PREFACE

This transcript is the result of a tape-recorded interview con~
ducted by Rex Rhodes for the Oral History Office with Myrta Nlckey on
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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, Sargamon

State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Myrta Nickey, October 5, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.
Rex Rhodes, Interviewer,

Q. Mrs. Nickey, what is it like being the nlece of one of the most

famous Americans in the twentieth century?

A. While growling up I didn't realize that he was famous untll I was
practically grown and I hit the teens. First of all, we kind of had
our own compound there. In fact, a few members of the kfamily 1lived
right next door to one another. He was a great famlly man. His family
1life was always apart from his public life when he was home. He was
very fond of children and he spent lots of time with us when he was
around. When he would come back to Springfield after a nurber of
years, he would sit out there in the yard and talk to us. He was one
of the family.

Q. Were you ever afraid of him?

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

deep hooming voice and you don't forget it.

Q. I remember one account that I was reading of an exchange between
Mr. Lewls and company negotiators. The company negotiator said, "Well,
I'm not afraid of your eyebrows." But his eyebrows sort of served to

carry him across as this big booming person, as well as his voice.
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A. Well, naturaliy, it was just part of him, and that didn't bother

us any as I remember.

Q. You were named after John Lewis's wife, Myrta? There is an old
saying, "Behind evefy great man there stands a strong woman.'" Was

Myrta 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 Washington, one or the

other would call every day, practically.
Q. Would you describe Myrta to us?

A. Well, she was rather a petite woman. As I remember, she knew how
to do everything right. She was the mainstay behind a lot of family
things.

Q. What is the tie relation-wise between you and the Lewls family?
A. My mother and her mother were sisters.
Q. If I recall correctly, your grandfather was a doctor.

A. Yes, he was a small-town doctor. When I was back In Iowa a few
years ago, my daughter came home and said, "Mother, was grandfather
a doctor?" I said yes, and she said, "Well, he delivered Martha's

mother." That kind of amazed her.

Q. It's really swrprising to realize that someone llke John Lewis

didn't finish the seventh grade, yet rose to great helghts, ac he
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did. This, I think, might even reflect Mrs. Lewls as being the person
that was there helping him.

A. They were both very well read.

Q. She was a schoolteacher, was she not?

A. Yes.

Q. Do you recall any experience that might give some light on Mr. Lewis

and Mrs. Lewis and how they assisted one another as far as education?
A. No, not particularly. I was pretty young then.

Q. The career of John Lewls was very stormy. Was there ever a time
when you would rather have remained anonymous and not have been asso-

clated with John Lewis?
A. Tt never occurred to me.
&. He was always Jjust your uncle?

A. Well, he was Just part of the family. I can loock back now to
during the mine war in the 1930's. I was probably slighted a few times,
and things 1ike that. Of course, I didn't think of 1t then, but now,

as I look back at 1t, I can see places where I might have been because

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

Q. Was John Lewis deeply involved in the commnity when he was here?

What was his relationship with Springfield--~was he in and out?
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A. Well, the International Headquarters were in Indlanapolis before
they were in Washington, so he would be in Indianapolis. A B&O train
ran back and forth, so he'd either drive over or take the train over

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

Q. His friends here in Springfield—can you recall who they were by

name or any close associates here in Springfield that he had?

A. No, not particularly, because he was, like T say, gone a lot of

the time.

Q. How did Springfield seem to regard him—the newspapers and so
forth? As a favorite son or Just as someone who was living here in the

town?
A. He moved to Washington long about the mid 1930's.
Q. After that point, did you see him very mich?

A. No, not nearly as much, of course--about every few months or so.
His mother was still living here [in Springfield]. Her sister and

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

Q. The Lewls home is on Lawrence [Avenue]. Did Mr. Lewils bulld that

home?

A. They bought it from the Coe Williams family, who built it. Why they

bought that home I don't know, and I never did get into it that much.

Q. At that time, it was more or less on the outskirts of Springfield,

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

Park] at that time.

