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Preface

This oral history of John C. Parkhurst’s service in the Illinois House of Representatives 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 responsibil-
ity for performing research and collecting information concerning the government of the
state.

John C. Parkhurst was born in Springfield, Illinois, on July 14, 1920. The family, then living
in nearby Virginia, Illinois, soon moved to Peoria, Illinois. In the story of his youth, he
recounts experiences characteristic of life in Peoria during the 1920’s and
1930’s. Graduating from Wabash College in 1942, he immediately reported for duty with
the U. S. Army air forees with which he served until 1945.

Mr. Parkhurst married Harriet Vance on January 5, 1946. Upon graduation from the Uni-
versity of Michigan Law School in 1948, he entered law practice in Peoria. His experiences
in politics gradually widened through Peoria city and county activities to his election, on
the Republican ticket, to the House of Representatives in 1958.

Mr. Parkhurst’s major legislative interests were in the fields of budgeting and
appropriations, His leadership in the “Economy Bloc” and Appropriations Committee paved
the way for fiscal reform. He tried unsuccessfully for the house Speakership of the 75th
General Assembly (1967-1969) and decided after that session not to bid for
reelection. Subsequently he was elected as a delegate to the Sixth Illinois Constitutional
Convention where he exercised leadership in producing the 1970 Constitution of the state
of Illinois.

Readers of this oral history should bear in 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
ghould 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 Illinois Legislative Council nor Sangamon State University is respon-
sible 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 Cullom Davis through the fall, winter and
gpring, 1980-1981. Dr. Davis grew up in central Illinois where he returned for a PhD in
history at the University of Illinois after his undergraduate education at Princeton
University. A specialist in American Studies and modern United States history, he taught




at Indiana University before coming to Sangamon State University where he is professor
of history and director of the Oral History Office. He is active in the oral history profession,
various historical organizations, civic activities and Democratic politics. He is married and
the father of three children,

Jean Curtin transcribed the tapes. After the transcriptions were edited by Horace
Waggoner and reviewed by Mr. Parkhurst, Betty Lewis prepared the typescript. The use
of computerized word processing was made possible by programs developed or modified for
the purpose by Bernadette Emery and James Skufeca. Florence Hardin compiled the
index. The Chicago Tribune and Peoria Journal-Star 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 Illi-
nois Legislative Council, Room 107, Stratton Building, Springfield, Illinois 62706.
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John C. Parkhurst
SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 1

Q: Mr. Parkhurst, let’s begin by having you tell me something about your birth and family
background.

A: All right, Cullom. I'm an only child. I was born in Springfield, Illinois, 60 years ago
on July 14, Bastille Day, 1920. My dear old dad was a grain operator and sold grain through
an elevator down in Virginia, Illinois, and was in World War I, was a soldier boy and married
mother shortly after the war. Then moved to Peoria to work for the Peoria Board of Trade
when I was about a year old or so. And up we came to the big city from little old Virginia,
Illinois, where my granddad was a dentist in the town there, Dr. Isaac Parkhurst. He was
probably one of the original painless dentists in central Illinois, so the story goes.
(chuckles) He pulled teeth all — all his life.

Q: Isee. So your father had grown up in Virgina . . .
A: Right.
Q: ... but then had lived and worked in Springfield following the war — or before the war?

A: Well, he was in Springfield, I think, only for a very short time. I'm not sure that my
father and mother really ever lived in Springfield. I think I was delivered there because
the St. John's Hospital was a reasonably adequate medical facility in those days and I don’t
know that they had any such faecility in Virginia. Springfield was the nearest big city to
Virginia and that’s where I think I was taken to be born.

Then we moved to Peoria soon after that. And I've lived here all — all of my life since
then except for time out for three or four big episodes which took me elsewhere, the first
of those being college. I went to Wabash College over in Indiana.

Q: We'll'be getting to that.

A: And then came the war years when I was in the Army Air Corps for about 5 years, I
guess, and about 4 of them over in Europe. And then law school was the next episode after
I got back. That was at Ann Arbor at the University of Michigan. And since then, except
for temporary absences in Springfield during the legislative years and Con Con [Constitu-
tional Convention] during the year 1970, I've been here in Peoria. Lived here and raised
my family here and married a Peoria girl and have been a — a parochial fan of our com-
munity.




