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Preface 

This m i r  is the product of a series of tape-recorded interviews conducted 
by Richard bnderson for the Oral History Office in the auturn and winter of 
1983. Richard Henderson transcribed the tape and edited the transcript. 

b r e t  Pea~son was born in m a 1  Tennessee near Rossville, a tam near the 
Mississippi border, on May 8, 1906. He received his early schooling in 
that area and studied medicine at the University of Mississippi and 
Washington University in St. frxlis. TZlis mamir recounts his school days, 
his mrve to Springfield and establishnent of his o m  xaedical practice, 
his courtship and m i a g e  to k r y  Mamn, his experiences as a mzdical 
officer during World War 11, and his involvement in ccammity affaixs in 
Spring£ield after the =--which ultimately led to the establishrent of 
the Clagville Rural Life Center. 

Readers of this oral history m i r  should r&r that it is a transcript 
of the spoken mrd. TZle interviever, narrator, and editor sought to preserve 
t k  informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. 
Sangamon State University is not responsible for the factual accuracy of this 
m i r ,  MST: for the views expressed herein. These are for the reader to judge. 

This manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It nlay not be reproduced 
in dmle or in part by any mans, electxMlica1 or mechanical, without written 
permission fran the Oral History Office, Sangawn State University, Springfield, 
Illinois, 62708. 



Table of Contents 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  M . P-son's background 1 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Religicrus training 3 

. . . . . . . . . . . .  Marshall County Agricultural Hi& School 4 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3he University of Mississippi 5 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Whington University. St . Lmis 6 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Prohibit ion 7 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Wshington Ihiversity Mica1 School 10 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Europe. 1930 11 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Internship at Washingon Wversity 14 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  The mcwe to Springfield. Illinois 15 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Mrld bbr I1 17 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Spr-ield after the ~ h a r  23 

Chief medical consultant to the Illinois Divisim of . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Vocational Rehabilitation 25 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Adlai Stevenson 26 

. . . .  Qlairman of the Deparbnent of Wdicine. Memorial Hospital 28 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Restoring the Clayville Inn 28 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Interest in historic preservation 32 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  other Clayville Ixlildings 34 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Research m the Clayville site 39 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Clayville Folk Arts mild 40 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  The Inn as a weurn 42 



k t  Pearson, October 17, 1983, Springfield, I l l ~ i s .  

Richard Henderson, Interviemr . 

Q: Dr. Barson, cauld you tell me, please, &en you =re born? 

A: March 8, 1906. 

Q: And in which city or where was it YOU were born? 

A: I ws born on a family farm which is about h a l f y  bemen bscm and 
Rossville , Tennessee and those toms [are] about th i r ty  miles east of 
m h i s  . 
Q: J3w big was youx family, that is the family of your father and m r ?  

A: I had just one brother, My mother died when I wu about a year dd. 

Q: Did your father remarry? 

A : No, no. He was a far me^: and mostly a -chant. He had a country 
store, where he sold everything for the farmers for a wide area ad. 
That time there =re no very good roads, and therefore the farmrs in 
that part of the camtry couldn't go very far to get ordinary provisims. 
He sold cloth and food and hardware. 

Q: lhs your brother older or younger than you? 

A: He was three years older. He becane a lawyer and practiced in -his. 

Q: So ws there sameone to take care of yau then? Since your mther 
died, you said, shortly after you =re born. 

A: Right after my . . . 
Q: And your father sounds as if he was quite busy. 

A: R+t after my ~mther died, my father employed a family of peopl~ 
naned Nichols, a o  caxhe fran Mississippi, We lived right on the Mississippi 
border, In fact my people omed a farmkich spread betwen Mississippi 
and Tennessee. Anywy this family was brought up fmn Mississippi, apd 
it w s  a rmn, his wife, and an adopted daughter mired Helen. 
=re kindly people and they lived with us until the Nichols--adult, "" t%e 
older people died within the next few years and then Helen-who wis +t 
seventeen h n  she cme w i t h  us remained m as more or less as our wekeeper 
and whatever else w s  required of her. 1 



Q: Do yau have any outstanding mmries frm your childhood in Tennessee 
you'd l i k ~  t o  share w i t h  us? 

