
EARL E. TRAUGHBER INTERVIEW 

PREFACE 

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded interviews 
conducted by Ruth Siburt for Sangamon State University Archives 
during the fall of 1993. Ruth Siburt transcribed the tapes as 
well as editing the transcript. 

Bar1 E. Traughber was born in Long Creek, Illinois, on 
December 28, 1902. He left school at the age of 13 to help 
support his family by working in a bakery. His experiences 
during the 1910's. 1920's and 1930's illustrate the hardships of 
the American laboring class in those years. They also chronicle 
one Central Illinois family's struggle to remain intact despite 
the threats inherent in poverty, as well as those presented by 
governmental agency intervention, 

Mr. Traughber worked for more than 40 years at the A . E .  
Staley Manufacturing Plant in Decatur, Illinois. In thase years 
he witnessed the unionization of the plant, and the changing 
technology invalved with increased mechanizatim. 

Ruth Siburt enjoys writing and has published several picture 
books and articles in the area of foster care. She is a Sangamon 
State University Alumni and is employeed full-hime at Richland 
Community College in Decatur, Illinois. She i a  married and the 
mother of one son and one foster daughter. Rut$ is the also the 
youngest of Mr. Traughber's 7 children. 

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that 
it is a transcript of the spoken word, 







Earl E. Traughber 
Tape # 1 Side A 
October 12, 1993 
Fair Havens Christian Nursing Home 
Decatur, Illinois 
Ruth Siburt 
Sangamon State University 

Today is October 12, 1993. This is Ruth Siburt, I am the 
interviewer, and my narrator is Earl Traughber. We're in 
his room at Fair Havens Christian Home, an$¶ he has agreed to 
talk to me a little bit about his experiences in his life. 
[Interviewer checks tape] Just a minute. Here we go. 
Okay, Mr. Traughber, if you want to tell us about when you 
were born and where. 

I was born in Long Creek, in Macon County 1902, 12/28. I 
guess I got it backwards. I said 1902, 12/28. 

Okay. So, you were born on December 28. 1902. 

Yes. 

Okay. And who were your parents? 

Sarah Catherine Lyons and William Rumslet Traughber. 

And d i d  you have siblings? 
I 

Yes, several brothers and sisters died a childbirth. 
Died at well, they just, . . some of the were stillborn 
and some of them were miscarriages. Let's put it that way. F 

Okay. Did you have any siblings that su vived? I 
Well, there 's my brother, James  ail--habf -brother. 
Okay, is ha older or younger? 

Older. By six years, thereabouts. Then youngest, next 
one to me is brother Harold, Harold C. He was borq in 1905, 
I believe it was. Brother John was born in 1907. y sister 
Maudie, sister Ellie rather, was born in 1908 I bel'eve it 
was. She only lived twenty-two months. She died i October 
1909 sometime. I don't remember when. 

R 
So, it sounds like maybe life was pretty hard in those 

days. i 
Yes, it was. Faahsr warked for Aman's rickyard, and he 

bought a piece of p operty on East Cantrel Street, Two 4 f 



acres of ground. He built a little two roqm house on it 
then he built a kitchen on it after that. 

Just a minute, Dad. [Recorder turned off] Okay We had to 
shut off for just a little bit while they brought ib your 
snack. You were saying that your father worked for! Aman 
brickyard. 

Yes. 

Okay. And he bought a house on Cantrell: Street. 

He bought the lot and built the house on it. 

Oh, h 

Yes. 

What. 

In th 

bought the lot and built the house. 

e 2000 block, I believe. And while he was working 
there. ..well, what little I remember of h*--I left the 
garden gate open and got a whipping for t W t  because I'd run 
back and asked him to buy some bananas for me. 

Oh. You left. . . 
A traveling huckster came by. Chickens 

That's why I got the whipping. 
got in the garden. 

YOU left the gate open and the chickens got in the garden 
and you got a whipping, all because you wanted some bananas? 

Yes. Then, I don't know what time it was, I went to 
Sunday School. Brother Jim took me. It was in there on the 
corner of--let's see-- it's Jasper Street now used to be 
Traver. Corner of Traver and Cantre11 stzeet. Little, one- 
story brick-- one-story frame church. Weqt there for Sunday 
School and decided I wanted to go again. And I we t in 
there and there was nobody there. Then I tried to go to my 
grandmother's, and they found me took me home and got 
another whipping. 1 

(laughs) Oh! So, you got lost and go$ a whipp ng for 
going off on your own. i 

t 
Yes. I went off on my own. 

You have any idea about how old you war 
happened? 

when that 



I 

Oh, somewhere between five and six years old. AbQut five 
I expect. 

