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Luther  Wheeler 

Q: It g e t s  p r e t t y  crowded on t h e r e .  

A: Right .  Your bunks a r e  ve ry  smal l .  And when you have a  s t o r m  i t ' s  
v e r y  dangerous.  One k i d  d i d  g e t  k i l l e d  d u r i n g  convoy e s c o r t  d u t y ,  w i t h  
us. 

Q : 

A : 
wa s 
t h e  

One of your shipmates?  

Not o u r s .  It was a n o t h e r  s h i p .  I f o r g e t  the name of t h a t  s h i p ,  i t  
similar t o  o u r s .  But t h e r e  i s  a f e l l o w  h e r e  [ i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ] ,  when 
a r t i c l e  came o u t  i n  t h e  J o u r n a l - R e g i s t e r ,  c a l l e d  me, and s a i d  h e  

remembered he was on t h e  s h i p  t h a t  u s u a l l y  r a n  wi th  us  on e s c o r t  d u t y .  
And he  c a l l e d  m e  and we t a l k e d  abou t  i t .  I wanted t o  go s e e  him, and I 
l o s t  t r a c k  of him. 

Q: Did you a t  one t ime p i c k  up a couple  of whi te  s a i l o r s - - o n t o  your 
s h i p ,  when t h e y  needed t o  g e t  from one place t o  a n o t h e r ?  

A :  Well, now--I d o n ' t  remember t h a t  . . . 
Q: Capta in  Purdon t a l k s  abou t  t h e s e  two whi te ,  I t h i n k ,  s a i l o r s  who were 
so  s u r p r i s e d  when they g o t  on a  s h i p ,  and a l l  t h e  peop le  on t h e r e  were 
b lack .  They c o u l d n ' t  b e l i e v e  i t .  Do you remember t h a t ?  

A :  No, I d o n ' t  remember t h e  i n c i d e n t .  It could  have happened w h i l e  I 
was i n  some o t h e r  pa r t  of t h e  s h i p ,  a s  a m a t t e r  of  f a c t .  

Q: Sure.  

A :  But,  I d o n ' t  know whether t h e y  were supposed t o  board t h e  s h i p  o r  
n o t .  Is t h a t  what he w a s  t a l k i n g  abou t?  

: They j u s t  needed t o  g e t  from one p l a c e  t o  a n o t h e r  and t h e y  . . . 
A: They were l o s t .  Well, i t  was kind of a shock, I imagine,  t o  anybody 
t h a t  d i d n ' t  have any i n f o r m a t i o n  abou t  i t ,  and t h e r e  wasn ' t  much i n f o r m a t i o n  
g iven  around i n  t h e  navy. Most of i t  was f o r  t h e  p u b l i c ,  t h e  p u b l i c i t y  
was. 

Q:  You d i d  mention i n  your  autobiography t h e  s t o r y  abou t  George Alexander ,  
one of your shipmates ,  who was r a t h e r  a  d i f f e r e n t  k ind of f e l l o w .  Could 
you t e l l  us  about  him? 

A :  Yes. H e  was--when 1 s a y  d i f f e r e n t ,  I mean he wasn ' t  ready t o  a d j u s t  
t o  the--being r e s t r a i n e d  l i k e  t h a t  aboard s h i p ,  o r  he never  had been 
aboard s h i p  o r  a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t ,  and he  had a tendency t o  r e b e l  as f a r  
as when i t  w a s  t ime f o r  him t o  do something. If you t o l d  him h e ' d  r e s e n t  
i t ,  most t imes ,  b u t  he 'd  go ahead and do i t .  And h e  c h a l l e n g e d  me one 
day. H e  was c l e a n i n g  t h e  s h i p  up,  g e t t i n g  i t  ready f o r  i n s p e c t i o n .  And 
he thought  h e  was q u i t e  a  boxer ,  you know, and so--I c o u l d  box too!  But 
be ing  t h e  head of t h e  d e t a i l  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  day,  a s  f a r  as t h e  work was 
concerned,  I t o l d  him t h a t  we'd w a i t  till a f t e r  we g o t  th rough ,  and I ' d  
box him a L i t t l e  b i t ,  i f  h e  wanted t o !  So, being o l d e r  t h a n  h e  was--I 
imagine h e  was abou t  maybe e i g h t e e n  o r  nineteen, but he w a s  p r e t t y  f e i s t y !  
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But I ' v e  always had to--thought a t  l e a s t - - t h a t  I s h o u l d  l e a r n  any way I 
could  t o  defend myself ;  and, of c o u r s e ,  I s t a r t e d  boxing when we were 
n i n e  and t e n  y e a r s  o l d .  When we'd g e t  i n  t h e  s t r e e t s  a t  home, whenever 
a n y t h i n g  came up t h a t ' s  the way we would s e t r l e  i t .  

Q: With g l o v e s  o r  wi thou t?  

A: With g loves .  W e  had g loves .  The u n d e r t a k e r ' s  son  [in C a i r o ,  I l l i n o i s ]  
had g l o v e s ,  and he  had t h e  punching bag. We'd j u s t  go t h e r e  whenever we 
g o t  ready ,  s e e .  

Q: Yes. So you d o n ' t  mean f i s t  f i g h t i n g ,  you mean r e g u l a r  boxing? 

A: Regular  boxing.  

Q: You d i d n ' t  have some g loves  on the s h i p  d i d  you? 

A: Oh y e s ,  we g o t  them o f f  t h e  base. J u s t  went over  t o  t h e  base where 
we were t h e r e ,  and g o t  t h e  g loves .  Then we boxed, and . . . h e  was v e r y  
w e l l  s a t i s f i e d .  I t h i n k  t h e  t r o u b l e  was, h e  was real ly--he  was bored,  
and so  he needed a  workout, t h a t ' s  what 1 f i g u r e d !  It d i d n ' t  make any 
d i f f e r e n c e  i f  I won o r  he won! But  he  seemed t o  be v e r y  w e l l  s a t i s f i e d .  
It was a good round, you know, and he  complimented m e ,  and t o l d  m e ,  "Old 
man, 1 d i d n ' t  know you could  box l i k e  t h a t ! "  ( l a u g h t e r )  And, of c o u r s e ,  
t h a t  was t h e  end of t h e  c o n f l i c t  and t h a t  was t h e  end of t h e  c h a l l e n g e ,  
as f a r  a s  I was concerned.  ( s m i l e s )  He never  d i d  c h a l l e n g e  anybody 
e l s e .  

Q: Was he  a problem i n  any o t h e r  way? w a s n ' t  he  t h e  one who brought  
the--the l i t t l e  dog aboard?  

A:  He was t h e  one who brought  t h e  l i t t l e  ( chuck les )  dog aboard .  And t h e  
s k i p p e r  . . . 
Q :  How d i d  he manage to--did he  h i d e  him f o r  a  whi le?  

A: He g o t  him o f f  t h e  b a s e ,  and put  him under h i s  j a c k e t ,  and s t e p p e d  
aboard s h i p  w i t h  him. O f  c o u r s e ,  whoever was on guard knew a b o u t  i t .  
They put  him i n  a l i f e  r a f t ,  f o r  q u i t e  a  w h i l e ,  T h a t ' s  where h e  s t a y e d .  
And they named him Gismo. Which i n  t h e  navy--the way i t  was e x p l a i n e d  t o  
m e - - i t  means t o  have a way t o  do something,  o r  a t o o l  t h a t  you make t o  
u s e ,  even though i t  i s n ' t  t h e  r i g h t  tool--but you used i t  anyway t o  
accomplish whatever you want t o  do .  And t h a t ' s  what t h e y  c a l l e d  a gismo. 

Q:  Good d e f i n i t i o n .  

A :  Right ,  and we thought  that - -as  f a r  as he was concerned t h a t ' s  what we 
c a l l e d  him--because we d i d n ' t  know what k ind of dog he was. H e  was a 
l i t t l e  brown and w h i t e  dog. I ' l l  say  he  was about  a f o o t  l o n g ,  and abou t  
s ix - inches  h i g h ,  which i s  why h e  was a b l e  t o  smuggle him aboard.  

Q:  How l o n g  b e f o r e  t h e  s k i p p e r  knew about  i t ?  
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A :  Oh, I g u e s s  i t  was abou t  two weeks before he  knew--let u s  know that 
h e  knew, but  I t h i n k  he knew b e f o r e  then .  But we k e p t  him o u t  of t h e  
way, you know. We fed him. 