A: Well, that ww nineteenth-century livlng. bk lived on a farm and, 
next to this store, and m had wter provided by a deep wll that w 
cranked up and also had outhouses in back. k fanned w i t h  d e s  and had 
horses for horses and bgg1.e~ which e used to  go t o  church and to our 
nearest towns, W Ere lbscuw and Rossville. 

Q: J&YW often did yrxl go to town? 

A: Ch Saturdays . , . 
Q: Once a mek on Saturday? 

A: Yes, Eberybody in that part of the country, blacks and whites, =nt 
to the towns on Saturdays. Incidentally, my grandfather, this land op 
&ich I =S born had been the site where a Chickasaw Indian n a e d  Enob Ino 
Wstho W a y ,  E-N-0 I-N-0 W-A-S-T-H-0 U-WB-A-Y, had lived and the original, 
the fixst abstract s h d  he was the owner of this land. Q7 grandfather 
cam in for it as the area w s  being fairly wll settled by EXrropeans and 
there was plenty of evidence thereabouts that this had been Indian settlerrent. 

Q: l&re trkls the farm? 

A: The h e  apparmtly must have been right on the h o l l  &re this 
Indian chief lived. 

Q: So did yuu, as a child, did you find arrowheads and that sort of 
thin% all aver? 

A: Oh yes, yes, yes. They e r e  mstly arrowheads and other implamts.  
I don't ramber any, m11, not m y  burials at all, I don't thimk we, I 
don' t kmw diere those hrokees wre buried. They didn't seem to be 
around there. 

Q: kre there any Indians still left in the neighborhood? 

A: No. 

Q: Had they all been mved off or . . . 
A: They had been mrved amy or long before the Civil k period. 

Q: In your neighborhood area =re people mstly tshite m e r e  there 
blacks there--your nei&bors? 

A: My grandfather had been a d r a t e l y  big slave omer, and I don't 
know exactly how miry slaves he mned but I wnild say he rmtst have owned 
somewhere bemen ten and twnty, but after the C i v i l  W r  w s  wer, black 
people continued to live there and many of than took the saue m. They 
didn't h a .  any other name to take, and I lonew m y  of them. They f inal ly  
scattered into frlenphis but there -re several families that w e  the $are 
naw that. lived scattered about. There wasn' t very mxh difference 



beheen the way the blacks and whites lived after the Civil War than 
there ms before. TZle main difference as far as I c d d  see that the( 
black people had mre security before the C i v i l  Clar than they had af+ardds 
because the people had tried to take good care of than. 

Q: So, you mtioned your grandfather. k s  this your father's f a t k  m 
your mother's father? 

A: father's father. 

Q: So we are talking about a Pearson? 

A: Yes. And his father had m e d  in there, earlier fxtsm North CaroUna, 
Sauth Carolina I think it ms.  And they =re M r s  until the Quaketrs 
sort of excamaJnicated him because he w r i e d  a Baptist. 

Q: So a c h  religion =re you brought up in as a child? 

A: Presbyterian. (chuckles) 

Q: So was that youx mther's influence? 

A: k, because there ws a Presbyterian church in the neighborhood. 
(tape stopped) 

Q: So, w =re talking about religion, that ywur [great] grandfather had 
been a Quaker until he mrried a Baptist and ws exccmmmicated in effect 
£ran the Quakers . . . 
A: My great-great-grandfather that was. 

Q: h y .  But your childhood religious training was as a Presbyterian. 

A: The Presbyterians arrved in there w i t h  chu~ches called a Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church which . . . 

A: Yes, the difference bemen the Cumberlands and the regular Presbyterians 
was that the Cuhrland Presbyterian Ctturch thought that their ministry 
ought to inspire and not educate. So mst of their ministers =re people 
who got into the profession by inspiration, 

Q: Did they have a lot of revival type reetimgs in your area? 

A: Oh yes, oh yes, In the s u m e ~  that m s  tremendous, that w the =in 
source of socialization. Bople didn't travel very much in the winter 
except on horseback. The roads =re deep rmddy, so you couldn't go on a 
horse and bqgg very mll in the winter, but: in the sumner they had 
church meting that d d  last weks at a tim w i t h  all sorts of e s t e r s  
caning fran faraway places. Zhey would have great dinners on the gr*, 
san~tiu~s not just on Sunday but other days of the e k .  

