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Preface

This manusgcript is the product of tape recorded interviews conducted by
Bette Duiker for the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University
during the fall and winter of 1983. Bette Dulker transcribed the tapes
and edited the transcripts., Luther Wheeler reviewed the tramscript.

Luther Wheeler was born in. Cairo, Illinois, on May 14, 1914. He graduated
from high school there in 1931, married there in 1937, and came to Springfield
in 1942 to expand his working experience. He worked at Allis Chalmers

for a year before being called into the service for World War II. Ironically,
however, it was both his family life and his work experience in his

hometown of Cairo which proved to be the excellent foundation needed for

his becoming part of the navy "experiment” in which blacks in the U.S.

were allowed for the first time to become regular seamen and officers.

Those experiences, which encompassed standards of excellence and willingness
to try something new, led to his quickly becoming SoMI/c on Subchaser

1264, where he served until the end of the war.

The book, Black Company, written by the ship's captain and published in
1972, documents the story of this historic milestone. Mr, Wheeler is
mentioned in the book, and also in two 1978 Springfield newspaper articles.

- The first two tapes cover his life in Cairo and end with his move to

Springfield. The third tape is the story of boot camp at Great Lakes and
sonar training in Miami, Florida. It includes a train trip through the
deep South as a black serviceman., The remaining tapes complete the story
of his navy experiences and his life in Springfield,

Bette Duiker was born in the Midwest, daughter of a Michigan mother and a
North Carolina father. She lived in several western and far-western
states and raised five children to adulthood before becoming a history
major at Sangamon State University. Throughout her life she maintained
an interest in racial harmony and justice for all people. At the time of
the interview, she was actively (though not politically) involved in
efforts towards these ends in Springfield. Her experiences as a young
person were approximately parallel to those of Mr. Wheeler, both in the
history of race relations and of World War II--but from the white female
perspective.

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 the 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 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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Luther Wheeler, October 17, 1983, Springfield, Illinois.

Bette Duiker, Interviewer.

Q: Mr. Wheeler, we've been talking about Cairo, Illinois, where you were
born. When your mind goes back to when you were little and you're living
with your family, what . . . what is it that you think of when you think
of your parents and your family?

A: I'm from a family of eight children that were raised and live today,
with three that still survive—-with myself. From a big family, and it's

a lot of blessings that you learn when you're little that doesn't seem to
register that it's important until after you grow up and become an adult
even. Now, my mother and father were very strict disciplinary--discipline
people. They were very disciplined themselves and, of course, that

rubbed off on the rest of the children. We had chores to do in those
days, cutting the wood, bringing in the coal, minding the garden, and
above all we were supposed to be mannerable and likable children.

In those days, the neighbors and acquaintances all assisted in raising a
family, which today is still with me, and I discipline myself accordingly.
I do think that from a big family there's much to be learned, because
your association becomes very much part of the city or the town in which
you stay. By having such a big family we had as many children from the
neighborhood at any time that was welcome to eat, and did eat, and we did
digcipline one another's family and children., Because in those days much
of the work that was done by the women and the men was mostly service
work, whatever they could find to do. The children were brought up to
participate in that manner, to help assist the financial side, or the
financial area of the family, which in those days was very acute at
times. Even then, the spirit of a people, and the patience that they had
the time to take with the children was the most important thing to most
of the residents in that city.

Q: Yes. We're talking about, say, 19--, late 19--
A: 1In 1920 and 1923 we'll say.

Q: And you were already, well, quite a good-sized child then. You were
born in 1914, so . . .

A: Yes, I was approximately--we'll say about seven years old when I was
able to leave the house at a certain point, and a certain time, and a
certain distance.

Q: When you think about your--your home life, you think of it as a
neighborhood life.




Luther Wheeler 2

A: Right. Now the neighborhood in those days, even then, racial mix was
of such that people were scattered all over town, both nationalities,
both races. They lived according to the place they could afford to
live. But we found that most of the colored, as we were called in those
days, had a tendency to gather in a certain area, because of convenience,

Q: Because of their neighborhood philosophy, too?

A: Right. Most of the people there in those states migrated from the
South~-Tennessee, Arkansas, Mississippi.

Q: As your parents had, too.

A: My parents were from Mississippi, both of them. They moved from
Mississippi before any of the children were born. They married in Mississippi.
They came to Cairo, and all of the children were borm, as they call,

across the Mason-Dixon line, and that is the Mason-Dixon line in that

area., But Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri, Arkansas. And most of the

people that migrated to Cairo was from the central part of the United

States, south., And the migration was of such--it wasn't deliberate, or
intended to go into any section of the country, it was to cross the
Mason~-Dixon line. And that happened right there in Cairo, Illinois.

Q: And it was North, but it was really barely North.
A: Right.

Q: And you were borm a Northerner, really.

A: Right.

Q: Now were you a middle child in that family?

A: 1 was a seventh child, boy. Or including the girls, even. 1 was a
seventh child, period.

Q: Did you have a lot of responsibility for your younger brothers and
gisters?

