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Preface

This memoir is the product of a series of tape-recorded interviews comducted
by Richard Henderson for the Oral History Office in the autumn and winter of
1983. Richard Henderson transcribed the tape and edited the transcript.

Emmet Pearson was born in rural Tennessee near Rossville, a town 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. Louis. This memoir recounts his school days,
his move to Springfield and establishment of his own medical practice,
his courtship and marriage to Mary Maxon, his experiences as a medical
officex during World War II, and his involvement in cammmity affairs in
Springfield after the war--which ultimately led to the establishment of
the Clayville Rural Life Center.

Readers of this oral history memoir should remember that it is a transcript

of the spoken word. The interviewer, narrator, and editor sought to preserve
the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources.
Sangamon State University is not responsible for the factual accuracy of this
memoir, nor for the views expressed herein. These are for the reader to judge.

This manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be reproduced
in whole or in part by any means, electronical or mechanical, without written
permission from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University, Springfield,
Illinois, 62708,
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Emmet Pearson, October 17, 1983, Springfield, Illinois.
Richard Henderson, Interviewer.

Q: Dr. Pearson, could you tell me, please, when you were born?
A: March 8, 1906.
Q: And in which city or where was it you were born?

A: I was born on a family farm which is about halfway between Moscow and
Rossville, Temnessee and those towns [are] about thirty miles east of

Memphis.
Q: How big was your family, that is the family of your father and mother?

A: I had just one brother. My mother died when I was about a year old.
Q: Did your father remarry?

A: No, no. He was a farmer and mostly a merchant. He had a country
store, where he sold everything for the farmers for a wide area arour.
That time there were no very good roads, and therefore the farmers in
that part of the country couldn't go very far to get ordinary provisions.
He sold cloth and food and hardware.

Q: Was your brother older or younger than you?
A: He was three years older. He became a lawyer and practiced in Memphis.

Q: So was there someone to take care of you then? Since your mother
died, you said, shortly after you were born.

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

A: Right after my mother died, my father employed a family of people

naned Nichols, who came from Mississippi. We lived right on the Mississippi
border. In fact my people owned a farm which spread between Mississippi

and Tennessee, Anyway this family was brought up from Mississippi, and

it was a man, his wife, and an adopted daughter named Helen. And tl'ﬁ;3

were kindly people and they lived with us until the Nichols--adult

older people died within the next few years and then Helen--who was about
seventeen when she came with us remained on as more or less as our hopsekeeper
and whatever else was required of her. |
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Q: Do you have any outstanding memories from your childhood in Termessee
you'd like to share with us?

A: Well, that was nineteenth-century living. We lived on a farm and,
next to this store, and we had water provided by a deep well that we |
cranked up and also had outhouses in back. We farmed with miles and had
horses for horses and buggies which we used to go to church and to our
nearest towns, which were Moscow and Rossville.

Q: How often did you go to town?
A: On Saturdays . . .
Q: Once a week on Saturday?

A: Yes, Everybody in that part of the country, blacks and whites, went

to the towns on Saturdays. Incidentally, my grandfather, this land on
which I was born had been the site where a Chickasaw Indian named Eno: Ino
Wastho Umbay, E-N-O I-N-O W-A-S~T-H-O U-M-B-A-Y, had lived and the original,
the first abstract showed he was the owner of this land. My grandfather
came in for it as the area was being fairly well settled by Europeans and

there was plenty of evidence thereabouts that this had been Indian settlement.

Q: Where was the farm?

A: The house apparently must have been right on the knoll where this
Indian chief lived.

Q: So did you, as a child, did you find arrowheads and that sort of
thing all over?

A: Oh yes, yes, yes. They were mostly arrowheads and other implements.
I don't remember any, well, not many burials at all. I don't think we, I
don't know where those Cherokees were buried. They didn't seem to be
around there.

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

No.

Had they all been moved off or . . .