Q. Wha: church didthey belong to when they were in Springfield or in

Washington?

A. I don't ever remember that they belonged to any church particularly.

Aunt Myrta would go to church over at the West Side Christian Church.
Q. Dld she attend church on a regular basis?
A. I don't know.

Q. One of the things that comes through in my views of Lewis from
various readings and through the interviews is what a fantastic actor

he was. Would you care to 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 that he'd
done. He went out West for about a year or so before he was married and
[he would tell about] particular things that had happened out there and

various business enterprises that he'd been in.
Q. He would tell these stories to the family?

A. Oh, yes. And of course, there was always family around. He would
tell all the things in Iowa that he'd done as a child and as a young man
over there. My famlly and his family were all from the same area there so
everybody could always stick in their two cents worth. There were always

funny stories going on about things that had happened.
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Q. He was a great storyteller and an actor? Would you say he was

an actor of sorts? He read Shakespeare, I think, quite a bit.

A. 0Oh, yes, he'd just keep everybody amused. Some of his brothers
and some of my mother's brothers were pretty good at that, too. When

they all got together, 1t was a great show.

Q. It seems that storytelling is a lost art. We just don't have
people that can tell stories like he used to tell. Would you say he

was a compasslonate person?
A. Very much so.
Q. How s0?

A. Well, like I said,he was fond of children, believe it or not, and
one Of my favorite recollections was that he loved to sing Welsh songs——
all kinds of old folk songs like "Froggle Did A-Courting Go" and that
variety of song. Later on he and my daughter were particularly fond of
one another. This was much later-—in the late 1940's and early 1950's.
When he came back to town about every six or elght months, he'd drive
up, or James would drive him up. He'd pull up there In the yard and
Susie [Mrs. Nickey's daughter] would always be there to meet him, but
one day she wasn't there. I whistled for her because she was still

down the street playing. He got out of the car, looked around and sald,
"Well, where's Susie?" He always had an empty cigar box for her to keep
her 1little trinkets in. But that tickled me—"Where's Susie?" When

she got there, he kind of looked at her and sald, "Where have you been?"
[Tt was] just like [saying] "You weren't here to meet me!" He'd bounce

her on his knee and they Just had a great affinity for one another.
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Q. How o0ld was Susie then?

A. Oh, probably six or seven, just starting to school.

Q. He [lewis] had two chlldren?

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

It was before 1 was ever born, in 1919 or 1920.

Q. Through a childhood disease?

A. Typhoid.

Q. He had, 1t seems, much empathy for the coal miner--he could associate
himself when he mined with the coal miners. Can you recall any stories
that he told about when he was in the mines himself, as a coal miner

or silver miner?

A. Not that I remember. They just kind 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 to be John lLewls's greatest contribution to

our country?

A. I think it was the kind of renaissance for the working people. He
was more or less a ploneer 1n shorter hours and better wages. He got

to organizing the steel workers and so forth.

Q. How deeply did he feel about this renalssance of the worker? How

deeply did he feel committed to This movement--do you recall?
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A. T belleve entirely. One time in the latter part of the 1950's,

I was over there on vacation. The contract was about to run out on
the miners and everybody all over the country was wondering, will they
or won't they strike? We were sitting there at dinner one night and we
were talking about it, about the possibilities of a strike, when he
saild, "Well, what they don't know is that I believe that the mine
workers have gotten just about all they can at this time." I knew
right then that there would be no strike. Nobody else knew 1t for a

couple of weeks. After I got back, 1t broke in the paper.

Q. Do you recall if they got more, or was it pretty much what it was
at that time?

A. T think they just renegotlated the contract that year. They might
have gotten a few more benefits, but as far as the strike was concerned,
there wasn't any. He [Lewis] seemed to have an innate sense——of course,

there was one time when he got fined a little bit.

Q. I belleve he more or less turned the tables. Mr. Wells was telling

‘me about how he pald that fine off and cashed in his government bonds.
A. That figures. It sounds like something he would do.