Sometime after that, my father got his 1 gs broke, He 
lost his place because the landowner would 't take part 
payment from my mother taking doing laundr f to pay kt. So 
we lost the place. We moved in there on Mgrion Street. 
That was 1909. My father died of gangrene from an operation 
the doctor performed there in the home. On East Marion 
Street, that's east of Franklin Street. I ' m  not sure what 
hundred block it was. 

From there, after we buried him.,.he died in October--no 
August 9, 1909. He was forty years old. He'd turned forty 
April 30, 1909. 

So he died of complications from having his legs broken? 

Gangrene. i 
1 

Gangrene? 
I 

Yes, and the surgery together, 

And the surgery. And the doctor performed the surgery 
right there in the home? 

Yes. I 
Oh dear. Were you present when that hap ened? P 
I was there in the house, but they were the other room. 

And I was just a kid. Just, I'd turned, I was six 
years old the 28th of December after my f died in ... 
in August there. So I was around six and years old 
when he died. 

And then we moved from there, and I thihk it was into a 
two-story building at the corner of Orchard and Br 
Now from there ... my stepfather mortgaged furniture 
didn't have. He couldn't pay the bills, SD they w 
to take us kids away from Mama. They loawd up a 
wheeled junk cart we had with clothing and cooking utensils 
and took off on foot. We traveled as far as broom-corn 
country over in Olney, Illinois. The farnrer we were working 
for over there put us on a train and ship d us over to 
Vincennas, Indiana. That is where my ste and mother 
were trying to get to keep them from gett 
lived there about a year and a half. My 
Grandmother Lyons. That was my mother's 
mortgage so we could come back. 



Then you came back to Illinois after abort a year and a 
half? 

Yes. 

Do you know why it was they chose Vincen~es, Indiana to go 
to? 

I don't know. Oh, he had some relatives over there by the 
name of Wiriam Davis, 

Okay, your stepfather? I 

Yes. 

Had relatives .... what was your stepfather's name? 
Wyatt. Wyatt Colman. Wyatt Colman Brawplse. 

Brownly? 

Okay. 

So, we got on another train and we came back to Illinois, 
And we lived across the street on, oh, it psed to be Crea at 
one time, it's Jackson Street now. We livgd there for 
several years. 

So, you kind of settled down there on Ja kson Street? I 
For awhile, yes. Then we moved again. don't know for 

what reason. We used to move every time turned around 
about, during the school year. 

Then I quit. The last school I went to as Durfee School. 
I was in the middle of the seventh grade, nd I quit at the 
age of thirteen for a dollar a day. Got job for a dollar 
a day. Went to working, I went from to work for New 
England Bakery. ! I 

New England Bakery? 1 
I 

Yes. It was on the corner of. . . no, wait a minute. It 
was New England at that time and then, I rked for it and 
finally quit. Then I got a job again, her job working 
for Conklins. And they were over d Essicks on 
East--on East William Street, on down in the 100 
block. 

Okay, is Conklins another bakery? 1 



Yes. 

What did you do in the bakery? 

General work: grease pans, put the dougb in the bread 
proofer-like of that. 

What's a bread praofer? I don't know what that is. 

A bread proofer is a machine that took bread around 
through to let it raise. 

Oh. So was it a warming oven--like a copveyer belt, 
maybe? 

Well, similar to it I suppose. I don't kpaw what--they had 
long trays hanging down there, and you stack lumps of dough 
[which] go through there to be tripped out and goes through 
the molding machines to mould a loaf of br$ad. I 

Oh! 

And then it was put in a batch. They ppt the loaves of 
bread in a pan and put them on a rack they had there mounted 
an wheels, so they put them in the proofing oven. Then they 
put them in the oven and baked them. 

What were your hours when you worked at he bakery? 1 
Well, from three o'clock until midnight. I 
Three o'clock in the morning until midni ht? I 
Evening. I 

Evening. Three o'clock in the evening until midnight, So 
worked. . . 

From about 3 p.m. until 12 p.m. 

So, it was like an 8 hour day then or a 9 hour day? 

Yes. I got a whole $9 a week. 

Nine dollars a week. My, my. And you w re thirteen so 
you were still living at home then with yo r mother and your 
stepfather? 

Yes. 

What did your step-father do? 



Worked as a laborer. Hod-carrier. He got a hold of 
whatever he could do. A lot of days he pu$ in a 10 hour day 
fox 10 cents an hour. 

And did your mother work outside the home? 

Not very much. Well, she did some. She helped my 
grandmother do laundry on a washboard--the washing machine, 
That is other people's laundry, 

Other people's laundry? 

Yes. She took in wash. I 
And what kind of washing machine, you sa d washing 

machine, what kind did they have? I can't t . . 
r 

(chuckles) They were rather primitive.  he one that 
you'd turn the crank. You furnished the pgwer yourself. 

You'd stand there and crank that, and it hqd paddles in 
there kind of like a butter--it had paddle$ in there that 
would swish your clothes back and forth. 

