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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Sara Moore for the Oral History QOffice in November 1984. Linda Jett
transcribed the tapes and Ms. Moore edited the transcript.

Mr, Rawlings, born in Petershburg, Illinois, is a retired cabinetmaker.
He discusses his job experiences in California with the railroad company
and working on the A-bomb during World War II. He describes his family
life and his various jobs,

Sara Moore, raised in Petersburg, Illinois, spent twenty-five years in
Chicago, Illinmois, as a social worker, teacher, humane officer and paralegal,
She spent some years abroad studying and teaching art and theatre. She
returned to Petersburg due to family needs and is completing her MA in
Public History at Sangamon State University.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that 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 the memoir, nor for views
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, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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E. E. Rawlings, October 1984, Springfield, Illinois.

Sara Moore, Interviewer.

Q: Okay. We begin. We are recording now and I will be asking you a few
questions in regard to your background and your feelings about your life
and times, The first thing I'd like to go over with you is exactly where
you were born,

A: Exactly.
Q: Exactly.

A: I was born on the Wilms place about three miles east of Petersburg,
Illinois., There's no longer a landmark there, all the buildings are
gone. The shed that formerly was there a few years ago, it's even gone.
So there's no history about much where I was born.

Q: That would be Menard County, wouldn't it?
A: That's right.

Q: All right. Now tell me, what do you remember about your parents?
Let's take your mom first. As a child I'm speaking now,

A: Well, she was a big easy-going type of person. I guess we'd say and
she was put upon very much by the fact that we didn't have very much to
do with and she worked hard and she did all the washing. I can remember
back when I used to help her with the washing, with the old hand powered
washing machine. She'd have me to help her. Maybe she'd say, "Just do
it 50 licks and I'll let you go." That was before we had any electricity,
of course. And I did that and she did all the housework, and all the
cooking, all the baking of the bread that we used so much of, and the
laundry and the repair work that she had to do on the clothing., And all
that. Dad worked hard, he was a farmer. He didn't get much out of what
he did because he wasn't a happy person. He was kind of like myself. He
wasn't very outgoing.

Q: But you say your mother really was the core of the family?
A: That's right.

Q: She was more outgoing than your father by far?

A

¢ Oh, much. Much more,
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Q: Now, you had two brothers, is that correct?

A: That's right. One of them died in the flue epidmeic. In 1928. It
was and on that particular night that he passed away I remember . . .
(crying)

Q: Would you like for me to stop it just a minute?
A: (indicates no)
Q: That's okay. These things really do upset us sometimes, don't they.

A: You know, there's that old saw that they have about the dogs ahowling
when death approaches. That particular night there was a dog that came
in our front yard and howled, and I ran him out and he came back three
times. (crying)

Q: It wasn't a dog that you knew?
A: (indicates no)

Q: I have knowledge of the fact, and this may too be painful for you,
but your brother, his medication, some way it was mixed up, is that
clear?

A: That's the same brother I'm talking about, yes. The doctor who
wasn't the very best there was, he took a so—called culture as I understand.
I remember it and it was supposed to go to Urbana and the postal authorities
got it mixed up somehow or other. Whatever means they used to send their
information by, they sent it to Havana and it came back finally after the
death and that was , . . It would have been futile anyway, I guess,

because of the fact of the critical situation., We had relative to his
sickness. It was worse than the flu and it got into his lungs to such an
extent that he just wouldn't have probably survived anyhow. Even thoPgh

the mistake was made.

Q: Was it diptheria?
A: Yes, I think so.

Q: Thexre is another piece of information that I have. Something about
your mother, to change her dress,

A: I don't recall that.
Q: This was in my notes. To say that she had on a dress that he disliked.
A: No, that's beyond my remembrance.

Q: 1 see. All right. That would have been what--how old was your
brother when he died?

A: He'd been one year at school, I think he'd been past six.
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Q: And you had another brother.