And, Alexander,  t o  me--there was a n o t h e r  i n c i d e n t  t h a t  shows you j u s t  
what he--one t i m e  when we went t o  Cuba. I n  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  r u n ,  we had 
t h e  Cubans t h a t  were supposed t o  c a t c h  our  l i n e s  when we were going t o  
t i e  up t h e  dock t h e r e  and g e t  our  s u p p l i e s .  And one Cuban used t h e  word 

I I  . . . niggerl'--an8 threw our  l i n e s  back and wouldn' t  c a t c h  them and 
anchor  them t o  t h e  dock. So . . . M r .  Purdon--Captain Purdon, I should 
say--told Alexander t o  i g n o r e  t h a t .  And so  Alexander--on a l l  t h e  l i n e s  
of t h e  s h i p  they  have what t h e y  c a l l  a monkey f i s t ,  which i s  a l i t t l e  
l i n e ,  i t ' s  much s m a l l e r  t h a n  t h e  two-inch Lines  o r  t h e  th ree - inch  lines 
t h a t  y o u ' r e  c a r r y i n g ,  and t h e  monkey f i s t  i s  supposed t o  h i t  t h e  dock, 
and they  p u l l  t h e  b i g  l i n e  i n  w i t h  t h e  monkey f i s t ,  and t h e  s m a l l e r  l i n e .  
So t h e  nex t  t ime  Alexander th rew t h e  monkey f i s t  a t  t h e  boy on t h e  dock. 
And t h e  s k i p p e r  of c o u r s e  g o t  a f t e r  him about  t h a t !  And s o  h e  threw i t  
a g a i n ,  and he f i n a l l y  rook i t ,  somebody d i d ,  on the  dock. So Alexander 
s a i d ,  "Well . . . 7: g o t  t o  go aboard . . . t h e  dock." The s k i p p e r  gave 
him permiss ion ,  which h e  d i d n ' t  have t o  do. He d i d n ' t  know what he was 
going t o  do. So Alexander went aboard and g o t  o f f  s h i p  and he found t h e  
boy and s t a r t e d  a E i g h t .  

H e  was proud of t h a t  s h i p  r h a t  we were on. H e  was proud of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
he  was i n  t h e  navy. W e  was j u s t  t h e  type  of f e l l o w  t h a t  you need aboard ,  
a  Lot of spunk, which h e  had.  H e  was d e d i c a t e d  t o  what h e  was supposed 
ro  do.  He was j u s t  a seaman. And he seemed t o  be v e r y  s a t i s f i e d  as f a r  
as h i s  rank was concerned; i t  d i d n ' t  bo ther  him. But he  g o t  promoted, a s  
h e  [ c o n t i n u e d ] ,  h e  g o t  second c l a s s  seaman, you know. The s k i p p e r  promoted 
them accord ing  t o  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  and t h e  way t h e y  performed, and t h a t  was 
one t h i n g  t h a t  we w a s  v e r y  f a i r  abou t .  And, o f  c o u r s e ,  he  was a  proud 
f e l l o w ,  and wanted h i s  s h i p  t o  be known, [which] i s  why he wrote  t h e  
book--about t h e  s h i p .  

Now a t  one t ime aboard s h i p ,  we had--as I ' v e  s a i d  b e f o r e ,  I think--we had . . . whi te  and c o l o r e d  aboard s h i p .  And t h e  on ly  t ime  t h a t  I saw any 
c o n f l i c t  as f a r  as t h e  r a c e  was concerned,  i t  came from both--whoever was 
i n  t h e  majority--had l i t t l e  t h i n g s  t h a t  t h e y  seemed t o  want t o  do--as f a r  
a s  o s t r a s i z e  one a n o t h e r  from t h e i r  l i t t l e  c a r d  games, o r  whatever a c t i v i t y  
they  had.  But t h e r e  was never  any words. You wasn't  approached by 
a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t .  U n t i l  a f t e r  whi le ,  they  began t o  make c o n v e r s a t i o n  
w i t h  one a n o t h e r  and t a l k  abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s ,  o r  where they were 
from. And e v e r y t h i n g  went on very  f i n e .  I think y o u ' l l  f i n d  t h a t  whoever 
i s  i n  t h e  m a j o r i t y ,  o r  whatever n a t i o n a l i t y ,  h a s  a tendency t o  t a k e  
advantage of t h e  o t h e r  one,  i f  i t ' s  p o s s i b l e .  So t h e r e  was no d i f f e r e n c e  
aboard t h e r e ,  on ly  you had t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  t h a t  was e n f o r c e d ,  a t  t h a t  
t ime ,  which we d o n ' t  have o u t  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s e c t o r .  I n  a l o t  of c a s e s  
i t ' s  almost imposs ib le  t o  e n f o r c e  d i s c i p l i n e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s e c t o r ,  i n  
some p l a c e s .  But I do t h i n k  t h a t  as we go along--and I ' v e  s e e n  i t  happen 
s i n c e  I go t  o u t  of t h e  navy t h a t  t h e r e ' s  been improvement, more so i n  
some a r e a s  t h a n  o t h e r s .  

Q:  Sure .  You had a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  cook aboard your s h i p ,  Was h e  t h e  same 
one,  wi th  you a l l  t h e  t ime?  
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A :  Y e s ,  he was. And h i s  name was C h a r l i e  Young, and he  was a cook 
b e f o r e  he g o t  i n t o  t h e  navy. And, of c o u r s e ,  h e ' s  t h e  one t h a t  g o t  s i c k  
a l l  t h e  time, f o r  a whi le .  Now, he  p u t  f o r t h  every e f f o r t  he cou ld  t o  
s a t i s f y  us as far  as t h e  menu was concerned,  and t h e  way you wanted i t  
f ixed-- the  m a j o r i t y  wanted i t .  

Q: H e  t r i e d  t o  p l e a s e  t h e  peop le  from d i f f e r e n r  p a r t s  of t h e  c o u n t r y .  

A: He t r i e d  t o  p l e a s e .  R i g h t ,  he  d i d ,  too!  He was such a  good f e l l o w ,  
and he would g e t  s o  s i c k ! - - u n t i l  everybody thought they  had t o  l o o k  a f t e r  
him. He was r e a l l y  o l d e r ,  h e  was a b o u t  38 y e a r s  o l d ,  something l i k e  
t h a t .  But he  s t u c k  i t  ou t  a l l  t h e  way. 

Q: Did you e v e r  h e l p  him? 

A: Yes, any t ime I cou ld .  I always was l i k e  t h a t  about  food.  And he 
took a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  me because  I was v e r y  t h i n ,  he thought ,  He s a i d ,  
" I ' m  going tot'--he c a l l e d  me L i t t l e  L u t h e r .  ( l a u g h t e r )  He was going t o  
make m e  f a t !  And was d e d i c a t e d  t o  doing t h a t ,  seemed l i k e  t o  me! Rut h e  
c o u l d n ' t  f a t t e n  me anyway, because  1 had always been a  pe rson  Like t h a t ,  
s e e .  But 1 w a s  s t r o n g .  I n  t h o s e  days  men weren ' t  as  b i g  as t h e y  a r e  now . . . A s  many a s  they a r e  now. 

: Sometimes , . . 
A: Yes. And I guess  by me be ing  of s m a l l  s t a t u r e - - t h a t ' s  why when 1 was 
even l i t t l e  I had t o  f i g u r e  o u t  a way t o  be  a b l e  t o  cope w i t h  t h e  l a r g e r  
f e l l o w s  when I came i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  them, You e i t h e r  had t o  u s e  your 
b r a i n s ,  o r  you had t o  run ,  o r  f o u g h t ,  t h a t  w a s  t h e  answer t o  t h e  whole 
t h i n g .  So, i t  made m e  aware of t h e  s m a l l  s t a t u r e .  I 've  had a  l o t  of 
t h i n g s ,  i n c i d e n t s ,  t h a t  could  have been s e t t l e d  a d i f f e r e n t  way, and 
maybe would have been a  l i t t l e  b i t  d i s a s t r o u s  f o r  myself ,  o r  even t h e  
o t h e r  pe rson ,  bu t  I was always t o l d  t o  walk away from i t  i f  you c o u l d .  
But you can on ly  walk so  f a r .  

Q: Be prepared anyway. 

A: Y e s .  I t ' s  no d i s g r a c e  t o  l o s e  a f i g h t ;  i t ' s  more of a d i s g r a c e  n o t  
t o  defend y o u r s e l f .  

Q: Did t h i s  . . . Clarence--Clarence Young? 

A: C h a r l i e  Young. 

Q :  C h a r l i e  Young. Did he  i n t r o d u c e  you t o  some foods  t h a t  you'd never  
e a t e n  b e f o r e  then? 

A :  H e  was a Southern cook, t h a t ' s  f o r  s u r e !  He was from L o u i s v i l l e ,  
Kentucky, I d i d  know t h a t .  And I used t o  go o u t  wi th  him a l o t  of t i m e s  
when we went a s h o r e ,  and I found o u t  q u i t e  a b i t  about  him, H e  was a  
q u i e t  s o r t  of f e l l o w ,  ve ry  nice- looking f e l l o w .  And r e a l l y  he had a w i f e  
and t h r e e  c h i l d r e n .  And he went i n t o  t h e  s e r v i c e  so  h e  cou ld  make more 
money, as a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  t o  suppor t  them. He v o l u n t e e r e d  f o r  t he  
s e r v i c e ,  and t h a t  was t h e  reason  t h a t  he  vo lun tee red .  H e  had g o t t e n  t o  
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be  a f i r s t  c l a s s  cook; they  pa id  him a p r e t t y  n i c e  s a l a r y  i n  t h o s e  d a y s ,  
f o r  t h e  suppor t  of h i s  c h i l d r e n .  