Q: Would you please give me your parents’ names?

A: Yes. My father’s name was Laird C. Parkhurst and my mother is Pauline M.
Parkhurst. Her maiden name was Wiley. My dad died last December the 6th at the age
of 90, and my dear old mother is still kicking along. As a matter of fact, this very day
she’s entertaining her bridge club and she’s 84 years old Saturday, tomorrow.

Q: Well, that’s great. Very good. So your — your parents moved you, their only child, to
Peoria in 1921 where your father worked with the Peoria Board of Trade.

A: Yes.
Q: What — what sort of work did he do?

A: Well he was a — he was a grain dealer. And he bought and sold through the Board
of Trade through some broker. I don’t know the name of the brokerage outfit that he
worked for. But he was in effect a salesman. And he was a salesman all his life. After
his experience with the Board of Trade as a grain dealer, he then became, in the 1920’s, the
local manager of a New York Stock Exchange firm which dealt in all kinds of securities,
called the George M. Forman Company. And my dad had an office in the First National
Bank Building, then the Alliance Life Building, on the second floor right above the main
entranceway to the building. And I’ll never forget as a small boy, 7, 8, 9 years old, going
down to my dad’s office and seeing the blackboard and the ticker tape and all the ladders
the men had to climb up on to change the quotations on the blackboard every — every time
the new information came out on the ticker. Those were days of great speculation in the
stock market and my dear old dad was — was the head of that — of that particular branch
office in this town.

And they specialized in — in selling . . . in selling public utility stock. That was what they
were pushing in those days. And their big — their big desire was to sell Insull’s utility
stocks. So my dad was selling and buying, himself, a lot of Sam Insull’s utility stocks. "And
came the day of reckoning, the big crash and Black Friday and so on in 1929, he was wiped
out, my dear old dad was, along with millions of other people of course. And that was the
end of his — end of his career as far as selling stocks and bonds was concerned. He —
he lost everything he had.

Q: I see. Could you recount, from your own memory, just how that crash affected your
family, then, since your father was directly involved in the securities business?

A: T sure can. I remember it vividly. We were — my mother and my father and I were
on a trip, a family vacation trip, and we were out in Denver, Colorado. And among other
things we had purchased a new car before this trip. My dad was very proud of it. I think
it was a Hudson. And we had driven this car up Pikes Peak, among other things. We had
come back from this perilous trip, which scared the daylights out of me as a young boy. I
looked over the precipices as you drive up to the top of Pikes Peak out the window of the
car and was terrified. And — and we got back safely.

And we were there in the hotel and my dad got a phone call from his office in Peoria telling
him that the stock crash had occurred that very day — I don’t remember the date — and
that everything was going down and people were called for margin and bedlam had occurred
and a crisis was imminent and he’d better get home. So dear old dad cut our vacation trip
short and got in the Hudson car. And with mother in the front seat and me in the back,
drove lickety-split back to Peoria, Illinois, and arrived just about in time to find out that
it was all over, that the crash had occurred and he was broke. So I remember that
vividly. It was a long trip home.

Q: Yes, I'm sure it was. Did the firm actually close?
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A: Yes.
Q: The Forman Company?
A: Yes, yes. They closed their office here.

Q: Do you recall him telling any stories about any of his customers and their feelings about
all this?

A: Oh not with — not with any degree of clarity. The whole — the whole jumble of the
stock crash and the depression which ensued is a memory of mine which is distasteful and
unhappy and unpleasant of course. We struggled as did many other depression era
families. My dear old dad was trying to keep us eating. We lived in an apartment at the
time down on North Perry Street. And I went to Greeley School. And then we subse-
quently moved up to another — another house which we rented. But our apartment rent
was a real problem in those days. To try to get enough money to pay the rent every month
was tough. And to try to get some food on the table was tough — tough business. And
dad went door-to-door and sold sacks of flour for awhile for Pillshury. Then he finally got
into — sold a number of things, different things, usually on a commission basis. So that
if you didn’t sell something, why, you didn’t get any money.