A: We all had responsibilities to raise a family that size and to provide
for them, Now, at the tail end, what we say southern end of Illinois, I
do remember as a kid, there was a hotel, at Second and Ohio Street,
called Halliday Hotel. Undernmeath this hotel was a dungeon that extended
under the river from the foundation of the hotel, that was very much like
a prison, which was the basement. Beneath this and in that area as a
kid, T was able to go down and see where the slaves stayed after they
crossed. Now some of these slaves were captured as they went further
north, and this is where they were put, in that area. Now, as far as
them keeping the slaves or helping them further north, it wasn't that
way, the way I thought., But the shackles and the leg irons were there,
and they may still be there today; I don't know what happened. They tore
the hotel down I'm quite sure, but it does exist, and I did see that,
those concrete benches, leg iroms, and all of those things was shown to
the people and the guests of the hotel, even during my time, that asked
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to see this area. And the boys would take them down, the bellboys, and
show them where the slaves stayed.

Now I always thought they were trying to help the slaves escape from the

South, you see, but it was reverse, and this was being dome in Illinois.

After they crossed the Mason-Dixon line they thought they were free, but

they had just as much trouble, it seemed to me, as they got into Illinois
as they did in the South.

Q: There was ne magic . . .

A: No magic. No magic solution. There was no provisions made for them
to eat or work or to survive. Now, according to what I saw--the chains
and the size of those chains, they were big enough for an elephant. Now
I was told by my parents that in those days the Negro race was quite a
physical, enormous-sized person that was strong, and I think those chains
were there because they were afraid of them. They did this to restrain
them. Now the punishment which went on there-~-I don't know how much it
was. I have no idea, but I have no, what you might say, no hate from
thege things, other than, when as a kid, because you couldn't understand
why these things happened. Your parents, -~I--my parents never talked
too much about the conditions or what the trouble was. But after growing
up I was able to read, and I come to the conclusion you might say--but
being the age of say nine years old, or ten years old, you became curious.
And when I found that some of the bellhops were actually-—-they were
colored——exhibiting this area to receive a tip from the guests of the
hotel . . .

Now, to survive in those days you were first concerned with eating.

There wasn't much land to farm in those days. People did have what you
might call a small gardem . . . all over town, vacant lots or whatever
was available., Whoever owned it allowed them to take care of that for
the weeds that prevailed. And that lasted for a long time as for the way
that people ate.

Q: What about milk cows? Did they have those too?

A: They had milk cows in the city., They had hogs, but they were taken
outside the cities to raise. They had chickens, eggs, and everything
that we raised was canned, as they might say, and for the wintertime,
fruit trees, apple trees of all sorts, and a lot of that stuff was brought
from the South, the trees, and the magnolia trees even were, in the
spring--the town itself from the blooms made it seem like a peaceful
place, and it was. It did something to you, even in those days. You
don't have the, even the smell that we have today in society. And, in
those areas where the white people did stay, they would hire the young
fellows to cut the grass. We didn't receive very much, some twenty-five
cents, some fifty cents. We took care of the garden which they had, most
of it was flower gardens--they didn't raise any vegetable gardens.

Q: You mean they hired you really as children?

A: Children . . .
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Q: And that's what you mean by service-—-jobs that you had?

A: Right. We could clean the basement or whatever. The older people,
they were employed in some areas of the community as janitors. They did
manual labor, and the biggest industry there at that time was what you
call the Federal Barge Line. Now this was established years ago to bring
up the raw materials from South America, up the Mississippi River. And
the Mississippi River and the Ohio River meet right there in Cairo,
Illinois, at the south end. And then they came up the Ohio River, the
barges did, and were unloaded onto the freight trains from the barges,
and went north for refining and different things, because there was no
industry there to do that work in my time,

Q: That forms the southern border of the state of I[llinois-—-those two
rivers meeting; Cairo is right there,

A: Right. And it is visible with the eye at the south end--you can see
a line like it's been drawn, because to the muddy water . . .

Q: And you can look across the rivers and see what? Kentucky and Missouri?

A: Kentucky, Missouri to the west, Tennessee directly south, and Arkansas
we couldn't see, but we knew it was there. (chuckles)

..

Q: That must have been exciting when you were a little boy to realize
you could look across those rivers and see other states.

A: You see, in our day, the teachers that we had were colored; they made
the biggest sacrifice for education, because of segregation-~it applied
mostly to the Negro. And there's a lot of credit to give them-—that I
can give them for the job and what they taught that was important to the
survival of the Negro, in the form of English, spelling, arithmetic and
the basic subjects of education. Gave us history-~it was Negro history

in those days—--to 1ift the morale of the kids that were coming up to take
the place~-their pay was very minimum, fifty dollars a month, seventy-five
dollars a month,

Q: They had to be dedicated.

A: Right.

Q: Now the schools themselves were segregated, is that right?
A: That's right.

Q: You were saying, however, that at that time housing was not--when you
were . . .

