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Preface 

This oral history of Cecil A. Partee's service in the Illinois General 
Assembly 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 responsibility 
for performing research and collecting information concerning the govern- 
ment of 'the state. 

Cecil A. Partee was born in Blytheville, Arkansas, in 1921. The story 
of his youth is typical of black middle class life in Blytheville during 
the 1920's and 1930's. After completing his undergraduate work at 
Tennessee State University, he was denied entry to law school at the 
University of Arkansas. Instead the state of Arkansas paid his tuition 
at Northwestern University where he attained his law degree. 

Upon admission to the Illinois bar, Mr. Partee started practice in 
Chicago. With the idea of widening contacts for his practice, he 
requested committeeman William L. Dawson to assign him a precinct. This 
precinct captain assignment started his long-term association with the 
regular Democratic organization in Chicago. He was soon offered, and 
accepted, a position as an assistant state's attorney. 

In 1955, two significant events occurred. First, he married Paris 
Angelina Bradley and, second, reapportionment increased Chicago's 
representation in the Illinois General Assembly. Mr. Partee was asked 
if he would run in 1956 for one of the new positions in the House of 
Representatives. He did so and continued in the House for five sessions, 
then moved on to serve five sessions in the Senate. While in the Senate, 
during the 77th and 79th General Assemblies when the Democrats held 
majorities, he served as Senate president. 

Mr. Partee's major legislative achievements were in the  fields of civil 
rights, consumer rights and crime and corrections. His memoir focuses on 
such subjects but also touches on many other fields. Particularly in- 
structive i s  h i s  recounting of techniques and problems of leadership. 



Mr. Bartee retired at the end of the 79th General Assembly, in 1977, to 
run unsuccessfully for attorney general a£ the state. He then accepted 
the position of commisioner in the Chicago Department of Human Services 
where he served until elected to his present position as Chicago city 
treasurer. 

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 should 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 Illlnois Legislative 
Council nor Sangamon State University is responsible far 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 Horace Waggoner between 
the fall of 1979 and the spring of 1981. Mr. Waggoner was born in 1924 
near Waggoner, a small farm-service community in central Illinois. At 
age 18 he enlisted for military service in World War I1 and, as a U. S. 
Air Force commissio~ed officer, continued to serve until 1973. Upon 
leaving service, he resumed his formal education, achieving a masters 
degree in history at Sangamon State University in 1975. Specializing in 
the field of oral history, his association with the Sangamon State 
University Oral History Office dates from 1976. 

Florence Hardtn and Ulanda Buckhold transcribed the tapes. After the 
transcriptions were edited by Mr. Waggoner and reviewed by Mr. Partee, 
Mrs. Hardin prepared the typescript and compiled the index entries. 
Bernadette Emery and James Skufca developed the programming for the 
computerized sorting and typesetting used in finalizing the index. 
Dorothy Hopkins and Carol Marshall assisted in the pre-interview research. 
The Chicago Tribune provided valuable assistance in the research effort. 
Mention needs also to be made of Mr. Partee's secretary, Jewel Hodges, 
who made the sometimes frustrating task of interviewing an extremely 
busy man much more pleasant than it might have been. 

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 Illinois Legislative Council, Room 107, 
Stratton Building, Springfield, Illinois, 62706. 
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Volume I 

SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 1 

Q: First of a11 we would like to get some background information, sir. Where 
were you born, sir? 

A: Blytheville, Arkansas. 

Q: And when were you born, sir? 

A: April 10, 1921. 

Q: How long did you live at that location, sir? 

A: Until I finished high school. I had just turned seventeen when I finished 
high school. Then I went away to college and I spent a couple of summers 
there since then, but that's about it. 

Q: What was your father's name, sir? 

A: Charles Cecil Partee. 

Q: And was he born in Blytheville also? 

A: No, he was born in Meridian, Mississippi* i 

Q: Could you give me scme background information about your father's f a d l  ? f 
A: My father was a twin and was one of four children. He came to ~rkansasl to 
live perhaps sme five or s i x  years prior to  my birth. He was a cotton 
classer. A cotton classer is one who determines the staple and value of 
cotton, once the seed has been removed, for the purpose of evaluating it for 
purchase. So cotton classers not only worked with cotton buyers, they would 
determine what the value of cotton was by the bale, on the basis of the quality 
of the cotton. 