A: He was nine years younger than I and he suddely developed a lump on
the back of his neck and it got out of hand before it got to be diagnosed
as cancerous. And so he ended up in Chicago before he lost his life.
They did research on him, he was, T can't remember how old he was whem he
went, but he was nine years younger than I, And I don't recall how long
ago that was that he died.

Q: Well, I have it here that it was 1968,

A: That could be,

Q: And that was of cancer, 1is that right?

A: That's right,

Q: Getting back to when you were a child, how do you remember your life?

A: Well, I remember one time in particular, when I went to school which
wasn't far away. At that time we lived in Sangamon County near Loami.

We lived in a great big house and we were tenmants for some people by the
name of Shepard and anyway, I was very reluctant to go to school because

I was scared. It was a country school, of course, and although it wasn't
over a mile away I went under duress and as I can recall I came home

during that day because it was too much for me. So I finally got organized
enough that I went back and I guess I was in the first grade there as I
recall, but anyhow I went back to that school.

I remember one time in particular, I carried my lunch every day, and one
time in particular some smart-aleck kid got hold of a big o0ld wolly worm
type of caterpillar and put it in my sandwich and I bit into it, of
course, before I knew it, That wasn't very pleasant. 1I'll never forget
the trial, it was for me to try to get the bristles, bristly hair out of
my mouth, But I remember another time when we had the end of school and
they had a picnic out on the lawn in the early fall or spring rather. I
don't remember how old I was, but they had food there and I remember my
mother telling me to use my handkerchief, I misunderstood what she meant
by use my handkerchief and I dumped some of my food in my handkerchief
(laughs)and used it as a plate., How asinine I was. That's the reason
I'm so green now I guess. One of the reasons. I didn't catch on quick.

Q: Well, maybe it just wasn't clear, You seem to remember things that
have a tendancy to put yourself down.

A: Well, that's normal, I guess. For me. I never was very optimistic.
My wife was the optimist in my life and I was the pessimist. She overcame
a lot of my pessimism by her optimism,

Q: You made a good pair then?

A: Yes!
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Q: Getting back to what your father did. You said he worked as a farmer?
A: Yes, he was a farmer, and he worked hard at it.
Q: Did he at one time have a grocery store?

A; Well, now. In later years after we were off that particular farm
and we had moved close to Loami with some people by the name of McGredy,
I mean the owner was McGredy and he lived in Chathem, the owner did.
Anyhow, we lived in this palce in an old house and he liked Dad's work as
a tenant so well, he voluntarily built a new house and it was built in
front of the old house and my brother that died with cancer was born
there.

Q: And where was this now?

A: That was near Glenarm and I can't remember that exactly, I should say

Loami I think. By the way Loami got its name by the fact of an individual
who had some property there burm down. He lost it all and his expression

was "Low am I" and that's how the town got its name. That's the truth.

Q: Is that right? That's a very interesting fact. All right, now did
you have, did your parents have big families? Either your mother or your
father?

A: My mother. Yes, both of them did. But my father came from an environment
that was kind of backward and his father drank considerably due to the

fact that his mother was prome to ride him considerably everytime he got

in his liquor and he went and got some more. But he had a wonderful
reputation as belng a good farmer and an honest person. He actually

could go to the bank and borrow money. (crying)

Q: Now that would be your grandfather Rawlings?
A: (indicates yes)

Q: All right, now, I'd like to ask you about the Rawlings. Were they in
this part of the country? Did you get to see many of them?

A: There were very few Rawlings in this part of the country. They
originally, as I can recall, came from the eastern states somewhere,
maybe in the Carolinas somewhere, There is supposed to have been three
brothers and only one of them came this way as I get it,

Q: That would be your grandfather Rawlings?

A: That would be Grandfather Nate Rawlings that was so given to venting
his frustration with liquor,

Q: I see, and then your mother's relatives. Were they more jovial?

A: Oh, yes, very, but quite primitive. And there was a big family of
them. Only two boys, but several girls.
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Q: Explain primitive to me.

A: They made do with a lot of things that a lot of people didn't seem to
come readily by.

Q: They didn't have a lot of material things?