Q: There ' s  a Cla rence  C, Young i n  t h e  book. He--probably h i s  middle  
name was C h a r l i e .  

A:  Yes, t h a t ' s  him. I c a l l e d  him C h a r l i e ,    hat's r i g h t .  

Q: I t ' s  . . . my impress ion ,  when you t a l k  about  t h i n g s  aboard t h e  s h i p ,  
i s  t h a t  i n  some ways i t  was l i k e  a  f a m i l y ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  you looked upon i t  
t h a t  way, which was s i m i l a r  t o  your a t t i t u d e  a s  you were growing up i n  a  
Large family .  

A :  Yes. Well, you see when I went aboard I was 28 y e a r s  o l d ;  I was 
o l d e r  than most of t he  f e l l o w s ,  you know, and t h e y  recognized  t h a t  f a c t  
i n  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,  s u g g e s t i o n s .  

Q: You probably f e l t  more o b l i g a t e d  t o  be an  example t o o  because  of 
t h a t .  

A: Yes, i t ' s  a  l i t t l e  more, i t  makes you t h i n k  a l i t t l e  more about  what 
you ' re  . . . supposed t o  do. You know what I mean, i t  makes you consc ious  
of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  " a t  Leas t  I can  encourage t h e  k i d s . "  They w e r e  k i d s ,  
n i n e t e e n  years  o l d .  

: You were s a y i n g  t o o  t h a t  on a s m a l l  s h i p  l i k e  t h a t  many have t o  l e a r n  
s e v e r a l  jobs ,  so  you can p inch-h i t  f o r  each o t h e r .  Were t h e r e  any o c h e r  
j o b s  t h a t  you d i d ?  

A: Oh, a l o t  of t imes  I was on t h e  s t e r n ,  t h e  r e a r  s e c t i o n  of t h e  s h i p .  
A l o t  of t imes  I s t o o d  d u t y  back on the--gunner's--the guns t h a t  we 
had--the 20 m i l l i m e t e r .  Sometimes I s t o o d  guard on t h e  40-mi l l imete r .  
But you had t o  l e a r n  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  you could  when you had t h e  t ime ,  s o  
you'd know how t o  o p e r a t e  them. And a  s h i p  must have c o o p e r a t i o n  and . . 
. e f f o r t  by everybody t o  make i t  as , . . comfor tab le  as p o s s i b l e ,  t o  be  
a s u c c e s s f u l  s h i p .  You c a n ' t  have t o o  much of a n y t h i n g  t h a t  might c a u s e  
f r i c t i o n  among t h e  crew, And, i f  you have t r a i n e d  t h e  f e l l o w  t h a t ' s  good 
w i t h  what you knew, i t  j u s t  meant you had a b e t t e r  pe rson  i n  t h a t  p o s i t i o n  
t h a t  you could depend on.  And everybody depends on one a n o t h e r ,  I t h i n k  
t h a t  t h e  navy r e a l l y ,  o v e r  t h i s  pe r iod  of y e a r s ,  h a s  surpassed--I  r e a d  a 
l i t t l e  b i t  abou t  i t - - b u t  I see much more p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e  navy. And you 
f i n d  t h e  a i r  f o r c e ,  which I knew about ,  t h a t  was c o l o r e d ,  down i n  Tuskegee, 
Alabama--they mentioned t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  was a c o l o r e d  a i r  f o r c e .  

Q: There h a s  been,  j u s t  r e c e n t l y ,  l o t s  of s t o r i e s  and p u b l i c i t y  abou t  
t h e  same beginning s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  you were invo lved  i n .  

A :  Right .  And you f i n d  t h a t - - I ' v e  been approached by many w h i t e  men, 
and they d i d n ' t  g e t  t h e  p u b l i c i t y ,  t h e  way they  t a l k e d  t o  me  abou t  i t .  
They d i d n ' t  know a l o t  of t h i n g s  t h a t  went on ,  even i n  t h e  navy by t a l k i n g  
t o  fe l lows .  They d i d n ' t  know t h a t  t h i n g s  were--condit ions were l i k e  t h a t  
a s  f a r  a s  t h e  Negro was concerned.  A t  l e a s t  t h a t ' s  what t h e y  s a i d .  And 
I ' v e  had i t  s a i d  t o  me, even a f t e r  t h i s  war p e r i o d ,  t h a t  they--they'd say  
t o  me, "Is t h a t  r i g h t ? "  Wel l ,  I f e l t  l i k e  t h e  c o l o r e d  p r e s s  d i d  t h e  b e s t  
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t h e y  cou ld ,  as f a r  as p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  Negro t o  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  peop le  i n  
t h i s  coun t ry .  

Q: But t h a t  was s e p a r a t e  from the  whi te  p r e s s ?  

A: But t h a t  was s e p a r a t e  from t h e  whi te  p r e s s .  So I can unders tand  how 
t h e y  doubted,  and were s k e p t i c a l  about  i t ,  as f a r  a s  we were concerned.  

Q: Misinformed, and were uninformed . . , 

A :  Right .  T h a t ' s  " ignorance is  b l i s s , "  as  you mighr s a y .  But a l o t  of 
people  don' t--claim they d o n ' t  know about  i t ,  and y e t ,  a f t e r  you g e t  on 
t h e  j o b s ,  and you beg in  t o  g e t  t h e  chance t o  go t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  j o b s ,  
and a c c e p t  us h e r e  i n  t h e  s t a t e s .  It h a s  t aken  a long t ime t o  r e a l i z e  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e ' s  no need t o  doubt u s ,  o r  t o  look  a t  us  as i n d i v i d u a l s  
and n o t  a s  a group,  And you w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  you have t h e  c h o i c e  t o  d e c i d e  
what your op in ion  i s  of d i f f e r e n t  people ,  and t r e a t  them a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  
way t h e y  t r e a t  you. They c a n ' t  pass  any law a s  f a r  a s  l i b e r t y  and freedom 
i s  concerned; you have t o  f r e e  y o u r s e l f .  And t h a t ' s  done by--the o p p o r t u n i t y  
i s  g iven  t o  you t o  do t h a t .  But i t  h a s  been den ied- -a l l  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  
t h a t  came t o  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  they  have been used ,  s i n c e  the--when t h e  
m i g r a t i o n s  began, s e e .  The Negro quota--as f a r  as t h e  Af r ican  quota-- 
t h e r e ' s  on ly  been one A f r i c a n  [ immigrat ion quota  p e r  y e a r ]  i n  t h i s  coun t ry  
allowed over a p e r i o d  of y e a r s ,  a l l  these y e a r s .  But h e  [ t h e  Negro] 
never  d i d  even t a k e  t h a t ,  t h e  one quota  t h a t  was a l l o t t e d  t o  t h e  A f r i c a n .  
So t h e y  never r e a l l y  had any d e s i r e  t o  come h e r e .  They had t h e i r  own 
c o u n t r y ,  even though t h e r e  was a  l o t  of t h i n g s  t h a t  wasn ' t  r i g h t .  A f t e r  
a l l ,  t h a t ' s  an o l d  c o u n t r y ,  a b i g  coun t ry .  

Q: l t t s  a c o n t i n e n t ,  yes .  

A: I t ' s  a c o n t i n e n t .  

End of S i d e  One, Tape F ive  

Q:  W e  were t a l k i n g  about  your exper iences  i n  t h e  navy and . . . most ly  
aboard s h i p .  You mentioned t o  m e  t h a t  t h e r e  was some s o c i a l  e v e n t  which 
you had a  chance t o  t a k e  p a r t  i n  i n  New York, one of t h e  few t i m e s ,  I 
imagine,  t h a t  you were a s h o r e .  Would you t e l l  us  abou t  t h a t ?  

A:  W e l l ,  r h e r e  was a l o t  of p u b l i c i t y  about  t h e  s h i p ,  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e ,  and of c o u r s e  a  l o t  of people read  abou t  i t ,  most ly  i n  t h e  
P i t t s b u r g h  Cour ie r  i n  t h a t  a r e a ,  and the--a l o t  of c o l o r e d  p a p e r s ,  I 
f o r g e t  what t h e  name of t h a t  [ o t h e r ]  paper  was, but  i t  s t i l l  e x i s t s  
today,  I th ink .  And i t  so  happened t h a t  we were i n v i t e d  as a whole s h i p  
t o  a p a r t y  t h a t  was given by West I n d i e s  Club. 

Q: New York C i t y  group? 