Q: Ib you recall if you heard any of the national m d  preachers, Billy 
Sunday or scrne of those folks. 



A: k11, you bet'cha Billy Sunday. As far as I can remember he was the 
only national one that I do remmber. I can't remember any other peaple, 
I might W e  la ter  l e d  about. In high school I learmd of Ralph 
Waldo h x s o n  and other people like that in the East, but that m u l d ~ b e  
rmch later than my earl iest  reambrances. 

I 

Q: Do yau recall haw old yau m r e  when Billy Sunday came? 

A: No, I don't think he came, I thought yau said did I r&r his 
name? 

Q: Ch, I meant had you heard him speak at a meting? 

A: I doubt it. I think he appeared in Mephis and bigger places but I 
don't think he came out way in the cuuntry. This is pretty deep in the 
hi l l s .  

Q: Could you tell me a little about the schools you wnt to? 

A: The school right next t o  our house ws s m e t h s  called Pearson 
School and s u n e t h s  called Pleasant Grave School. The church [that] w s  
nearby = called Pleasant Grove k c h .  I thMc my grandfather gave the 
land to the school, It was originally a one-room school, but I r d e r  
before I left it was  tm rocam and E had I guess tw t a c k s .  

Q: So dwn you started it m s  one roan . . . 
A: Yes .  

Q: And moved up to a --roan school with t m  teachers. 

A: Yes, yes. 

Q: And how many grades did that cwer? 

A: Eight. I didn't go all eight grades, yes I did too. Yes, I did, 
sure I mnt rmre than that. I don t hm huw, I can't anplain w e p t  
when I mt to high school in Mssissippi I didn't start in the ninth 
€Fad= I started in the, it rmst have been in the eleventh grade and I 
can't explain h w  I got there exept  that I guess that I took sm examinations 
and the other kids e r e  kind of dunb and something and I was put into a 
higher class than I should have been. 

Q: b you ramher the nam of the high school? 

A: Oh, yes. (l-) Tbat ms in Marshall County, M s h a l l  County 
Agricultural a h  School *ich was a country school in  Mississippi at 
that time. kmy,  many counties put high schools in the country for 
farmers and they Ere away fran the bigger towns. boarded there, it 
was a boarding school. 

Q: How old =re yau when you started at that high school? 

A: I think I m s ,  I think I ms thirteen. 



Q: Ncrw the school was in Hssiss ippi  but you lived in' Tennessee, 

A: Yes,  but it w s  close enough k~ could go by bqgg to get there. 1 

Q: And they didn't mind that you -re fraa aut of state? 

A: No. 

Q: Had your father mved or did he also o m  land in Mississippi? 

A: No, tie ovwd land across the MLssissippi [border] but it w n ' t  very 
rmch and I just don't think any questions =re asked. They're not as, 
msn't  as particular then about *re their taxes catre fran as places are 
now. 

Q: And what m s  the curriculwn like in the high school? Did mewybady 
get the s a w  thing? 

Q: Ck vies there a prqgram for people who rrd&t go on t o  college and 
sctnethirg else fox folks uho =re going t o  be Eamrs?  

A: No, no, as far as I know of my high school class of about feteen, I 
can think of maybe only three m y  have gone to college m gone t o  other 
education, but F ~ R  had nice pod teachers. The principal of the schooil 
was a very fine, wry firm man and he w8 very strong on music so @-body 
had t o  play same kind of a mxscial inst-t, and for wen a srnall high 
school e had quite a band. 

Q: What instnmentt did you play? 

A: Violin, very poorly. 

Q: Have you kept it up at  all? 

A: No, I wish I had but &en I left high school I loaned my violin to 
another hi& school student and I've never seen it since. 

Q: So then b w  old =re you d m ~  you graduated Eran this hi& school? 

Q: And did you go to college k d i a t e l y ?  

A: I u m t  to  the lhiversity of Mssiosippi. I must have been fifteen or 
sixteen, X w s  very inm&uxe. 