They had been moved away or long before the Civil War period.

e = 0 »

In your neighborhood area were people mostly white or were there
blacks there--your neighbors?

A: My grandfather had been a moderately big slave owner, and I don't
know exactly how many slaves he owned but I would say he must have owned
somewhere between ten and twenty, but after the Civil War was over, black
people continued to live there and many of them took the same name. They
didn't have any other name to take, and I knew many of them. They finally
scattered into Memphis but there were several families that were the game
name that lived scattered about, There wasn't very much difference
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between the way the blacks and whites lived after the Civil War than

there was before. The main difference as far as I could see that theq

black people had more security before the Civil War than they had afdemards
because the people had tried to take good care of them.

Q: So, you mentioned your grandfather. Was this your father's father or
your mother s father?

A: My father's father.
Q: So we are talking about a Pearson?

A: Yes. And his father had moved in there, earlier from North Carolina,
South Carolina I think it was. And they were Quakers until the Quakers
sort of excommmnicated him because he married a Baptist.

Q: So which religion were you brought up in as a child?
A: Presbyterian. (chuckles)
Q: So was that your mother's influence?

A: No, because there was a Presbyterian church in the neighborhood.
(tape stopped)

Q: So, we were talking about religion, that your [great] grandfather had
been a Quaker until he married a Baptist and was excommmicated in effect
fram the Quakers . . .

A: My great-great-grandfather that was.
Q: GOkay. But your childhood religious training was as a Presbyterian.

A: The Presbyterians moved in there with churches called a Cumberland
Presbyterian Church which . . .

Q: Cumberland?

A: Yes, the difference between the Cumberlands and the regular Presbyterians
was that the Cumberland Presbyterian Church thought that their ministry
ought to inspire and not educate, So most of their ministers were people
who got into the profession by inspiration.

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

A: Oh yes, oh yes. In the summer that was tremendous, that was the main
source of socialization. People didn't travel very much in the winter
except on horseback. The roads were deep muddy, so you couldn't go on a
horse and buggy very well in the winter, but in the summer they had
church meetings that would last weeks at a time with all sorts of minjsters
coming from faraway places. They would have great dinners on the gropnd
sometimes not just on Sunday but other days of the week.

Q: Do you recall if you heard any of the national named preachers, Billy
Sunday or some of those folks.
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A: Well, you bet'cha Billy Sunday. As far as I can remember he was the
only national one that I do remember. I can't remember any other people,
I might have later learned about. In high school I learned of Ralph
Waldo Fmerson and other people like that in the East, but that Would  be
mich later than my earliest remembrances. .

Q: Do you recall how old you were when Billy Sunday came?

A: Mo, I don't think he came, I thought you said did I remember his
name?

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

A: I doubt it. I think he appeared in Memphis and bigger places but I
don't think he came out way in the country. This is pretty deep in the
hills.

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

A: The school right next to our house was sometimes called Pearson
School and sometimes called Pleasant Grove School. The church [that] was
nearby was called Pleasant Grove Church. I think my grandfather gave the
land to the school. It was originally a one-room school, but I remember
before I left it was two rooms and we had I guess two teachers,

Q: So when you started it was one room . . .

A: Yes,.

Q: And moved up to a two-room school with two teachers.
A: Yes, yes.

Q: And how many grades did that cover?

A:

Eight, I didn't go all eight grades yes I did too. Yes, I did,

sure I went more than that. I don't know how, I can't explain except

when I went to high school in Mississippi I didn't start in the ninth

grade I started in the, it must have been in the eleventh grade and I

can't explain how I got there except that I guess that I took some examinations
and the other kids were kind of dumb and something and I was put into a

higher class than I should have been.

Q: Do you remember the name of the high school?

A: Oh, yes. (laughs) That was in Marshall County, Marshall County
Agricultural High School which was a country school in Mississippi at
that time. Many, many counties put high schools in the country for
farmers and they were away from the bigger towns. We boarded there, it
was a boarding school.