A: Righ t .  So we went t o  t h a t ,  and i t  w a s  a v e r y  s o c i a b l e  e v e n t ,  and 
n i c e .  It was d e s s e r t s ,  and d i n n e r .  Qui te  a b i t  of  c o n v e r s a t i o n  and 
q u e s t i o n s  abou t  t he  p a r t  t h a t  we p layed i n  t h e  navy, t h a t  t h e y  wanted t o  
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know t h e r e .  And they  were p r o f e s s i o n a l  people ;  most of t h o s e  t h e r e  were 
v e r y  i n t e l l i g e n t .  

Q: And they were b l a c k  people  who were s e t t l e d  i n  New York? 

A: Yes, they were s e t t l e d  t h e r e ,  ve ry  w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d .  

Q: From t h e  West I n d i e s .  

A:  Right .  And a l o t  of t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  was around t h e  s h i p  of course .  
And t h e n  I ' d  ask them about  t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  and abou t  t h e  c o l o r e d  c lub  
t h e y  had i n  New York, and they were ve ry  o b l i g i n g ,  as f a r  a s  t a l k i n g  w i t h  
u s ,  and we found that - - the  danc ing ,  and e v e r y t h i n g  there-- they were a  
v e r y  formal peop le ,  you could  t e l l  by t h e  way t h a t  they  conducted themselves .  
And i t  seemed l i k e  t h a t  they  d i d n ' t  have much c o n t a c t  as far a s  wi th  t h e  
[American] Negro i s  concer-ned, even.  

Q: It was q u i t e  something f o r  them t o  i n v i t e  t h e  whole s h i p !  

A :  Yes. They had a b i g  h a l l ,  and e v e r y t h i n g .  

Q: Was i t  i n  a  h o t e l  bal l room? 

A: No, they had a s e p a r a t e  place of t h e i r  own, t h e i r  own b u i l d i n g ,  They 
were ve ry  p o s i t i v e  peop le ,  no doubt about  t h a t ,  they  were i n t e l l i g e n t  
people .  But some of t h e  q u e s t i o n s  they  asked--they d i d n ' t  unders tand,  
seems l i k e ,  how we g o t  i n t o  t h e  navy. I n  o t h e r  words I guess  they had 
been r e f u s e d ,  o r  some of t h e i r  people had been r e f u s e d ,  t o  j o i n  t h e  navy, 
o r  what n o t .  And I t h i n k  they were just--more o u t  of c u r i o s i t y  and 
r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we had been a b l e  t o  do t h a t .  I had never  
thought  about  t h a t ,  but  t h a t ' s  a  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  t h a t ' s  why they  wanted t o  
c a l k  t o  us about i t .  And t h e  whole e v e n t  was ve ry  nice, v e r y  formal.  Of 
c o u r s e ,  we wore our  navy s u i t s ,  and they o b l i g e d  u s  w i t h  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  
we'd a s k ,  t o o .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  I had never  recognized t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
t h e y  were kind of a s e p a r a t e  group, even t h e r e  i n  N e w  York C i t y .  They 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  one a n o t h e r ,  and t h a t ' s  abou t  i t .  A s  f a r  a s  t h e  Negro 
r a c e  i s  concerned I d o n ' t  t h i n k  they d i d ,  because  t h e y  spoke v e r y  broken 
E n g l i s h ,  s e e .  

Q: Th i s  must have been one of t h e  few t imes  when your  s i n g l e  f e l l o w s  
would have a  chance t o  dance. 

A :  O h ,  yes .  I imagine t h a t  h a l l  they had,  o f  course--they had t h a t  
most ly  f o r  t h e i r  weddings and t h i n g s ,  when they  gave d i f f e r e n t  a f f a i r s  
among themselves.  They d i d n ' t  seem t o  mix. Of c o u r s e ,  they 'd  i n v i t e  who 
t h e y  wanted t o  t o  i t ;  they  were i n  c o n t r o l  of t h e  whole s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e r e ' s  
no doubt about  t h a t .  And you found t h a t  i n  New York, a l o t  of d i f f e r e n t  
c l u b s ,  and a  l o t  of  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e s  t h e r e ,  that--they have a tendency 
t o  s t i c k  t o g e t h e r ,  and t o  a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  one a n o t h e r ,  and t h a t ' s  about  
t h e  l i m i t .  And so  i t ' s  r e a l l y  a d i v i d e d  a tmosphere  t h e r e .  

Q: Yes. When you look  back on your whole e x p e r i e n c e  on t h e  s h i p ,  what 
i s  your g e n e r a l  impression--mostly t h a t  i t  was work, ha rd  work? 
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A: Well, yes .  I n  any branch of t h e  s e r v i c e .  But they w i l l  r ecogn ize  
ha rd  work, and you w i l l  advance f o r  your e f f o r t  and your i n t e l l i g e n c e .  

Q :  I n  o t h e r  words, t h e r e  wasn ' t  a  l o t  of s o c i a l  l i f e ,  such a s  t h e  p a r t y  
t h a t  we ' re  t a l k i n g  about  now . , . on t h e  s h i p ,  h a r d l y  any th ing .  Movies? 

A :  We had movies, yes .  

: Otherwise you had t o  be a t  a base .  Did you have r e g u l a r  t imes  when 
you went t o  a b a s e ,  no mat te r  what,  f o r  r e s t ,  o r  something? 

A ;  Most of t h e  t ime we went t o  r e f u e l ,  o r  f o r  food,  of c o u r s e ,  and t o  
g e t  t h e  s u p p l i e s  t h a t  were n e c e s s a r y  t o  o p e r a t e .  Then you cou ld  buy 
c l o t h e s  f o r  y o u r s e l f ,  your b a t h i n g  a p p a r e l ,  and t h i n g s  of t h a t  s o r t .  

Now, t h e r e  was a n o t h e r  e v e n t  t h a t  was g iven  f o r  us i n  N e w  York by a  
c o l o r e d  c l u b .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t  i t  was a  n i g h t  c l u b .  It was Smal l ' s  
Night Club, was t h e  name of i t .  And they  i n v i t e d  t h e  whole s h i p ,  t h o s e  
t h a t  cou ld  g e t  o f f .  And t h a t  was on,  I t h i n k ,  Lennox Avenue, about  . . . 
4800 b lock  Lennox Avenue . . . somewhere i n  t h a t  a r e a .  I t  could  have 
been t h e  nex t  avenue o v e r ,  but  . . . [147 th  S t r e e t  and Lennox] And it was 
t h e  same s o r t  of a f f a i r .  And t h e y  i n v i t e d  t h e  s k i p p e r  t o o ,  and they had 
newspaper men t h e r e  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  because  we s t a y e d  t h e r e  abou t  two, 
t h r e e  hours  and then we went on  back t o  t h e  s h i p .  

But they  were ve ry  n i c e ,  t h e y  were v i s i t i n g  [wi th  us ]  j u s t  l i k e  t h e  
o t h e r s ,  t h e  West I n d i e s  were,  And we g o t  a l o t  of compliments. They 
were proud of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we had been ab le  t o  be s u c c e s s f u l .  Because 
they  had heard abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  t h a t  we went through.  And t h a t  
was something t h a t  kep t  t h e  f e l l o w s '  s p i r i t s  up.  They had a tendency I 
imagine t o  be down, a l o t  of t i m e s ,  from some of t h e  i n c i d e n t s  we r a n  
i n t o ;  b u t  they  t r i e d  t o  a v o i d ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h o s e  t h i n g s  f o r  u s  on t h e  d i f f e r e n t  
n a v a l  bases .  Because a l o t  of t i m e s  our  s k i p p e r  came forward and c c n t a c t e d  
t he  commanders of t h e  d i f f e r e n t  b a s e s  t h a t  we p u l l e d  i n t o ,  and had t o  
inform them t h a t  t h i s  s h i p  w a s  t o  be r e s p e c t e d  and opened up t o  a l l  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  a r e a s  t h a t  any r a t e d  seaman t h a t  was whi te  could  a t t e n d ,  we 
could  a t t e n d  t o o ,  and be t r e a t e d  a c c o r d i n g l y .  He l a i d  t h a t  down a  l o t  of 
t imes  b e f o r e  any th ing  would e v e r  happen. And t h e  nice p a r t  about  i t ,  t h e  
way t h e y  d i d  i t ,  he  c o u l d n ' t  even t r a n s f e r  u s  anywhere from t h e  s h i p  
u n l e s s  h e  went t o  t h e  Bureau of Naval Personne l ,  because  h e  [ t h e n ]  would 
d i s m i s s  us  i n  t ime t o  g e t  r eady .  And any th ing  t h a t  we want t o  do i n  t h i s  
c o u n t r y ,  we can do it.  ( t a p e  s topped)  

Q: We s topped t h e  t a p e  f o r  j u s t  a minute,  M r .  Wheeler, and you were 
t a l k i n g  about  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  whenever you were involved on a b a s e ,  s t o p p i n g  
f o r  s u p p l i e s  o r  whatever ,  t h a t  t h e  c a p t a i n  made i t  c l e a r  t h a t  you were t o  
be t r e a t e d  a s  you deserved t o  be t r e a t e d .  