But he survived. And we came out of it. And he finally became a salesman, As I say
he was a salesman all his life, one thing or another. But he became a salesman for scale
companies. First, Toledo Scale Company where he went out and traveled around. He knew
a lot of farmers. He'd been as I say in the grain business, in the stock business and he
knew people all over central Illinois. And he’d go out and get in his car and travel and
sell somebody a scale for an elevator, a truck scale, or some butcher shop a scale. He knew
a lot of people. He was a gregarious man and well — well liked and a good salesman. So,
as — as you would expect, he made it because he kept plugging away and had a responsibility
and believed in the puritan ethic and worked and saved and scrounged and we made
it. When he finally retired he was about 80 years old. And he had been, at that point,
a scale salesman for the General Scale Company for a matter of, oh, 10 or 15 years, the
last real business association he had.

Q: There are ways, obviously then, in which the crash and depression materially affected
your family. Did you have to move at the time . . .

A: Sure.
Q: ... to more cramped quarters?

A: Yes. Yes we moved from the apartment. It was a little ritzy for us.  And we moved
up to another house and paid less rent and managed to get along. But like everybody else
in the country who was affected adversely by The Depression, we had to tighten our belts
and somehow get through it. So it was a real experience in my life.

I remember the high school days. I graduated from high school in 1938. So I was in high
school from 1934 to 1938. And those were days when recovery was just around the corner
and everything was still bad but not as bad as it had been in the early 1930’s. But even
in high school I can remember that, you know, it was tough to get money for going to a
dance or going to a social event. I never had a car. I never had access to an
automobile. Double dating, things like that, always became a difficult matter because I'd
have to find somebody else that I could double date with, to use their car. So there were
some real adventures and difficulties and so on which were caused by the economic conditions
of those days.

Q: Did you kind of share in those difficulties with your parents or were those things they
tried to solve without involving you?
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A: Oh I'd have to say that I wasn’t any sacrificial lamb myself of course. I — I was given
all that they could afford to give me. They always gave me piano lessons I
remember. Gosh, for about 10 years I tried to become a piano player and never made it,
although I still can sit down and play a little jazz once in awhile at a party, which I
enjoy. But my days of Chopin and Beethoven and Rachmaninoff are behind me. But I had
music lessons and I had opportunities. My parents gave me every chance in the world to
— to develop whatever talents I might have. I was the only child and the apple of their
eye. And of course they gave me whatever they could give me. There just wasn’t much to
give,

Q: T understand. I'm going to ask you to reflect a little bit now rather than recollect and
try to think of ways in which that experience influenced you. That is, the depression experi-
ence,

A: All right. Interesting — interesting question. I suppose everyone is shaped by heredity
and environment. My environmental . . . encounters in those days, by that I mean the
situation of hardship around us, certainly had an effect upon my beliefs and my attitudes
toward life later on, unconsciously perhaps, but realistically. I think my — my feeling of
conservatism, politically, began then. My great interest during my legislative days in bud-
getary matters and economy and the Economy Bloc which I was a part of, my great entrance-
ment with the Appropriations Committee which I chaired for a year or two, all came from
that — from those days of hardship and — and difficulty. Because I really felt that waste
was terrible and that, you know, one should be frugal and that we ghouldn’t be spending
money needlessly on anything. And all of that, I'm sure, is a reflection of the difficult days
of The Depression. So I think that in that respect my conservatism, my economic frugality
— if you can call it that — came, in part, from that experience.

Q: Do you recall conversations at home, in the 1930’s, about national politics?

A: Oh yes. We were a — we were a family that loved to talk to each other and had a lot
of friends. I — my parents had friends who were articulate and informed and politically
interested. Even as a young boy, I can remember many Saturday nights at home when the
friends would come to play bridge and we’'d get involved and they would get involved in all
kinds of discussions about Franklin Roosevelt and whoever else was the villain of the
moment. My dad and mother were always Republicans. My dad was never a great fan of
— of FDR. So I think my political beliefs were shaped, in part, by my parents’ friends
and by my parents in those days. And that’s typical I'm sure of every young man. You
— you learn from your — from your parents and from their friends and from your
peers. And you shape your own philosophies in part because of what you're exposed to.

