? 

A. He would drive him. 

Q. If your uncle flew, would he go with him then? 

A. Uncle John didn't fly all t h a t  much. He either drove o r  took 

the train. I think i t ' s  aLmost as i f  James left his family, except 

that he would go home at night mst times. 

Q. Back then, I wonder about the safety of public figures. Would he 

need someone that could help hTm out, a bodyguard of sorts as well as 

a valet? 

A. No, James had foot trouble and he just kind of shuffled along. 

As a bodyguard, he would have been most ineffectual. (Laughter) 

Q. Your uncle pmbably didn't  need a bodyguayld even though t a s  

might have been dangerous. 

A. I remember one time In the papers here tha t  things were so hot 

and heavy that they made comnent about the fact that he Id gone down 

t o  J m  Drew's Barber Shop and gotten his hair cut and there wasnlt 

anybody around him. 

Q. Is there anyZhing else that  you recall as a fond memory of your 

uncle or aunt and those yews? 

A. No, nothing special .  