A: They didn't have material things, but they had enough to eat I guess.
And my grandfather was quite famous, that was Grandfather Elmore, my
mother's father., He was quite famous for giving people advice. They had
a saying going in the neighborhood that people would come to him for
advice and then go home and do to suite themselves. Which was, I guess,
true. He was a kind of patrician type apparent fellow. Stuped very
much, with a Van Dyke beard and white mustache. Tall, He died blind.

Q: I guess you take after that part of the family with your tallness and
your white hair.

A: That could be very well.
Q: Was your father a big person?

A: No, he was very, very average. I wouldn't say he was big, no, he was
actually a small person for the emergy that he had. He had the reputation
of being a very strong man for his size,

Q: Did your father have a stroke some place along the way or heart
attack?

A: Yes, when we were living in this last place that belonged to the
McGredy's in Chatham, he went out one morning to do his chores and he
came back in the house later and he couldn't talk. So he had suffered a
mild stroke, But he was given to being a little bit, should I say,
uncertain about himself and he advised his landlord that he couldn't keep
the place and keep it going the next year. In a few days, he got back
his voice and he was normal. It was just a mild stroke he had had. But
he went then to the landlord and the landlord had already rented the
place to another , ., . somebody else because it was a very popular plece
of property and in a good location and well kept up.

Q: How old was your father then, do you remember?
A: I don't remember how old he might have been,
Q: How old were you?

A: I would say that I had started school, probably had been in the sixth
grade maybe, no later than that.

Q: So what happened to your father then? Where did he go from there?

A: He went from there to Tice. Tice is on the black top between Athens
and Petershurg now, and bought a little four acre place that had a gfocery
store on it and he opened the grocery store and being a poor busines;man,

!
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he practically gave away what he had there at that grocery store. The
reason he went to Tice was because my mother's folks lived nearby and
they thought being popular with the family, they might make a succesg out
of the store. This old place was known as the Hartly place in Tice. The
house is still standing, but the building is long since gone.

Q: Okay. Getting back to your upbringing, your relationship with your
father and mother, do you have any rituals that you can remember? You
know, Bible study . . .

A: No. Not in particular., Dad was very close mouthed and he didn't
have much to offer. He was a good parent, but he didn't have much in the
way of expressing himself. He wasn't much in the way of what you would
call a warm outgoing person. But my mother, on the contrary, was the
reverse of that.

Q: She made up for this lack in him.

A: Yesg, seems like she did.

Q: All right, tell me a little bit about the surviving brother, as a
child. What was your relatiomghip with him, do you remember?

A: Well, of course, him being nine years younger, he was just in school
when I left Petersburg, and I was in the company of a childhood friend
and we decided we would go out to Iowa to the wheat harvest to a certain
member who was expecting us.

Q: I want to stop you there and go back. How old were you when you left
Petersburg?

A: Eighteen,
Q: Had you finished high school yet?

A: No, I had only gone three years and I was discouraged with it. I
wasn't a student.

Q: I see.

A: I was more given to make some money for myself and get out with them.
With people.

Q: You wanted to get out of Petersburg? Too small?

A: Oh, not that particularly, but that I just seemed like I wasn't
getting anywhere, I wanted to be out where the action was.

Q: I see. Now, go on with the story about going to Iowa. That sounds
interesting.

amount to anything and in the meantime I joined my cousin who lived
Bedford, Iowa whose name was Jerry Gunson and he was one of my fathe

|

A: Well, we got out there and it turned out that the harvest didn't |
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sisters—-He was a son. So we went to this area and I finally ended wp on
a dairy farm in Mitchell, South Dakota. And I could not stay because
they had artesian water and it affected my stomach so that I could not
keep it down. The environment was all right, but I couldn't cut it with
that. He was disgusted with me because I didn't stay and he was able to
survive 1it.

Q: That was your friend?

A: That was Jerry Gunson, my cousin, He went back to Iowa separately
from me. I went on from there awhile and finally ended up coming back to
Petersburg. Home.

Q: How old were you then?

A: I can't recollect that part of it,

Q: How many years were you gone?