A: As any o t h e r  s h i p  i n  t h e  navy. Now, we a l s o  was given a p a r t y  a t  t h e  
submarine base  i n  Connec t icu t  t h e r e .  And an under taker  and a  l o t  of 
peop le  t h a t  had a  c l u b  t h e r e  went t o g e t h e r  and i n v i t e d  us  t o  t h a t .  

Q: Who had a c lub?  
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A: The under taker  [ i n  New London, Connec t icu t ]  was t h e  f i r s t  one t h a t  
c o n t a c t e d  us abou t  a t t e n d i n g  t h i s  a f f a i r .  I d o n ' t  know his name. It was 
s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  o t h e r  s o c i a l  e v e n t s  t h a t  we a t t e n d e d  w i t h  t h e  p u b l i c ,  It 
was a co lored  c l u b .  But i t  was, t o o ,  mixed up a  l i t t l e  b i t  more, wi th  
t h e  w h i t e s ,  t o o ,  and they  came t o  t a l k ,  and a s k  u s  abou t  t h e  navy,  of 
course--or what w e  could  t e l l  them, and how d i d  we Like i t ,  and how we 
were being t r e a t e d .  And maybe t h a t  i n f o r m a t i o n  might have he lped  . . . 
t o  encourage t h e  people--that  i s ,  t h e  Negroes--to have t h e  knowledge and 
know t h a t  i t  had a c t u a l l y  happened. It could  have been o u t  of c u r i o s i t y ,  
too .  But we always enjoyed o u r s e l v e s !  They were ve ry  h o s p i t a b l e .  

So t h a t  was about  t h e  L i m i t  of our s o c i a l  life, you might say. Because a 
Lot of t imes  t o  go o u t  i n t o  t h e  s t r e e t s ,  of  c o u r s e ,  you needed money. W e  
found t h e  p u b l i c  accep ted  us  as i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e s .  A lot 
of t imes  I would go down t o  t h e  , . . 42nd s t r e e t  and t h a t  a r e a ,  and 
a r t e n d  some of t h e  o p e r a s ,  and whatever.  And when I d i d  i t  was very  
cheap,  f o r  t h e  servicemen,  s e e .  

Q: You mean i n  New York now? 

A: In New York, yes .  I c a n ' t  remember t h e  l ady  t h a t  f o r  years--she was 
i n  t h e  t h e a t e r ,  s h e  w a s  a  v e r y  popular  pe rson ,  b u t  I c a n ' t  remember h e r  
name. That was one of t h e  shows t h a t  I went t o  see myself ,  w i t h  a n o t h e r  
f e l l o w .  

Q: Was t h a t  a mus ica l  s t a g e  show? 

A: It was a drama . . . and I c a n ' t  t h i n k  of he r  name t o  s a v e  m e .  She 
was a very  popula r  pe rson .  [ T a l l u l a h  Bankhead] 

Q: You would u s u a l l y  go i n  groups t o  something l i k e  t h a t ?  

A: No, I would t r a v e l  w i t h  mahe two of us. Somebody that was i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  t h o s e  t h i n g s ,  you know. 

Q: You were more cul tura l ly-minded t h a n  you were " l e t ' s  go have a good 
time" t y p e  of t h i n g .  

A: Right .  When I got a chance t o  go s e e  [something] .  And you t a k e  a 
l o t  of t h e  f e l l o w s ,  t o o ,  they  were c u r i o u s ,  you b o w ,  abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  
a r e a s ,  and they  cou ld  say  t h a t ,  "Well, I d i d  go t h e r e , "  

Q: I f  y o u ' r e  t h a t  near,  y e s .  

A: Jack  Dempsey's Club, I went t h e r e .  And people--we m e t  a c o u p l e  that 
were v e r y  n i c e  and i n v i t e d  us  t o  s i t  down and have a l i t t l e  b e e r  wi th  
them. 

Q: J ack  Dempsey's. That  was a n i g h t  c l u b ?  

A: Yes, Jack Dempsey's Bar,  they c a l l e d  i t .  It s t i l l  e x i s t s  t h e r e .  H e  
d i e d  here t h r e e  o r  f o u r  y e a r s  ago I t h i n k  i t  was, We m e t  some peop le  
t h e r e ,  1 guess  t h e y  were Russ ians ,  even,  t h e  way they  t a l k e d .  And t h e y  
i n v i t e d  us  t o  come t o  t h e i r  home sometime--to c a l l ,  and t h e y  gave us 
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their t e l ephone  number--and have d i n n e r  w i t h  them. And we t o l d  them, 
"Well, we c o u l d n ' t  s e t  a d a t e  f o r  n o t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t , "  t h a t  we were j u s t  
h e r e  for a few hours .  

Q: There was a war on! 

Q: Right!  But we r a n  i n t o  ve ry  n i c e  t h i n g s ,  you know. None of t h e  boys 
e v e r  came back and s a i d  they  were moles ted ,  a l l  t h a t  t i m e ,  when we were 
c i r c u l a t i n g  t h e  c o u n t r y .  Only p l a c e  that--we d i d n ' t  have t r o u b l e ,  b u t  we 
knew t h a t  i t  was a d i f f e r e n t  a r e a ,  when we g o t  f u r t h e r  s o u t h ,  a t  t h a t  
t i m e ,  which I mentioned i n  t h e  a r t i c l e .  But t h i s  c o u n t r y  h a s  t o  grow, 
s t i l l ,  there's a l o t  t o  be done. 

Q :  Well ,  all i n  a l l ,  you 'd  s a y  your e x p e r i e n c e  i n  t h e  navy was . . . 
w e l l ,  you j u s t  c o n s i d e r e d  i t  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  advance.  

A:  Very s a t i s f a c t o r y .  R i g h t .  A s  a m a t t e r  of  f a c t ,  when I came back I 
t a l k e d  t o  a l o t  of  k i d s  and t o l d  them t h a t  t h a t ' s  t h e  p l a c e  t o  go,  e n l i s t  
i n  t h e  s e r v i c e .  

Q: You promoted t h e  navy! But toward t h e  end of t h e  war, t h a t  was a 
long t ime  t o  be s e r v i n g  on a smal l  s h i p ,  you must have been g e t t i n g  a  
little anxious  t o  g e t  home. You found t h e s e  l e t t e r s ,  M r .  Wheeler, t h a t  
you'd w r i t t e n  t o  your w i f e .  We have t h r e e  i n t e r e s t i n g  l e t t e r s  h e r e ,  
w r i t t e n  i n  August and September of 1945,  Of c o u r s e ,  t h e  war was o v e r ,  
and you were s t i l l  w a i t i n g ,  and you were a t  Norfolk .  You p robab ly  remember 
t h a t  very  w e l l ,  

A :  Y e s ,  We were a n x i o u s ,  and t h e n  w e  g o t  t h e  word t h a t  we w e r e n ' t  going 
t o  head for--South P a c i f i c ,  because  we--they tu rned  u s  around . . . 
Q: You thought  f o r  a w h i l e  t h a t  you would be s e n t  t o  t h e  P a c i f i c ?  

A: I n  o t h e r  words we had p repared  t o  go t o  t h e  Sou th  P a c i f i c ,  a c c o r d i n g  
t o  o u r  maps and c h a r t s  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  s e e .  

Q: Were you i n  any way d i s a p p o i n t e d ?  

A: No! They t u r n e d  ( c h u c k l e s ) ,  they  t u r n e d  t h e  s h i p  a round ,  and he 
asked  t h e  q u a r t e r m a s t e r ,  "How close we are t o  the n e a r e s t  p a r t ? "  and--the 
o t h e r  f e l l o w  was named Cork--and he  s a i d ,  "As far as I ' m  concerned,  w e ' r e  
c l o s e r  t o  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  t h a n  we a r e  t h e  South  P a c i f i c ! "  ( l a u g h t e r )  
And he w a s  t r y i n g  t o  t e l l  him where we were,  and we were j u s t  a  l i t t l e  
p a s t  Norfolk!  

Q: How long  were you i n  suspense  on t h a t ?  

A: A s  soon as he  t o l d  u s .  

Q: I mean b e f o r e  you knew whether  you would go o r  n o t ?  

A: Oh, we were b e i n g  s t o c k e d  up t o  go,  y e s ,  we were g e t t i n g  s t o c k e d  up 
t o  go.  
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Q: Oh, i t  wasn ' t  suspense ,  you were j u s t  ac tual ly--you thought  you were 
going . 
A :  Yes. Depth c h a r g e s  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  we had e v e r y t h i n g  on t h e r e .  

Q: Then a l l  of a  sudden . . . o r d e r s ,  t h e  o r d e r s .  