Q. Can you recall some of the--rather, two situations that come to mind--
the mine disasters in southern I1linois-——-Oentralia and West Prankfort-—
while Lewis was Presldent of the United Mine Workers? Can you personally

relate those disasters—-how you felt?

A. I was gone from home by that time. He came and went down to Centralila
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and I remenmber seelng him one time or another when he came. He felt
very deeply, and was qulte upset about [the disasters]. Usually one

of his projects was always to get better working conditions.

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

in any way envision how he might stand in any of the events that are
going on today?

A. I think about that every so often and wonder how he would react to
some of the things that are going on.

Q. He was, I think, both a Republlcan and a Democrat, back and forth.

He never really did commit himself to one political party. He was a

~good friend of Roosevelts for a while, but then their friendship deteriorated
somewhat. That's an Interesting story within itself, I think, the

Roosevelt split.

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

were moving, somehow it got pitched.
Q. That was in 1940, wasn't it? He stood for Wendell Wilkie.

A. Yes, and he made a radio speech about it and somehow I got the

record.
Q. Dld you hear the speech when he made 1t?
A. Yes

Q. Where were you?
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A. Probably at home, I imagine.
Q. How dild you react to the speech when you heard 1t?

A. Well, of coursé, by that time I was living my own life and it
didn't make that much difference. You know, it didn't have that much

effect on me one way or the other.

Q. At the time, 1t was considered by a lot of people as quite a

surprising reversal, I think, as to his alignment. No one really
expected him at that time. People that, I guess, maybe saw him at
a distance to be against or to go against Roosevelt. It was sort

of a nation~shocking type of experlence.

A. And yet, I can remember back before that when the King and Queen
of England were over here and there was quite a stir in the papers

as to whether or not they [the Lewis's] had been invited to the big
garden party that the Roosevelts were having. Aunt Myrta happened to
be here In Springfield right after the invitation had arrived, and

I heard her talking to him on the phone. She sald, "Well, what do
you think, Jack? Do you want to go?" Then she said, "Oh, all right."
Of course, I was curious because this was the blg soclal event of

the year in Washington. And so, after the conversation was all through
and she came back into the room, I said, "Are you going?" She said,

"™o, he sald 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 lot of speculation in the
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Washington papers, and, of course, those things get back to the local
papers. They didn't care a thing about it, and royalty didn't particularly

inmpress him.

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

or by Jjust Myrta?

A. She was the only one. He had a few close men friends in the East;
once in a great while I've heard a few of them refer to him as Jack,

but they were people who had been his friends for many, many years. But
outside of that, in the family she was the only one that I ever heard
call him that. She dldn't do that all the time, but once in awhile

she would.

&. That's inferesting. I have never heard that.

A. T remember that just as clearly as anything because I was so curious,
you know. My, a chance to meet the King and Queen of England! I was
probably all of 15 and that was making 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 him as to how he looked to

you, his physical characteristics, so forth?

A. Well, he was a large man. We grew up used to the eyebrows, so they
didn't particularly make any impression. I always remember that booming
voice; that's one thing that will always come through. When I was

small, my sister and I lived with him for one winter while my mother was
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In the hospital. But he was in and out then, back and forth to
Indianapolis. Like I said, when I grew up, he was part of the family.
Q. When you lived with him, you lived here in Springfleld?

A. Yes. It was the 1930's, probably.

Q. Do you recall anything that would relate to the years he was

president of the CIO? This was sort of an era within itself.
A. No, I'm sorry.
Q. I suppose he travelled a lot?

A. Yes, you see, by that time they were living in Alexandria, so I
didn't see much of them, and, of course, I was in high school by that

time.