A: I wasn't away a matter of years, it was just months.

Q: All right, did you leave home another time--something about the
railroads?

A: Oh yes. But this time--I got out of school--1 got a new suit of
overalls, jacket and overalls, and put them on over my good suit. And a
boyhood friend of mine by the name of Watkins and I left Petersburg to go
to the harvest in the state of Washingtom.

Q: Do you want to stop there a minute? (tape stopped)

Q: Okay, you were talking about going to the harvest in the state of
Washington?

A: Yes, but we hadn't actually anticipated going to Washington itself in
the harvest, but it happened in that time that we were, we had stopped in
the state of Iowa and worked on some kind of a construction project and
we got a few dollars ahead and we decided we'd go west from there so we
used what we used to call the side-door Pullman, which is a box car.

Q: Now these were two different trips?

A: Yes. And anyway, we went on like that and we went on and on and on
and we went by the way of Minneapolis and St. Paul and I can remember, it
was summertime, how cold I got in Minneapolis because of the wind off of
the lake,

Q: Can we go--1'm very interested about these box cars. Tell us just
exactly what happened as you went out of Petersburg. Were you on foot?
Did you get on the railroad cars? Just kind of give me a narrative about
that.

A: Well, actually no, we didn't go out of Petersburg, in the box cars.
That came much later, I can't recollect exactly how we did get out of
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Petersburg. As I can get it, as near as I can, I would say we had saqme
fare to go to a certain place and after we got there, what I mean by fare
is the money to buy our tickets to go to a certain area, probably in
Towa. And so after whatever we were doing out there got done we said, I
said or he did, "Let's go on out west and see how things look," and so we
did. At that time, we were sleeping out and working on this project
where we finally made a little money and so we left there and went on by
the way of the so-called side-door Pullman, that and riding the blinds on
passenger trains. The blinds no longer exist in the present type of
passenger train, It was a ledge about eight inches wide where you could
sit or stand between the coaches in the doorway, so to speak, of the
coach. And we made out like that till we got up in Montana and on through
there and we got into Seattle and we were riding on the blinds standing
up on this ledge in front of this passenger train car and went through
the big tunnel out of Ellemsburg, Washington, And the steam from the
locomotive came down on us as we stood there and made us very, very warm
and then when we got out of the tunnel, which was two miles long as I
remember it, through the Cascade Mountains it is, and probably still
exists, but anyway we like to froze. Finally we ended up in Seattle and
we stayed there a day or two. Went on down the west coast on the Southern
Pacific., The Southern Pacific Railroad rumns from Seattle to New Orleans.
And they also at that time, this was later, that I worked on their paddle
wheel steamboats, the Delta King and the Delta Queen in Sacramento.

Q: You worked on those yourself?
A: Yes.
Q: What did you do?

A: I worked on them as a machinist I remember. Repair work. They had a
franchise, whereby, they went down the American River. One went down to
San Francisco this evening at six o'clock with passengers aboard and
dinner and the whole thing and the other ome came up from San Francisco
and they passed in the night, and when we got up the next morning, we
were tied up to one of the slips in San Francisco.

Q: Let's go back. I'd like to ask you where you learned the machinist's
trade. Now how did that come about?

A: Well, when T finally ended up and we got out of Othello, Washington
where the--I don't remember now the date, but it was on the . . . in July
1940 maybe. (narrator is confused, date is too early) I'm not sure.

I'm a little vague on that. But anyway, the railroad strike came into
affect and it isolated us in a little one horse town in the wheat country
of Washington. And the little old town had a butcher shop and a grocery
store where everybody got their . . . ranch hands came and filled their
wants from blankets to groceries. And so at this butcher shop, we made
acquaintance with the butcher and we were living in the little old stockyard
where they loaded cattle, this friend of mine and I, and it was known by
the butcher that we were looking for work and we would do odd jobs for
him and he in turn would give us something that was edible and we would
cook it at the place where we lived and we slept at nighttime in a boxcar
at that same place.


































































































































































































