A:  The war ended. Yes. And when i t  ended we were a t  sea. We were 
headed f o r  t h e  Panama Canal,  see. But i f  we r e a l l y  went through t h e r e ,  
t h e n  we were going on t o  t h e  South P a c i f i c ,  t h e r e ' s  no doubt  abou t  t h a t .  
They weren ' t  going t o  t u r n  us around t h e r e ,  s e e ,  i f  we'd been i n  t h e  
P a c i f i c  Ocean anyway. And t h a t  was t o  go t o  t a k e  t h e  p l a c e  of t h e  o t h e r s  
t h a t  were be ing  r e l i e v e d .  The occupa t ion  f o r c e  i s  what i t  was. 

Q: Well, then  no wonder you weren ' t  d i s a p p o i n t e d .  ( l a u g h t e r )  I thought  
you meant being s e n t  t h e r e  a f t e r w a r d s  t o  h e l p  . . . 
A :  Well,  y e s ,  once you go t  i n  t h a t  a r e a ,  you were going t o  be t h e r e  f o r  a 
w h i l e ,  we knew t h a t  . 
Q: That would be t r u e .  You ended up t h e n  i n  Nor fo lk  w a i t i n g  t o  s e e  what 
would happen n e x t .  

A :  T h a t ' s  where we were going.  

Q:  And t h a t ' s  where you wrote  t h e s e  l e t t e r s  t o  your w i f e ,  which we have 
h e r e .  You sounded anx ious  t o  l eave  a t  t h a t  p o i n t .  And you s a i d  t h a t  you 
thought  you might be p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  a Navy Day c e l e b r a t i o n  ceremony i n  
New York. Did t h a t  happen? 

A: Yes ,  i t  d i d .  It was q u i t e  a s i g h t  t o  s e e .  The whole Seventh  F l e e t  
was i n  t h a t  parade.  And t h e r e  was a t  l e a s t  10,000 a i r p l a n e s  t h a t  e s c o r t e d  
u s  i n t o  New York h a r b o r ,  t h e  whole f l e e t .  And Truman of c o u r s e  was on 
t h e  a i r c r a f t  c a r r i e r ,  i n s p e c t i n g  t h e  s h i p s .  He w a s  s i t t i n g  down, I cou ld  
s e e  him when we passed there--we s a l u t e d  t h e  s h i p ,  of course .  And peop le  
a l l  a long t h e  dock there, they  applauded. And i t  said it on over t h e  
r a d i o ,  they  announced t h e  Seventh Fleet--"The on ly  Negro s h i p  i n  t h e  
fleet of t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s  i s  e n t e r i n g  t h e  p o r t . "  And when we g o t  t h e r e ,  
and t i e d  up a t  t h e  dock, t h e r e  was s o  many peop le  a t  t h e  dock t h a t  wanted 
t o  come aboard t h e  s h i p !  And, of c o u r s e ,  t h e r e  were a l o t  o f  Negroes i n  
New York, and when they heard t h a t  t h e r e  was a  Negro s h i p ,  I g u e s s  everybody 
(chuck les )  i n  New York tu rned  o u t  t o  come t o  where we were hooked up! 

Q:  The word g o t  around! 

A :  The word g o t  around very  f a s t .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t  t h e r e  was a 
newspaper ca l l ed  Amsterdam News, I t h i n k  i t  was, t h e  name of t h e  o t h e r  
p a p e r ,  And they came aboard and took p i c t u r e s  of t h e  whole s h i p ,  and 
people  aboard.  

Q: By t h a t  t ime  you must have been used t o  t h e  p u b l i c i t y !  

A: Yes. There was quite a b i t  of t h a t .  I always thought  t h e  s k i p p e r  
wouldn ' t  write the a r t i c l e ,  because h e ' d  have t o o  much t o  cover .  But he 
w a s  d e d i c a t e d  t o  i t .  
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Q: The book. Because he was keeping n o t e s .  

A: He kept  n o t e s ,  and d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s .  H e  never  d i d  t e l l  us  what h e  
was do ing ,  you know, o f  c o u r s e .  And r e c o r d s .  That  man s p e n t  a t  l e a s t  15 
y e a r s  r e s e a r c h i n g  t h e  r e c o r d s  and t h i n g s .  I g ive  him c r e d i t ,  because i t  
w a s  a h i s t o r i c a l  event--as f a r  as  he  was concerned,  and as f a r  as we were 
concerned.  But nobody e l s e  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  would have done what he  d i d ,  s o  
f a r  a s  a s i t u a t i o n  l i k e  t h a t .  And y o u ' l l  f i n d  t h a t ,  o v e r  a per iod  of 
y e a r s  now, t h e r e  h a s n ' t  been s o  much p u b l i c i t y ,  they b e g i n  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  
f a c t :  "That ' s  t h e  way i t ' s  going t o  be." Which I t h i n k  i s  what ' s  wrong 
as f a r  a s  t h e  r a c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  we pay t o o  much a t t e n t i o n ,  
bo th  s i d e s ,  t o  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t ' s  wrong, i n s t e a d  of t h i n k i n g  of t h e  p o s i t i v e  
t h a t ' s  occur r ing .  And t h e  young people  a r e  n o t  informed about  t h e s e  
t h i n g s .  And they  seem t o  t h i n k  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  i s  bad,  And they have 
been s p o i l e d  t o  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  because t h e y ' v e  had more t h a n  most 
g e n e r a t i o n s  have had, and y e t  t h e r e  seem t o  be some people  always t r y i n g  
t o  t e a r  i t  down. 

Q: I see what you mean. I t ' s  as i f  you had a l r e a d y  gone through something 
h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  and now y o u ' r e  s e e i n g  t h e  same t h i n g  happening again, 

A :  T h a t ' s  c o r r e c t .  Yes. 

Q: On t h e s e  l e t t e r s  t h a t  you wrote  t o  Mrs. Wheeler. You e s p e c i a l l y  
mentioned c o n d i t i o n s  i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  Norfolk.  You impl ied t h a t  you 
d i d n ' t  even go i n t o  t h e  c i t y ,  because  you unders tood t h a t  . . . "Condi t ions  
a s  f a r  a s  t h e  Negro i s  concerned must be r o t t e n , ' '  i s  what you wrote  t o  
your  wi fe ,  

A: But I d i d  go i n t o  t h e r e  one t ime,  j u s t  t o  s e e  f o r  myse l f .  T h a t ' s  
what i t  was, they were t a l k i n g  abou t  i t ,  and I saw what i t  was. 

Q: Did you go i n  w i t h  a companion? 

A: Yes. And we went i n t o  t h e  co lo red  s e c t i o n  a s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t .  And 
we went downtown, too .  But looked l i k e  e v e r y  t i m e  t h a t  we went i n t o  most 
c i t i e s .  . . . O f  c o u r s e ,  t h a t  had been a b i g  n a v a l  base, you can e x p e c t  
them t o  c h a l l e n g e  you, a s  f a r  as t h e  navy o f f i c e r s  a r e  concerned.  T h a t ' s  
t h e i r  job ,  t o  see i f  you have your  r i g h t  r a t e  on and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  
That was t h e  reason  f o r  s o  much c h a l l e n g e ,  I t h i n k ,  t h e r e .  Because a l o t  
of those m i l i t a r y  p o l i c e  d i d n ' t  even know t h a t  we were supposed t o  be 
wearing t h a t  r a t e !  So t h a t  caused a l o t  of i t .  So, we had no reason  t o  
want t o  go i n ,  you know, a f t e r  t h a t .  

Q: You s a i d  t h a t  you had hoped t o  v i s i t  t h e  Hampton I n s t i t u t e .  Did you 
g e t  t o  do t h a t ?  

A :  No, I d i d n ' t  g e t  a  chance t o  do t h a t .  We l e f t  a l i t t l e  a f t e r  t h a t ,  
was when we l e f t .  I found o u t  t h a t  i t  was c l o s e  enough t o  visit. A 
couple  of fe l lows d i d  and came back and t o l d  u s  about  i t .  But,  you d o n ' t  
g e t  a chance t o  read much, newspapers o r  a n y t h i n g ,  and most of our  news, 
when we were i n  range,  we would t u n e  i n t o  t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s  and g e t  t h e  
news t h a t  we could .  That channe l  was open t o  t h e  navy and the army, you 
know. 
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Q: O f  c o u r s e ,  you always had your c a n t e e n  t o  go t o  on your bases .  Do 
you remember s e e i n g  any famous peop le  a t  t h e  t ime?  

A: Well ,  they were no t  i n  t h e  navy, bu t  you would never  know t h a t ,  see.  
Now, you were t h i n k i n g  about  the--the p u b l i c  c a n t e e n s .  On t h e  navy base, 
you d i d n ' t  have any e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,  you j u s t  had a p l a c e  t o  g e t  a  coke o r  
something l i k e  t h a t .  But i n  New York, now, I went t o  t h e  b i g g e s t  one 
t h e r e .  And i t  was s i m i l a r  t o  any o t h e r  p l a c e  t h a t  you went, where t h e  
g i r l s  would dance wi th  you, o r  you could  s i t  and d r i n k  beer  and t a l k .  
But i t  was l i m i t e d  a s  f a r  as . . . anybody having any d i s t u r b a n c e s  o r  
a n y t h i n g ,  t h e  whi te  o r  t h e  c o l o r e d ,  wi th  them t h e r e ,  you know. 