Q: A d  k t  ws obviously a boarding situation too? 

A: Ch yes. The University of Mississippi is at Word .  It's nuw a very 
famxls Southern university naw. It wasn't all that famrua when I m t  
there because t h y  had a governor in Mississippi n m d  Bilbo and in order 
to be a professor or anybody inportant a t  the Miversity of Mississippi 
yau had to be appointed by the politicians. 



Q: Had you applied t o  other universities or did you always sort of k m  
ycru m t e d  t o  go t o  the University of Mississippi? 

A: I don't knuw why I m t  there exlcept it ms the closest universiv 
and even though it msn't buggy distance, wll lhphis was closer but I 
never thought of ping t o  a school in  -his although my brother did. 

Q: And &n you started at  lhiversity of Mississippi had p already in 
mhd that you =re going t o  go into medicine? 

A: I think so because I took pre-medical course. I took a pre-medial 
ccurse af ter  my father told m I probably shouldn't do it, I think I just 
m t e d  t o  prove that  I could because he told me I couldn't. 

Q: my do you think he wanted to steer you away f r o m  it? 

A: Because he said +E didn't have emu& m y .  Because he had los t  
mney at that tim. J3e had los t ,  actually he had lost  his fanu by tb 
time I mt t o  college. He had b o r n a d  m y  on it Eran the federal 
land bank and never paid t h a n  back so he ms in bad, bad s t ra i t s .  

Q: Had he lost the store by that tim too? 

A: Just about the sam the or maybe a year or tm before because he was 
evidently a very poor bwinesslllan and things rere going bad for hlm all 
wer. I ramiber my mther died when I was d y  a baby h e n  I was only 
one and my brother w s  three years older but my father never got over 
that tragedy and he was a sort of a depressed person. 

Q: How did YOU finance yauw university education then? 

A: kl1 , the first year my father had sane money but then he ran out and 
the xuxt year I m t  to tohington University in St. Louis because my 
brother had gone there and he had at that time you could work in St. 
Lauis enough t o  pay yow ~y while you vent t o  college, h i c h  d d  be 
very dFffFcult in la ter  years. He got a job for me in a newspaper &ich 
I ms the attendant at the, what do you call it, teletype [where] the 
newa came in over the teletype cJhich was a new apparatus at the the. 
And I d d  mrk there fran about four: o'clock unti l  midnight [to catch 
the] one streetcaw ban downtown St.  Louis h i c h  was ten miles I guess 
£ran Washington University. 

Q: D i d  you live then near the university? 

A: Oh, I lived in  the university, in a dormitory, la ter  I lived . . . 
Q: lh you r d r  which one? The mme of i t ?  

A: The dormitory, I don't rpmpmhp.r but later (chckles) I lived in a 
fraternity house *ich m s  called Theta Xi katern i ty  when they built 
thgn on the campus there. 

Q: Okay m, was this a s t r ic t ly  social fraternitry or . . . 
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A: It wis a social fraternity, social fraternity and I was V e r  of 
the fraternity h e .  

Q: Ih you recall  any dif f icul t  problms while you e r e  the manager? 

A: Not really, I had managed the kitchen and I suppose there ws alwgys 
canplaints about the food but no, I think w got along very mil. 'Ihiy 
bui l t  a &ole raw of fraterniq houses on the camps and w e r e  prohbly 
the least aff 1-t of the other. of them e r e  big national hatp i t i e s  
and got the cream of the crop, the big football players and intellectuals 
and w? -re sort of the b t t o m  of the (l-) fkaternity realm. 

Q: Ws the food, you say yau tiere the manager of the food service. Did 
you have people hired to cook for you? 

A: (& yes. I hired and fired cooks and miters. I think the students 
did the =it%. We hired cooks. 

Q: And there was a separate person who was a howanother, perhaps . . . 
A: No, e didn't have a housemther. bk just =re on s m  sort of aa 
honor system and it worked out. I don't ranember any real thing8 bad 
about it. People did a lo t  of &inking not as mrch as naw but: they 
didn't drink in the house. 'Ihey come hate dter  being out but there w s  
never-I don't how h m  you could explain that on contemporary ways but 
people ere ,  apparently had sane pride in the hause and m had dances 
Wch m e  very semiformal and there w a s  no, no real misdaeamrs that I 
recall. 