Yes. 

G e t  them clean. 

Did you ever help her with that? 

Yes, I got caught at it a few times. 

(laughs) Was it your favorite job, was it? 

No. No it was not a favorite job. It was a hard job, and 
it was a hard way to make a dime, too. 

Do you happen to know about what she got paid to do 
laundry? 

Oh, it would depend on the size of the wash. If 
wash [where] she got 75 cents or a dollar, she was 
good money. 

That was like for a whole day's work? 

Just about. 

I worked on a farm 1921, I believe it wae. Yes, about 
that time. For 75 cents a day for about--ph, about 45 days. 
Maybe not that long, and I quit. 

i 



What did you do on the farm? 

Everything from daylight to dark. Get up in the morning, 
go out and milk the cows. You'd have half a day's work in 
before you got your breakfast. (Aide come6 in; recorder 
turned off) 

Before we had to stap that time you were telling me about 
working on the farm: daylight until dark, milking cows. . . 
Milking cows. Getting grain and this and that. Whatever 

was handy to do on the farm and needed to be done. Go out 
and clean out the barn. All that good stuff. Go to eat 
supper, and go to bed and get up. By the time the rooster 
crows the morning it was time to get up and go to work 
again. I decided that wasn't for me so, I quit. Went back 
home. I didn't have a job for awhile. Thgn I want and 
worked--I finally got a job. I worked for Decatur Iron 
Foundry, Loaded pig iron out of a car, and turning moulds 
after they'd been poured with hot iron. 

Was this after the farm job? 

Yes. 

Right after? 

Yes. 

So, was this in 1921 also? Or later? 

I don't remember what. . . 
What year? 

No, I don't. 

Okay. 

I know it was before I was married the first time. 
When you were loading the pig iron did you do that  all by 

hand or did you have some kind of machine? 

Yes, you did it by hand. You unload it ut of a railroad 
car onto the ground where it could be tak n in as scrap 
iron. It was loaded so you could pick it p and dump it 
into the smelting--in carts where you coul take it in and 
dump it into furnace so it would melt, I idn't fire any 
furnace. I don't mean t h a t .  I finally qu 1 t that. I 
got,oh, about 20 cents an hour I think, fof that. It eat up 
more clothes and gloves than you made mone . What I'm 
talking about now had to be earlier than t X at--about 1920. 



Well, I worked for my uncle for awhile at @ bakery, too, 
Then finally got a job working at Staley's [A.E. Stgley 
Manufacturing]. 

When did you get on at Staley's? 1 

The first time, I think sometime in the 5920's. 1921. I 
didn't work there very long. I quit there, Went out and 
got me another job. Construction work. W~rking in a ditch 
on a sewer. 

Do you remember the name of that company? 

No. No I don't. And then I worked fox the Wabash for 
awhile? 

For the railroad? 

Unloading coal. Worked for a contractor, unloading coal. 
Then my mother died in 1927. I laid off to go to the 
funeral and got fired for it. January of 1927. And during 
that time I got a job working for Chatmond Doke's for 35 
cents an hour. Feed mill, On the corner of Broadway and 
East Main Street. 

Can you tell me that name again? I didn't catch it, 

Chatmond-Poke, 

Chatmond? 

Doke . 1 
? 

Doke . I 

It was a feed company. Made animal feed, flour and like 
of that. 

? 

What did you do there? I 
Same thing. Anything that comes to hand. I 
But what comes to hand in a feed mill company? Wnat did 

you have to do? 

Sometimes you'd bag feed. Sometimes you9d unload grain 
out of cars. Sometimes you'd load it back /in cars. 
Whatever. . . 

It sounds like pretty heavy manual labor4 

~t was. ~t was dusty,dirty labor, too. i 



I was going with Mama. Beulah, going with Beulah Claytor. 
We decided to get married. And I got married. Mar iage 
license cost me a dollar and a quarter. I had $5 f r the 
preacher and no job. I went to see a guy, Red 

i 
Thornbourough, at Staleyls. He was foreman over the garage. 
And I owed him for a wreck we'd had, Went to replace the 
stuff he'd lost. And I told him what had happened. And he 
says, "Wall, I got a job for you." So, I got hired in out 
at Staley's. Drove truck for about 6 year$. Worked there 
for almost 41 years all told. Lacking 30 days* That was 
from January 29, 1927--January 31, 1927, t@ 1960, December 
29, 1967. 1 became 65 and they retired me, 

Right. So, you got your job basically bwause you got 
into a wreck with this man? 

Yes. 

And his name was 

Thornbaurough. 

Thornbourough. 

Yes. 

Red what? 

And he was some kind o f foreman out at Staleyls, 

Yes, he was garage foreman. 

Over the garage. 