Q: How d id  he go about doing t h i s ?  

A: P r e t t y  much a h igh ly  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  k ind  of knowledge t h a t  one gained,  I 
guess,  through experience,  H e  was probably one of t h e  f i r s t ,  and only b lack  
co t ton  c l a s s e r  t h a t  I knew, i n  t he  South. H e  s t a r t e d  working wi th  someone and 
l ea rned  i t  and apparent ly  learned  very w e l l ,  because I have seen men come t o  
our  house--two buyers would come t o  our  house wi th  a  bet as t o  t h e  va lue  of a 
p a r t i c u l a r  p iece  of co t ton  and on the  b a s i s  of h i s  eva lua t ion  and s tatement  
they  would pay o f f  t h e i r  b e t .  Which i n d i c a t e s  t o  me t h a t  he was p r e t t y  good. 

Q: H e  l earned  t h a t  i n  Mis s i s s ipp i?  

A: I th ink  probably he s t a r t e d  i n  Mis s i s s ipp i ,  then he moved up t o  Arkansas. 

Qj Did you know your grandfa ther ,  s i r ?  

A: I d id  no t  know my p a t e r n a l  grandfa ther ,  no, he died p r i o r  t o  my b i r t h .  I 
knew my p a t e r n a l  grandmother. She came t o  Arkansas t o  v i s i t  with us  when I 
was q u i t e  small. I j u s t  have a very dim memory of h e r  because I was very smal l ,  
bu t  I do remember he r .  

Q: What was your mother 's name, s i r ?  

A: My mother 's maiden name was Dupree. She w a s  one of t e n  ch i ld ren ,  she w a s  
t h e  e i g h t h  ch i ld .  Her f a t h e r  w a s  a drayman, which is l i k e  a hau le r ,  a mover, 
She was t h e  e i g h t h  c h i l d  out of ten .  

Q: And where w a s  she born, s i r ?  

A: Ripley, Tennessee. 

Q: Do you know anything f u r t h e r  about h e r  family background? 

A: Y e s ,  my mother f i n i s h e d  high school  at s i x t e e n  w i t h  a 98.6 average. She 
was t h e  onlv person i n  h e r  c l a s s  and commenced t o  teach school  immediately 
t h e r e a f t e r ,  a s  w a s  t h e  custom i n  those  days, and garnered a l l  of h e r  co l l ege  
t r a i n i n g  i n  summer schools  during t h e  per iod  of t ime t h a t  she was teaching .  
Finished college a year a f t e r  I f i n i s h e d  college. 

Q: Did she start teaching ,  then ,  i n  Tennessee? 

A: She s t a r t e d  i n  Tennessee and came over  t o  Arkansas when she was about 
twenty and taught  i n  Arkansas u n t i l  she married and--well, she  taught  u n t i l  
she was sixty-five.  She taught  about for ty-nine,  f i f t y  years .  

Q: Then your mother and f a t h e r  m e t  i n  Arkansas? 

A: They met i n  A r k ~ n s a s ,  r i g h t .  

Q: What year were they  marr ied,  do you r e c a l l ?  

A: They must have been married about 1918 o r  something l i k e  t h a t .  



Q: You say she taught there  near Blythevi l le?  

A: Well, yes, she  taught near  Blythevi l le ,  then she taught i n  Blythevi l le  
the  last, probably, t h i r t y  years. She was a county supervisor for e i t h e r  one 
o r  two years,  county supervisor of schools. But she taught i n  Blythevi l le  
most of the  t i m e .  

4: A r e  you the  o ldes t  i n  your . . . 
A: I ' m  the only ch i ld  who survived. My mother and f a t h e r  had a son who w a s  
born probably around 1919 o r  1920 who l ived  t o  be eighteen months of age a d  
who expired with pneumonia j u s t  p r i o r  t o  my b i r th .  

Q: Oh. So you are an only ch i ld ,  then? 

A: That 's correc t .  

Q: k t ' s  see, was your b i r thp lace  i n  Blythevi l le?  

A: Blythevi l le ,  i n  Blythevi l le ,  yes. 