Q: Let’s turn aside from depression matters for a moment back to home life, even, if we
can, back into the 1920’s. If you can, tell me some of your earliest memories of life at home
and at school as a young boy.

A: Well, all right. My earliest recollections of school were, as I say, at Greeley School where
I attended kindergarten and grades one through six, as I remember. And I had some won-
derful teachers. This was a — a school which was in a — an area of our city which couldn’t
be described as upper class or even middle class. We were — we were people who were,
I'd say, fairly modest — modestly endowed on the economic scale. We lived in the valley
below the bluff and on the north side. The apartments and the homes were not the finest
but the neighborhood was decent.

I remember my school days in grade school as being challenging and very interesting. I
was motivated to do well in school because my dear mother was of course anxious to see
her only son excel in everything he could. So I had lots of pressure on me to study and
to do well in school. I wasn’t athletically inclined. I didn’t have many other aptitudes, but
I did learn how to study.
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And I remember one of the interest areas I developed as a grade school child was
reading. And I did a lot of reading in those days, probably more than I do now. Ido a
lot of reading now as a, you know, as a lawyer, professionally. But I don’t read as many
books as I used to. I try to keep up with Time magazine and the paper and a couple of
books by my — by my bed which I'm working on at the moment. But I haven’t got through
Centennial yet and I haven't finished War and Remembrance.

But anyway, in those days, when I was a kid, one of the great thrills was to walk from
my 800 block apartment on North Perry Street up to the Peoria Public Library on a weekend,
Saturday morning, or Friday afternoon after school. And go into the children’s branch of
the Peoria Public Library and pick up five or six books. Go home and then go back the
next week, return those five and get another five. And the dear lady who was the head
of the children’s branch of that public library — TI’ll never forget her, I loved her dearly
till the day she died — was Mildred Bush, who later married the widowed father of one
of my dear friends, Ted Flora. His — the father’s name was John Hagerty Flora and he
married Mildred Bush after his first wife died. And she remained Mrs. Flora until the day
she died. And I loved her. Because she was so very very interested in all her young friends
who would come in to pick up books in the library. And she would guide us in our
reading. She was a counselor more than just a librarian, and an inspiration.

And I'd go back on a given Saturday morning with my five books tucked under my arm to
return and she’'d say, “Well, John, I’'ve got — T've got another 3 books that I've picked out
for you for this next week. And here’s this one and — this is what this is about. This
is a new area I want you to read about.” And she was a very wonderful influence in my
life. And I think by the time I was through with the 6th grade at Greeley School and we
moved, as I say, up to Loucks Avenue into a house instead of an apartment, I think I'd read
every book in the children’s branch of the Peoria Public Library. And that was of course
an influence on my life and shaped me for high school and shaped me for college. And I
learned how to think and how to read.

Fell in love with the language. I've always been a — a word merchant. I love to write. 1
love to read. I love to talk. During college and even in high school I got into oratory and
debate and declamation and speech contests. And carried that interest out through —
through college. Even made some money on some speech contests which helped to pay some
expenses here and there in college.

And that of course fit into my later interest in politics and in law. I've used my interest
in public speaking, not only as a politician, in those days, but as a lawyer. Because I've
done a lot of trial work and of course the law work is simply a matter of using the language
in a way, a very material way. You're — you're dealing with words all the time. Whether
you draft a contract or you try a case, you're talking about language.

So I think my early experience with Mildred Bush and the Peoria Public Library and the
children’s department and all those five books a week I used to read and sneak and put under
my bed at night so that my mother wouldn't know how late I read was a factor, a very
substantial factor, in shaping my — my life.

Q: You mentioned that as an only son you were very much guided by your mother who was
anxious for the best for you and you suggested that she had therefore seen to it that you
studied hard in school. Can you identify any other values or interests that stem directly
from her guidance or inspiration?

A: Oh, I think my mother is a person who is very interested in cultural matters. And what-
ever interest I have in, as I say, music, the arts . . . things like Peoria Symphony, Amateur
Musical, my interest in Lakeview, my interest in my dear old mother’s plate collection, all
of course come from her interest in the niceties of life and — and matters cultural, matters
artistic. So there was an artistic side to her which was generated and encouraged in






















































































































































































































































































