After I ' d  worked for him about 5 years, X transferred from 
there--almost 6 years--I transferred from Uhere down to the 
5 and 10 building. I helped make syrup down there[forl 
the next 35 almost 36 years. 

So, you were with Staley's a long time. 

Yes, A lifetime. 

So, when you first started did they have unions at 
Staley ' s? 

No, No, union. You could be fired at td 
hat. 

Did that happen, do you know? 

Yes, it happened. Boss decided he didn'l 
had your hair combed he could fire you. 

! drop of the 

like th way you t 



Oh, really? 

Yes. 

Did you know anybody that got fired for $ m e  strange 
reason? 

Yes, I did know some guys, but I don't rqmember what their 
names were now. 

But you never had any trouble like that? 

No, I didn't have any trouble like that. I worked there 
started getting 25 cents an hour; I was making $3.38 an 
hour when I retired, and thought I was maklng some good 
money. 
YOU talk about the depression. That came along about 

1929. Times got hard. Work for Staleys, the orders were 
slow. They'd run whatever orders they had and they would 
have to shut down. I would make maybe $40 a month. People 
working on WPA [Works Progress Association], government 
projects would make $56 a month and get suoplus food. I had 
a wife and four kids to feed on $40 a month. 

This was in 1929 when the stock market czashed? 

1929 with the stock market. 

How long did that last. 

It lasted over into the early the thirtigs. 
About the middle of the thirty-sixes. About the middle 
thirties. Then things began to improve. 

Do you have any idea of what caused things to improve? 
Did you have any notion of what was going on? 

Well, backtracking little bit. In 19--Hawbert Ho ver was 
elected president just before the crash. Be wanted to 
establish in the crash, people lost their fortunes nd this 
and that, going hungry. He wanted to order bread l'nes or 
soup kitchens, whichever you want to call it, but t GI 

Democratic congress wouldn't let him do, Then they turned 
around and elected Franklin D. Raosevelt, qnd he wa ted to 
do it and the democratic congress wrote hi a blank check. 

itself. 

3 I 
And he did all the stuff Hoover wanted to o. Set up public 
works projects, set up food, soup kitchens. It was a little 
bit like priming a worn out well pump. Th economy was 
beginning to pick up to where it would kind of suppqrt 

If I wanted to come over to your house, @u had a pound 
of wieners and I had a can of pork and bea P, I'd b{ing my 



can of pork and beans along and we'd have meal together. t 
So what you're saying is in the dapressi n people just 

kind of pooled everything? 0 
Yes. Yes. 

And you and your wife had four children Buring this time? 

Yes, at that time. 

Where did you live then? 

We lived at 3938 East Marietta Street. I bought a lot out 
there for $10 down. Built the first two r m m s  of the house 
in 1924 .  Went back out in 1926 and built two more rooms. I 
moved my mother out there and she died in 1927, Beulah and 
I were married in January 1927. She died the 13th of 
January, my mother did. I lived there--all of our life-- 
our married life. Raised a family there. 

Honey, I think that's about all I've got, 

End of tape 1, side A. 

November 4, 1993 

Today is November 4, 1993. This is the 
with Earl Traughber in his room at Fair Ha 
Home. 

Okay Mr. Traughber, the last time we tal 
a good overview of your life, and we'd s t a  
work history. You worked a vary long time 
you said that you got your job in 1927, is 

Yes. 

And you started out as a. . 
Truck driver. 

As a truck driver, I wondered about the 
I'm sure they were not like the trucks tod 

Model T, 

You had Model T trucks? 

x o n d  interview 
m s  Christian 

sd we kind of got 
ted in on your 
at Staleys. And 
that right? 

:rucks, because 
t .  



1 

One ton truck and dump trucks. I 

So, you ran both Model T and dump truckq? 

Yes, flat bad and dump trucks, 

How were those different than trucks today? 

Well you had your clutch and brake in the floor. You 
operated them with your feet, And the gas was up on the 
steering wheel. The gas and the spark were on the steering 
wheel. That's the way you operated them. 

Did the cars operate like that too? 

Yes, at that time. Then they finally got to tinkering 
around putting the foot feed on the floor. It was a 
makeshift jab, but . . . 
Was that hard for you to switch over whgn they put the 

foot feed on the floor? Was that an adjuqtment? 

It was an improvement. 

It was an improvement, so it didn't takq too long to 
adjust to that improvement? 

No. It was kind of tricky though. 

Was it? 

Yes, it was kind of tricky. That old F rd kicked like a 
mule. 

It would kick? 

Yes. If you got the spark advanced too far ahead it would 
kick. It would break your arm, too, Bec use it would 
backfire. 

Oh. Okay, when you ware cranking it up to start,it? 

Yes, you had to crank it to start it. Host all ha cars 
at that time. 1 
And that's the way the trucks were when you firsU started 

driving truck? 

Yes. 

What did you haul on your truck.? 






















