Q: In the  town i t s e l f ?  

A: I n  the town of Blythevi l le ,  yes. 

Q: What's your e a r l i e s t  remembrance of t h a t  home the re?  

A: Well, my earliest remembrance is t h a t  w e  had a house, about a f i v e  room 
house . in  which 1 w a s  born and, a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  there were no indoor toilets. 1 
can remember t h a t  because I could remember when I was nine years old we put i n  
a bathroom and water i n s i d e  the  house. We r e a l l y  d idn ' t  have sewers at t h a t  
time. We had a s e p t i c  tank, because there  w e r e  no sewers i n  t h a t  p a r t  of the  
town a t  t h a t  t i m e .  We had a l a r g e  yard,  about a l o t  and a h a l f ,  which I mowed 
from the  t i m e  I can remember u n t i l  the time I l e f t  there. 

Q: This was with a push mower, I presume. 

A: Oh, yes, the  push mower. W e  had a pagoda out the re  and a l o t  of flowers 
and had a garden i n  the  back. Chickens, no hogs, but  chickens and--%ode 
Is land Reds and Yellow Buffs. 

Q: Oh, is t h a t  r i g h t ?  

A: The f i n e s t  breeds, yes. They were just beau t i fu l  chickens. And we always 
had a garden. Some pear trees and some plum trees i n  the  back yard and a 
peach t ree .  Y e s .  

Q: Did you have charge of the  garden a f t e r  awhile? 

A: Well, yes. Not r e a l l y  i n  charge of it. My f a t h e r  took an  inordinate  
i n t e r e s t  i n  i t  but  I was c e r t a i n l y  a willing, and sometimes an unwilling, 



helper .  I n  t h a t  garden, w e  had a l l  of t h e  r e g u l a r  kinds of t h ings  l i k e  whi te  
pota toes  and sweet po ta toes  and b e l l  peppers and ho t  peppers and b e e t s  and 
l e t t u c e  and beans and a l l  k inds  of greens,  l i k e  c o l l a r d s  and mustard, 
t u r n i p s ,  squash. All t h e  r egu la r  vege tab les  i n  i t ;  very,  you know, i n c l u s i v e  
kind of garden. 

Q: Your mother w a s  i n  charge of t h e  f lowers ,  I guess,  around t h e  p lace .  

A: Yes, more o r  less. She was favored wi th  t h e  cannas, we used t o  have a l o t  
of b e a u t i f u l  cannas and we  had Caro l ina  poplar  t r e e s  along t h e  f r o n t  of t h e  
yard and hedges, of course,  as they do down South. 

Q: Yes, and you had t o  t r i m  the hedges, I presume. 

A: Oh, yes,  t r i m  t h e  hedges and . . . 
Q: Did you start t o  a k indergar ten  o r  d i d  you go r i g h t  i n t o  f i r s t  grade? 

A: I went i n t o  a summer school.  My mother taught  a t  a summer school  o u t  i n  
t h e  r u r a l  a r e a  one summer and t h a t  w a s  my f i r s t ,  beginning t h a t  swmner. Then 
I went i n t o  the  f i r s t  grade i n  September. 

Q: How Ear was t h e  school  house from your home? 

A: Oh, about a m i l e .  

Q: That f a r .  

A: J u s t  about a m i l e ,  yes. 

Q: Did your mother teach  a t  t h a t  school?  

A: She t aught  a t  t h e  same school ,  yes.  

Q: Did she  teach  first grade by any chance? 

A: No, she taught  f i f t h  grade and she  taught  j u n i o r  h igh  school  mathematics 
and jun io r  h igh  school  l i t e r a t u r e  and she  was i n  charge of t h e  music program 
a t  t h e  school .  

Q: Do you remember your f i r s t  grade t eache r?  

A: Yes, h e r  name w a s  Miss Luc i l l e  Tillman. 

Q: What do you remember about h e r ?  

A: That she  wrote a very f i n e  Spencerian hand and we were n o t  being taught: 
block letters as kids a r e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  grade now. We had t o  t r y  t o  l e a r n  t o  
wr i t e  a s  she  wrote,  which w a s  a little r i d i c u l o u s  f o r  kids i n  t h e  f i r s t  grade. 
I a l s o  remember my second grade teacher  had a handwri t ing s t y l e  q u i t e  h e r  own. 