Q: How old were you when you started at that high school?

A: I think I was, I think I was thirteen.
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Q: Now the school was in Mississippi but you lived in Tennessee.
Yes, but it was close enough we could go by buggy to get there. ,
And they didn't mind that you were from out of state? )
No.

Had your father moved or did he also own land in Mississippi?

> e = o 2

No, we owned land across the Mississippi [border] but it wasn't very
nuch and T just don't think any questions were asked. They're not as,
wasn't as particular then about where their taxes came from as places are
nwl

Q: And what was the curriculum like in the high school? Did everybody
get the same thing?

A: Yes,

Q: Or was there a program for people who might go on to college and
something else for folks who were going to be farmers?

A: No, no, as far as I know of my high school class of about fifteen, I
can think of maybe only three may have gone to college or gone to other
education, but we had nice good teachers. The principal of the school

was a very fine, very firm man and he was very strong on music so everybody

had to play some kind of a muscial instrument, and for even a small high
school we had quite a band.

Q: What instrument did you play?
A: Violin, very poorly.
Q: Have you kept it up at all?

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

Q: So then how old were you when you graduated from this high school?
A: Fifteen.
Q: And did you go to college inmediétely?

A: T went to the University of Mississippi. I must have been fifteen or
sixteen, :;I__j;was very immature.

Q: And that was obviously a boarding situation too?

- A: (h yes. The University of bﬁssissippi is at Oxford. It's now a very
fampus Southern university now. It wasn't all that famous when I went
there because they had a governor in Mississippi named Bilbo and in order
to be a professor or anybody important at the University of Mississippi
you had to be appointed by the politicians.
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Q: Had you applied to other universities or did you always sort of know
you wanted to go to the University of Mississippi?

A: I don't know why I went there except it was the closest university
and even though it wasn't buggy distance, well Memphis was closer but I
never thought of going to a school in Memphis although my brother did.

Q: And when you started at University of Mississippi had you already in
mind that you were going to go into medicine?

A: I think so because I took pre-medical course. I took a pre-medical
course after my father told me I probably shouldn't do it, I think I just
wanted to prove that I could because he told me I couldn't.

Q: Why do you think he wanted to steer you away from it?

A: Because he said we didn't have enough money. Because he had lost

money at that time. He had lost, actually he had lost his farm by the
time I went to college. He had borrowed money on it from the federal

land bank and never paid them back so he was in bad, bad straits,

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

A: Just about the same time or maybe a year or two before because he was
evidently a very poor businessman and things were going bad for him all
over. I remember my mother died when I was only a baby when I was only
one and my brother was 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 your university education then?

A: Well, the first year my father had some money but then he ran out and
the next year I went to Washington University in St. Louis because my
brother had gone there and he had at that time you could work in St.
Louis enough to pay your way while you went to college, which would be
very difficult in later years. He got a job for me in a newspaper which
I was the attendant at the, what do you call it, teletype [where] the
news came in over the teletype which was a new apparatus at the time.

And T would work there from about four o'clock until midnight [to catch
the] one streetcar from downtown St. Louis which was ten miles I guess
from Washington University.

Q: Did you live then near the university?

A: Oh, I lived in the university, in a dormitory, later I lived . . .
Q: Do you remember which one? The name of it?

A: The dormitory, I don't remember but later (chuckles) I lived in a
fraternity house which was called Theta Xi Fraternity when they built
them on the campus there.

Q: Okay now, was this a strictly social fraternity or . . .
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A: It was a social fraternity, social fraternity and I was manager of
the fraternity house.

Q: Do you recall any difficult problems while you were the manager?

A: Not really, I had managed the kitchen and I suppose there was always
camplaints about the food but no, I think we got along very well, They
built a whole row of fraternity houses on the campus and we were probably
the least affluent of the other. Some of them were big national fraternities
and got the cream of the crop, the big football players and intellectwals
and we were sort of the bottom of the (laughs) fraternity realm.