Q :  It was w e l l  [ s u p e r v i s e d ] ,  

A: Yes. It was t h e  b i g g e s t  one they  had i n  t h i s  coun t ry .  

Q :  Well ,  w e  always heard about  t h e s e  movie s t a r s  who came t o  c a n t e e n s  t o  
e n t e r t a i n  you. 

A :  Yes, i n  t h o s e  p l a c e s ,  t h e  p u b l i c  p l a c e s .  Yes, they  d i d ,  once i n  a 
whi le .  They would come, t h e  w h i t e  and t h e  c o l o r e d  e n t e r t a i n e r s ,  and 
e n t e r t a i n  t h e  boys ,  " t h e r e  a t  t h e  can teen , "  a s  they  c a l l e d  i t ,  t h e r e ,  
s e e .  

Q: Did t h e  bands g e t  t h e r e  t o o  sometimes? 

A: Yes, They would be t h e r e  l a t e  a t  n i g h t  a l o t  of t imes ;  you could  
h e a r  them, if you were a b l e  t o  be o u t .  

: You had heard  people  l i k e  L i o n e l  Hampton back a t  t h e  Great  Lakes 
[Naval T r a i n i n g  C e n t e r ] .  Were t h e r e  any o t h e r s  t h a t  s t a y  i n  your mind? 

A: Well, n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  because  most of our  t ime ,  seemed like, was 
always s p e n t  i n  t h e  South,  a f t e r  we were commissioned, you know, and--some 
of t h e  f e l l o w s  d i d n ' t  seem t o  c a r e  t o o  much f o r  t h e  dancing,  and t h i n g s  
l i k e  t h a t .  But, they  were more s e t t l e d .  A l o t  of t h e  l e t t e r s ,  you 
n o t i c e ,  t h a r  I wrote was aboard s h i p .  You could  go t o  t h e  S a l v a t i o n  Army 
and w r i t e  l e t t e r s ,  and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  But t h e r e  was no need t o  go o u t  
t o  do t h a t ,  you know. And you found tha t - - I ' ve  go t  t o  g i v e  t h e  S a l v a t i o n  
Army c r e d i t  f o r  being f a i r ,  i n  every  p l a c e  t h a t  we ever decided t o  go,  as 
Ear as t r y i n g  t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e  boys.  The boys ,  i f  they  were o u t  and g o t  
hungry,  they 'd  go t h e r e  and e a t ,  you know, and e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e .  They had 
v e r y  n i c e  p l a c e s  f o r  them. And t h e y  cou ld  stay t h e r e  a s  long a s  t h e y  
wanted to--and i f  they had a  n i g h t  o v e r ,  t h e y  cou ld  s t a y  a t  any of t h o s e .  
But t h e  people  were ve ry  p a t r i o t i c ,  i n  most p l a c e s  you went and you would 
f i n d  t h a t  you were accep ted .  

Q: It was a p a t r i o t i c  t ime.  

A: Yes, i t  was, v e r y  much so .  But I t h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  i s  i n  a t ime r i g h t  
now--I t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  whole world i s  changing.  And seems Like nobody 
r e a l l y  knows what t o  do about  i t .  ~ h e y ' r e  confused . . . and some of t h e  
t h i n g s  t h a t  we do o u r s e l v e s  a r e  . . . d o n ' t  seem t o  be working. But we 
d o n ' t  have as much v i o l e n c e  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y  t h a t  we may have l a t e r  on 
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because  of t h e  economic s i t u a t i o n .  They seem t o  be shak ing  i t  off- -saying 
t h a t ,  "Well, i t  w i l l  g e t  b e t t e r , ' '  bu t  I t h i n k  y o u ' r e  f i n d i n g  t h a t  . . . 
what they  c a l l  t h e  middle c l a s s  people  even d o n ' t  e x i s t  because  of t h e  
d e b t  t h a t  t h e y ' r e  embroi led i n .  Right now, e v e r y t h i n g  i s  on paper !  The 
peop le  d o n ' t  have a l o t  of money! Sure ,  t h e y ' r e  making b i g  money, some 
of them, but i t ' s  t a k i n g  t h e  money t o  l i v e ,  t h e  way they  want t o  l i v e .  
And I t h i n k  t h e  s t a n d a r d  of l i v i n g  i s  going t o  back up,  and--unt i l  w e  g e t  
aho ld  of o u r s e l v e s .  We're l i v i n g  i n  a dream. 

Q: But d id  you f e e l ,  a t  t h a t  t ime,  a t  t h e  end of t h e  war , , . t h a t  you 
were going t o  . . . be a b l e  t o  use  your exper ience ,  and c o n t i n u e  t o  have 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  improve, o r  were you p r e t t y  concerned abou t  t h a t ?  

A: I ' ve  always been t h e  k ind  of person t h a t  , , . 
Q:  Did they g i v e  you any encouragement i n  t h e  navy t h a t  t h i s  was going 
t o  h e l p  you when you were a c i v i l i a n ?  

A :  Well, I knew b e t t e r  t h a n  t h a t .  I d i d n ' t  expect t h e  . . . q u i c k  
tu rnaround ,  because  of t h e  resentment  thar d i d  e x i s t  under t h e  cover of 
t h e  people  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  Once they accomplish something,  what t h e y ' r e  
going t o  do,  t h e y  u s u a l l y  f o r g e t  what r e a l l y  happened and how dangerous  
i t  h a s  been i n  t h o s e  a r e a s .  They have a  tendency t o  f o r g e t  what s a c r i f i c e  
t h a t  was made, and a11 t h e  d i f f e r e n t  peop le ,  t h e  s a c r i f i c e s  t h a t  w a s  
made, and even t h e  mis t rea tment  of some of t h e  f e l l o w s  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e .  A 
l o t  of t h e  colored--we had i n c i d e n t s  i n  t h e  South,  and p l a c e s  l i k e  t h a t ,  
where they  cha l l enged  t h e  popula t ion .  Some of them were s h o t  and k i l l e d ,  
i n  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of t h e  coun t ry .  It w a s  kep t  away from t h e  p e o p l e ,  
And f o r  a  reason ,  because  I t h i n k  t h a t  when peop le  come o u t  of t h e  s e r v i c e ,  
t h e y  have a tendency t o  s a y ,  "Well, we might a s  w e l l  keep f i g h t i n g  u n t i l  
we g e t  something done abou t  i t ." 

Q: Take some v i o l e n c e  a long  home i n  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s ?  

A: Right .  

Q: T h a t ' s  what y o u ' r e  t a l k i n g  about  now? 

A: No, I d i d n ' t  t a k e  t h e  v i o l e n c e  home, b u t  I took what I thought :  "I 
w i l l  demand, f i r s t ,  t r e a t m e n t  on t h e  job t h a t  I had.' '  T h a t ' s  t h e  way I 
t r i e d  t o  work i t ,  n o t  on t h e  s t r e e t s ,  you know. 

Q: Do you have any p a r t i c u l a r  memory of t h e  l a s t  t ime t h a t  you were w i t h  
your shipmates?  

A :  Well . . . 
Q: Did you l e a v e  each o t h e r  g r a d u a l l y ,  o r  was i t  a l l  a t  once? 

A: I l e f t  t h e  s h i p ,  and l e f t  some of them aboard s h i p ,  because  as you 
g o t  t h e  number of p o i n t s  t o  be d i scharged ,  i s  when you were d i s c h a r g e d .  

Q: You l e f t  t h e  ship--what? 
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A: I l e f t  them aboard s h i p ,  a l o t  of them. 

Q: Were you one of t h e  f i r s t ?  

A :  Well, I wasn ' t  t h e  f i rs t .  There was another--a coup le  o r  t h r e e  of 
them. I l e f r  q u i t e  a few of them aboard t h e r e .  They were t a k i n g  care of 
the s h i p  more t h a n  any th ing  e l s e .  They f i n a l l y  decommissioned t h e  s h i p .  
I d o n ' t  know when t h a t  happened, b u t  I t h i n k  he  spoke abou t  i t  i n  h i s  
book. They decommissioned, b u t  I wasn ' t  t h e r e ;  I went home. Now I t h i n k  
t h a t ,  j u s t  l i k e  t h e  l e t t e r s  t h a t  I wrote,  1 was t r y i n g  t o  encourage my 
w i f e  . . . and n o t  worry h e r  w i t h  the way I f e l t  about  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  
But I would on ly  mention something,  maybe i n c i d e n t a l ,  o r  something l i k e  
t h a t .  

Q: You showed a  l o t  of concern f o r  h e r ,  how t h i n g s  were going f o r  he r .  

A: Yes. And when I came back,  I went back t o  the  same job . . . and 
t h e n  s t a r t e d  from t h e r e .  

Q: Which was maintenance a t  A l l i s  Chalmers? 