A: The location, it had a tendency--now, in most cities of the United
States, comparative, there was no way that they could put us across the
tracks, because the tracks was on the east side of the town [next to the
Ohio River] and the whole town was to the west gide. Now, if you'll
study a little bit and look around, you'll find that in the United States
of America all of the colored people, or the Negroes, whatever you want
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to call them, you'll find them in the southeast part of the United States,
in every state in the union.

Q: The southeast part of whatever city they live in . . .

A: Right. Now! Some people blame us for the trash and the filth, but
it was there when we got there. We had the garbage . . .[to contend
with]. Now, in some of the cities, like the Middle West, you had what
you call . . . [Please note: very thoughtful pause, carefully choosing
the right phrase. This is characteristic when Mr. Wheeler speaks of
conflict or injustice] . . . white landowners. They were given the
grant, land grants, during the--after the Civil War. Now Negroes this
far north, of Springfield, they received very little farmland, even this
far north. But a lot of them survived in this area. But you'll find
further in southern Illinois that most of the land in Illinois was given
to the Negro right out of the city of Cairo, adjoining the north end of
the town. And you will find farms that have been there for years, that
have disappeared of course, and as far as remembering any of them--I do.
But because I remember it, it's by going out into the area, just what you
might say "horsin' around" to see what was out there, outside the city
limits, which you could walk . . .

Q: Yes, being a small town you could . . . as a boy, yes . . .

A: And they were mostly Negroes north of town with the farms in those
days. And there was another little town outside of Cairo called Future
City, Illinois. Now, why they named it Future City I don't know. (smiles)
But a lot of people came and settled in that area, because it was what

you might say just a bottom, and there was water trouble frequemntly. No
one else wanted to live in that area. But there were kids that were
raised in that area, went to school, and most of them left the city of
Cairo after they had grown up. And so the town in that area never did
build. It's still there today, I imagine, if you pass there--no improvement,
or nothing, no lights. Even then those people were able to survive in
that area. They're the ones that took care of the hogs for the people,

and raised them. Gathered the slop [from the restaurants in town] for

the hogs. The corn, they planted in the row of bottoms in there.

And, when you look at that, there was no division as far as wealth was
concerned among the Negro race, but there was still what you call class,
the educated and the uneducated, But they were all able to get along.

Q: And you were saying that your parents had [placed] a lot of emphasis
on seeing that you were educated?

A: Right. Now, there was a lady in Cairo that was a teacher, a kindergarten
teacher, and she taught the first and second grade and she took it upon
herself-~a colored lady--—and she started a kindergarten school which I
attended at four years old. And with no pay. We didn't have any toys to
play with--we went there to study and to learn, and she saw to it that we
did, and she was a very good teacher. She taught for fifty years in that
area. Of course the kindergarten dropped. And the reason she did that

was because of her brother's children, he was an undertaker--and by us

living near her she let us go too.
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Q:  So it was right in your neighborhood . . .
A: Right.
Q: And from your family you all went there?

A: Only I was of that age in my family, but there was other children in
the neighborhood who attended,

Q: Wonderful thing for her to do . . .

A: I think that they'll never be able to duplicate the educational
system without having to live in the conditions of that sort where you
don't have the necessary things furnished by the school board. They
didn't furnish us--when they said separate but equal . . .

When 1 was about nine years old, when I was there, they did build a new
high school for the colored, and I think in the recent, maybe four or
five years, it's just been torn down. And the schools were integrated,
of course, there, the high schools, grade schools and all, now. But I
haven't been back there in quite a few years, and when I do go I will see
how the system works now. Because I know how it worked then. And,
without the help of some of the white, the Negro, even in Illinois,
wouldn't have been able to survive. A lot of them decided they wanted to
return to the South, regardless of the [conditions in the] South, because
they couldn't see how they were going to survive. When in the South they
had a place where they could raise the garden, and survive ., , ., that was
the thing: survive! So what manual labor there [in Cairo] they survived
by, when it did move, people began to really exit from Cairo, Illinois,
to East St. Louls more,

And then instead of going to the west side of Illinois the Negro migrated
to the east side, and further north., Because after you go, say, sixty
miles around in that area . . . the teachers, even the colored teachers,
were all educated for the grade school, elementary school, from Normal,
Illinois, and all around through the other parts of Illinois, Champaign,
Centralia., For the teachers, now that came there--the teachers of the
high school--came there mostly from the South, out of Missouri, out of
Tennessee, And we had teachers even without the erasers, crayons, etc,
to teach. They would buy the book, and teach us with lectures; history.
The blackboard--we didn't have paper in those days, hardly, a little
tablet here and a little tablet there--but they used the blackboard, and
they produced quite a few scholars during that era. But you will find
that a lot of that has broken down with regards to the unity, even in the
Negro race. Everybody is independent of one another. They have lost
‘something; that has just about tore this country apart.

Q: You look back upon your school years, Mr. Wheeler, as positive, in
that seuse.

A: Right. And as far as--when I got older, about seventeen, eighteen, I
was working then because my father bhecame ill.

Q: And you were working and going to high school also?



























































































































































































































































































































































