Q. In the book John L. Lewls, by Saul Alinsky, he demonstrated what

a tremendous news maker Lewis was during those years when he was with
the CIO. As a matter of fact, in 1937, he commanded more press coverage

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

that one-twentieth of the print in one dally newspaper involved Lewis.
Lewls was accomplishing miracles at that time; forming unions within
General Motors, Chrysler, and so forth. Previous to that, everyone
thought it could never be done. Do you recall those times, and did
you have the confldence in your uncle that you knew he could do it,

or did you wonder if maybe this was just a little bit bigger task

than even he could perform?
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A. No, I didn't know that it was impossible to be done.

Q. Would you have any personal recollections that you would like to

discuss that we haven't covered already?
A. No, I can't think of any. He was very much of a homebody.

Q. That's surprising. It doesn't come out that way in the llterature
on him, Of course, historlans are more or less interested in his public

life.
A, Well, that's the part I really know the least about.

Q. I think that thls tells so much about a person. Some people are

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

A. He was always concerned about everybody in the family and kept in
touch with everybody. When my daughter was in high school in 1961,
Kathryn [Lewis] wanted her to come over [to Alexandria] for a week or

two. I sald sure, and put her on the plane. They met her over there.

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

end of the week, Kathryn would say, "Can she stay another week?" One

time she said, "Myrta, you'll never know just how much daddy enjoys having

her around."

Of course, she was very uninhibited with him. Like I said, she had
grown up not to be afraid of him and afraid of him she wasn't. So
finally, it ended up after about a month Kathryn sald, "When does school

start?" And I sald, "The day after Labor Day." She said, "How about
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it if I put her on the plane to come home the Sunday before Labor Day?"

I sald fine, s0 she ended up spending six weeks over there with them.
Q. Did she enjoy the time?

A. Oh, yes, their home over there was beautiful; it was like walking
Into an antebellum home. Everything was beautifully run, just like
clockwork. The ladies weren't allowed out of the house after dark
unless one of the men or James was with them to take them and pick them

up. This was one idea that he had.

There was some kind of a little theatre play around about three or four
blocks from them and orne night in Alexandria, Katherine and I wanted to
go. It was James' night off, so he [Lewls] drove us there and came to
plck us up. He wouldn't let us drive at night. That was the way he felt
and he kept those ideas always. It was something that you wouldn't

even think about now.

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

Lype person?

A. No, at that particular time we were having bits of trouble around
the area. Their home was in one of the older Alexandria areas that had
gotten commercialized and there was a lot of traffic. 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 to go out and walk
the dog. They had a huge enclosed back yard, and he said, "If you
walk the dog at night, you walk him in the back yard; you don't walk

him on the streets.”
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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 always had.

Q. Where is Kathryn today?

A. She's been dead about ten years.

Q. When did lewis die?

A. I think he died about 1968.

Q. Where is his son?

A. He 1s a practicing psychiatrist in Washington at present.
Q. Have you had any contact with him?

A. It's kind of spasmodiec. 1'll get on a writing spree and then we

drop 1t for awhile, and then pick it up.

Q. Does he travel back here at all?

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

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

A. Yes, and he was Uncle John's valet. There wasn't mich of anything
that James couldn't do. He could cook on the cock's night off, and
he drove the cars and locked after them. He was Jjust an all-around

man, and he'd been with him [Lewls] for a long time. He was part of

the family. His last name also happened to be Lewis, but he was no relation.
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Q. Did he go with your uncle when your uncle was on the union trips,

or did he stay at home?
A. He would drive him.
Q. If your uncle flew, would he go with him then?

A. Uncle John didn't fly all that much. He either drove or took
the train. 1 think it's almost as if James left his family, except

that he would go home at night most times.

Q. Back then, I wonder about the safety of public figures. Would he
need someone that could help him 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 probably didn't need a bodyguard even though things

might have been dangerous.

A. I remember one time in the papers here that things were so hot
and heavy that they made comment about the fact that he'd gone down
to Jimmy Drew's Barber Shop and gotten his halr cut and there wasn't

anybody around him.

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

uncle or aunt and those years?

A. No, nothing special.