Q: Was the food, you say you were the manager of the food service. Did
you have people hired to cook for you?

A;: Oh yes. I hired and fired cooks and waiters. I think the students
did the waiting. We hired cooks.

Q: And there was a separate person who was a housemother, perhaps . . .

A: No, we didn't have a housemother. We just were on some sort of an
honor system and it worked out. I don't remember any real things bad.
about it. People did a lot of drinking not as much as now but they
didn't drink in the house. They come home after being out but there was
never--1 don't know how you could explain that on contemporary ways but
people were, apparently had some pride in the house and we had dances
which were very semiformal and there was no, no real misdemeanors that I
recall,

Q: Do you remember what years you were in the fraternity house?

A: Well, I graduated from Washington University campus that part in
1926, but at least the last three years I was living in the house, at
least two, I think three years.

Q: I question that because you mention that the fellows were drinking
and as far as I can recall that should have been during the depression, I
mean during Prohibition.

A: It was, very much so, but we had . . .
Q: What was the source?

A: Deigo Hill., Deigo Hill was an Italian commumity which was very close
to Washington University and they never knew of Prohibition there. It's
still there and they still have nice restaurants but the city of St.

Louis was very interesting during Prohibition because they--even downtown
in St. Louis I remember a bar right across from the city hall, so I
suppose the mayor and the people must have been owners of it, but thiq
was a wide open bar. ;

Q: Didn't operate as a speakeasy then? I mean . . .
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A: No, you could walk, walk right in,
Q: Everybody knew it was a bar you could walk right in.

A: Yes. And in Deigo Hill, it was run by Italians of course and there
was the same famous eating places that are still in operation as as I
know. Probably the original owners have died but it's still Deigo Hill.
And furthermore, to carry that story a little farther, when I went to
medical school we had it easier because those of us [who] worked in the
laboratory could get laboratory alcohol and we could put it in. You
could get near beer. You see St. Louis, including Anheuser-Busch made
near beer, they left a little area in the top of the beer open for air so
you fill that with alcohol and you had real good beer. That was, we had
no shortages, well there were some I guess but it was bootleg sort of
thing but I don't know of anybody ever losing their eyesight or that sort
of thing (laughs) from the kind of whiskey or beer that was available.

Q: Can you recall any wild police operations during Prohibition such as
was going on in Chicago with raids and so forth or any notoriety from the
Prohibition, Roaring Twenties?

A: No, I don't know and it seems to me that the politicians in St. Louis
mast have had fairly good control of who they allowed to run speakeasies.
And T don't think the Chicago-type gangsters came in there although I
wouldn't know. I just don't remember any shootings or murders or things
that were going on. Furthermore St. Louis was a German community largely
and South St. louis was all German and they made their own beer. There
was a lot of homemaking beer in St. Louis. The German language was
spoken at home and in South St. Louis predominantly until World War I,
but then I came along between the wars and these people were still having
what they call Turnvereins which were German social drinking societies.

Q: What part of St. Louis is Deigo Hill located in?

A: It's south and west of Washington University which would put it,
well, a major street is King's Highway which goes by Barnes Hospital
which is another part of Washington University. It's near south, near
south and west.

Q: Do you recall anything else from your undergraduate college days at
Washington University? Anything of special note?

A: Well, T think that Washington University as an undergraduate was a
good school. We had good professors. I was pre-medical and they had
good--pre-medical sciences were well run. I think there was a serious
[mood] most people had to pay their way which is a little different from
some of the schools that are more freeish because if people had to [meke]
certain amount of sacrifice to go there. You had to work hard or have
your family pay out a good deal and so people I think appreciated the
fact that they were getting a good education.

Q: So the university's attitude was more conservative than what might be
associated with universities today?



































































































































