Q: Do you remanber a t  years you =re in the fraternity house? 

A: Well, I graduated frw bsh;Lngton ~ v e r s i t y  campus that part in 
1926, but at least the last three years I was living in the hause, at 
least tw, I think t h e e  years. 

Q: I question that because you mentian that the fellows =re drinking 
and as E a r  as I can recall  that should have been during the depression, I 
man during Prohibitim. 

A: It was, very nt3ch so, but m had . . . 
Q: Wbat was the source? 

A: Deigo Hill. Deigo Hill was an Italian cormknniqr which was very close 
to Wshington Wversity and they never knew of Prohibition there. It's 
still there and they still have nice restaurants but the city of St. 
Louis wa3 very interesting during Prohibition because they--even domtjown 
in St. Louis I r-r a bar right across fran the c i ty  hall, so I , 
suppose the mayor and the people nust have been owners of it, but thig 
was a wide open bar. I 

! 

Q: Didn't: operate as a speakeasy then? I mean . . . 



A: No, you c d d  walk, ta lk  right in. 

Q: Everybody knew it was a bar you could walk right in. 

A: Yes. And in h i g o  Hill, it was run by Italians of course and there 
was the same famrus eating places that are still in operation as as I 
know. Probably the original m r s  have died but it 's still Deigo Hill. 
And hrtherrmre, t o  carry that story a l i t t l e  farther, when I wimt t o  
IIledical school vie had it easier because those of us [who] w r k d  in the 
laboratory could get laboratory alcoIzo1 and E could put it in. You 
could get near beer. You see St. Inuis, including Anheuser-Eusch made 
near beer, they l e f t  a l i t t l e  area in the top of the beer open for air so 
you f i l l  that w i t h  alcohol and you had real good beer, That was, w had 
no shortages, wll there w e  saae I guess but it w s  bootleg sort of 
thing 'but I don't h u w  of anybody ever los* their eyesight or that sort 
of thing (laughs) frm the kind of whiskey or beer that ms available. 

Q: Can you recall any wild police operations during Prohibition such as 
m going on in  Mcago w i t h  raids and so forth or any notoriety £ran the 
Prohibition, Roaring lbaties? 

A : No, I don' t knw and it seems to  me that the politicians in St. M s  
m t  h a .  had fair ly  good control of dm they allowd to  run speakeasies. 
And I don't think the Chicago-type gangsters came in there although I 
d d n ' t  know. I just  don't remder any shootings or m d e r s  or thivgs 
that were going on. Fixthemre St.  Louis m s  a German camunity largely 
and South St. Lmis wis all Germsn and they made their o m  beer. There 
was a lo t  of hmaddrg beer in St. buis. The German language m s  
spokm at h m  and in South St.  M s  predominantly until  Wrld k r  I, 
but then I came along betwen the w x s  and these people were still hawing 
what they cal l  'Ilurmreins h i c h  mre German social &inking societies. 

Q: What part of St. 'Louis is kigo  H i l l  located in? 

A: It's south and =st of Washington University hi& wuld put it, 
well, a mjor street is King's Highmy which goes by Barnes Hospital 
which is another part of Whington k ivers i ty  . It ' s near south, neat: 
south and =st. 

Q: Da you recall anything else f m n  your undergraduate college days at 
FJashbgton Vniversity? Anything of special note? 

A: bk11, I think that Wshington University as an undergraduate m s  a 
good school. Lk had good professors. I pre-mdical and they had 
good--pre-medical sciences =re mll run. I think there ~s a seriaus 
[a] -st people had t o  pay their way a c h  is  a l i t t l e  different: frm 
sane of the schools that are m e  Ereeish because i f  people had t o  [&I 
certain amxlnt of sacrifice to  go there. You had t o  mrk hard or 
you family pay out a good deal and so people I think appreciated the 
fact that they =re getting a good education. 

Q: So the universie's attitude m s  more conservative than what be 
associated with universities today? 












































































