The t h i r d  grade teacher taught  us the Cramer method of wr i t ing .  The four th  
grade teacher taught us the  Palmer system of wr i t ing .  And t h e  f i f t h  grade 
teacher taught  the  Zaner-Blosser system, a system t h a t  I 've  never even heard 
of s ince ,  bu t  i t ' s  much l i k e  Palmer. So, as a r e s u l t  of i t ,  when I got  t o  
the  s i x t h  grade, I had an admixture of f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  kinds of handwriting 
s t y l e s  and, although my wrf t ing  is f a i r l y  l eg fb le ,  i t ' s  r e a l l y  an amalgam of 
a l l  those systems. Sometimes I'll w r i t e  a Cramer "R" and a Palmer "R" when 
writing a,word l i k e  "hurry" o r  something. It happens. 

Q: Wonder why they d i d n ' t  have i t  standardized? 

A: I don' t  know. I ' m  not  s u r e  t h a t  they s tandardize  i t  today, I don' t  know. 
Each teacher j u s t  taught t h e i r  own wr i t ing  system a t  t h a t  time. I don' t  know. 
So, t h a t ' s  the  way i t  went down. 

Q: Were t he re  any p a r t i c u l a r  experiences i n  the  f i r s t  grade t h a t  you r e c a l l ?  

A: None r e a l l y  except t h e  wr i t ing  experience and learning t o  read. We had a 
book ca l l ed  a primer and i t  was the  s t o r y  of a young, l i t t l e  boy ca l l ed  Baby 
Ray who had one duck and two chickens and t h r e e  of this and four of t h a t  and 
a l l .  It was a combination of learning t o  read and ge t t ing  some mathematical 
o r i e n t a t i o n  a t  the  same time, wi th  numbers. 

Q: Was t h i s  an a l l  b lack  school?  

A: It was an a l l  black school. Through high school. 

Q: When d id  you s t a r t  h i s t o r y  i n  school? That would be the  f i f t h  grade? 

A: I suppose t h e  f i r s t  h i s t o r y  came about the  fifth grade. W e  had a bound 
book c a l l e d  Old Europe and Young America. And it was r e a l l y  a kaleidoscopic 
overview of the  h i s t o r y  of the  world. We went i n t o  the  Greeks and the  Greek 
gods, Janus and the  gods, t he  Greek gods and the  Egyptians and a l l  of the 
c u l t u r e s  on which modem h i s t o r y  i s  founded. But i t  was presented a t  a f i f t h  
grade l e v e l  so  t h a t  we did  have an understanding about it. I ' m  glad you 
should ask i t  because, i f  I could go very much progressively forward, t o  t e l l  
you how much t h a t  meant t o  me, I can remember about f i v e  years  ago being i n  
Spain and belng interviewed by about f i v e  t e l e v i s i o n  s t a t i o n s  and th i r ty - f ive  
newspaper r epor te r s .  I w a s  the re  with a group c a l l e d  the  I l l i n o i s  Association 
of Profess ional  Engineers. We were the re  on s o r t  of an inspect ional  v i s i t  and 
they s t ruc tu red  t h i s  program. 

So I made a speech t o  them the re  and before I made the  speech, we l l ,  these  
newspaper people wanted t o  come i n  t o  interview m e  and they asked a l o t  of 
p o l i t i c a l  quesfions which I was ab le  t o  handle. Then they asked me the  sim- 
p l e s t  quest ion i n  the world, which under the  circumstances was q u i t e  d i f f i c u l t ,  
and t h a t  was "What did I see  a s  the f u t u r e  of Spain." It happened t h a t  
Franco was s t i l l  a l i v e  then and the  place was, you know, very v o l a t i l e  and 
anythlng you s a i d  might c r e a t e  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  inc ident .  So I answered them 
thusly,  I s a i d ,  "Well, i f  you don' t  mind, I w i l l  go back t o  the time I wasi I n  
f i f t h  grade and I had t h i s  book c a l l e d  Old Europe and Young America." I w i d ,  




















































































































































































































