A: Maintenance a t  A l l i s  Chalmers. I d i d  advance t h e r e  . . . i n  a  p e r i o d  
of y e a r s  a s  i t  g o t  b i g g e r ,  t h e  p l a c e  d i d ,  And I had i n c i d e n t s  t h e r e  wi th  
some of t h e  people  t h a t  r e s e n t e d  my being t h e r e ,  even.  But a l s o ,  I 
found, you hand le  t h a t  i n c i d e n t  i n d i v i d u a l l y ,  y o u r s e l f .  And t h a t  i t  
i s n ' t  n e c e s s a r y ,  as long as you know t h e  r u l e s  and t h e  r e g u l a t i o n s  t h a t  
y o u ' r e  supposed t o  a b i d e  by--then you mention i t  t o  them, y o u r s e l f .  You 
t a l k  f o r  y o u r s e l f ,  speak f o r  y o u r s e l f ,  i n  whatever you do. Because 
nobody, no r a c e ,  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  i s  going t o  be accep ted  as a group,  
because  we have our  c l a s s  i n  t h i s  coun t ry  t h a t ' s  going t o  e x i s t ,  always 
h a s ,  and always w i l l ,  I t h i n k .  

Q:  So you j u s t  went  r i g h t  a b o u t  t h e  b u s i n e s s  of making y o u r s e l f  known a s  
an i n d i v i d u a l ,  and you f e e l  t h a t  t h a t  was [ s u c c e s s f u l ] .  Do you have a 
p a r t i c u l a r  i n c i d e n t  when you f e l t  t h a t  t h a t  w a s  a s u c c e s s f u l  method of 
approach?  

A :  Well, i t  was a good method! I was s t i l l  u s i n g  t h a t  approach when I 
r e t i r e d !  I even had a n  i n c i d e n t ,  just b e f o r e  I r e t i r e d ,  i t  was abou t  a 
week b e f o r e  I r e t i r e d .  

Q: How many y e a r s  ago was t h a t ?  

A: That was 1972, I t h i n k  i t  was. I 've been r e t i r e d ,  l e t  m e  s e e  . . , 
I ' v e  been r e t i r e d  seven,  e i g h t  y e a r s  now. 

A :  Yes, 1978, I guess.  I d o n ' t  know! Oh y e s ,  you s a i d  1976. I ' m  q u i t e  
s u r e  t h a t ' s  r i g h t ,  There was a  young k i d ,  we g o t  i n  an argument,  abou t  
t h e  windows, t h a t  they  wanted open i n  t h e  w i n t e r t i m e ,  i n  ze ro  weather and 
e v e r y t h i n g .  And I t r i e d  e v e r y t h i n g ,  and everyway I cou ld  t o  g e t  t h e  
window c l o s e d ,  and they k e p t  opening t h e  window. So I j u s t  moved away 
from t h e  s t a t i o n  t h e r e .  And I d i d n ' t  t h i n k  any more abou t  i t ,  because  
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I ' d  c l o s e d  t h e  window. And I g o t  ready t o  go home--he jumped on my back! 
To s t a r t  a f i g h t !  Well, t h i s  was about  a  week b e f o r e  I r e t i r e d !  ( l aughs)  
And, of c o u r s e ,  I had t o  t ake  c a r e  of him, myse l f ,  you know. And t h a t  
came o u t  a l l  r i g h t .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  I could  have done worse t o  him 
t h a n  I d i d !  I was t r y i n g  t o  s t o p  t h e  f i g h t ,  you know. And he was s o  mad 
he  was . . . [The n e x t  morning Luther  expected a  con t inued  f i g h t .  
I n s t e a d ,  t h e  young man apo log ized!  He s a i d  h e  d i d n ' t  know why h e  d i d  
i t . ]  

End of S ide  Two, Tape F i v e  

Q: M r .  Wheeler, when we l a s t  t a l k e d  we had been t a l k i n g  abou t  your  
e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  t h e  navy, and we thought we had f i n i s h e d  wi th  them. That 
d o e s n ' t  mean t h a t  we might n o t  r e f e r  back t o  them, but today we thought  
we would go back t o  S p r i n g f i e l d  and your l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e s  and j u s t  t a l k  
abou t  your experience w i t h  employment, and t h e  f i r s t  t ime t h a t  you came 
t o  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  even b e f o r e  t h e  war. 

A: I came t o  S p r i n g f i e l d  i n  1943 f o r  a  week's  v a c a t i o n ,  and look ing  f o r  
a job.  And of c o u r s e  I met a  person t h a t  I c a n ' t  f o r g e t ,  J e s s  S l u t e r .  

Q: Do you know how t o  s p e l l  t h a t ?  Jess . . . 
A: S l u t e r .  

Q :  Jess i s  t h e  f i r s t  name? 

A: R igh t .  

: Okay, thank  you. 

A: And h e  was employed a t  t h e  bus s t a t i o n  a s  the baggage person ,  and 
I ' l l  never f o r g e t  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  m e  a f t e r  g e t t i n g  o f f  t h e  bus. Of 
c o u r s e ,  he  a p p l i e d  t h a t  t o  everybody, I n o t i c e d  l a t e r ,  b u t  h e  was t h e  
t y p e  of pe rson  t h a t  would have made a  good ambassador f o r  t h e  c i t y  of 
S p r i n g f i e l d .  He asked m e  i f  I was going t o  s t a y  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  and I 
t o l d  him, " I ' m  h e r e  f o r  v a c a t i o n , "  of  c o u r s e ,  but i f  I could  f i n d  employment 
t h a t  I would g i v e  i t  q u i t e  a b i t  of thought  w i t h  r e g a r d  f o r  making t h i s  
my home f o r  my w i f e  and myself .  So h e  asked m e  where I was go ing ,  and 
t h e  a d d r e s s ,  and i f  I had a way t o  g e t  t h e r e  and t h a t  i t  was awfu l  n i c e  
meeting me. We had q u i t e  a  l i t t l e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  f o r  t h e  time t h a t  I 
s p e n t .  And h e  caught  t h e  cab f o r  me and made s u r e  t h a t  I knew where I 
w a s  going and t h e  cab  d r i v e r  knew where I was going.  

And l a t e r  on I came i n  c o n t a c t  wi th  him, a b o u t  a week o r  s o  Later, a 
couple  weeks maybe, and h e  asked i f  I had a job and I t o l d  him t h a t  I g o t  
employment a t  Allis Chalmers. And he  informed me t h a t  he d i d n ' t  know 
t h a t  they would h i r e  Negroes a t  A l l i s  Chalmers, and a l l  t h a t  h e  knew was 
one person  t h a t  was working f o r  them; t h e r e  was a j a n i t o r  t h a t  was working 
f o r  A l l i s  Chalmers. And I t o l d  him t h a t  I w a s  employed as a j a n i t o r  and 
t h a t  I was going home and coming r i g h t  back t h e  weekend fo l lowing  t o  
e n l i s t  i n  the  work f o r c e  of A l l i s  Chalmers as a j a n i t o r .  And he asked me 
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i f  they were h i r i n g  any more and I informed him t h a t ,  y e s ,  and I t h i n k  i t  
a good i d e a  i f  h e  had a  chance t o  go. But I worked t h e r e  a y e a r  and he  
n e v e r  d i d  cone,  because  down t h e r e  he was making q u i t e  a few t i p s .  

And t h e  bus s t a t i o n  a t  t h a t  t i m e  was s e g r e g a t e d  a s  far a s  a p l a c e  t o  e a t  
o r  where you s i t  [ f o r  Negroes].  But i t  d i d n ' t  seem t o  be enforced .  It 
was l e f t  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  themselves  a s  t o  whether they  wanted t o  have a  
cup of c o f f e e  o r  whatever.  And a l o t  of t imes  t h e  w a i t r e s s e s  t h e r e  would 
p a s s  over  t h e  Negroes. And people  were t h e r e  from a l l  walks o f  L i f e  a s  a 
m a t t e r  of f a c t .  And they  had a s e p a r a t e  p l a c e  f o r  u s  t o  e a t ,  t h o s e  t h a t  
d i d  e a t .  OE c o u r s e ,  I d i d n ' t  t a r r y  ve ry  long because  I had a purpose and 
I was ready t o  move on t o  t h e  home where I was s t a y i n g .  And a f t e r  t h a t  . 

Q: M r .  Wheeler, was t h a t  bus depot  i n  t h e  same l o c a t i o n  t h a t  i t  is  now? 

A: Yes, t h e r e  a t  S i x t h  and J e f f e r s o n ,  and i t  was t h e  Greyhound Bus.  

Now d u r i n g  t h e  r i d e  up from C a i r o  t h e  same c o n d i t i o n s  e x i s t e d  where t h e  
bus  d i d  s t o p ,  and I d i d n ' t  g e t  o f f  t h e  bus a f t e r  I found o u t  what t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  was. A s  I g o t  c l o s e r  t o  S p r i n g f i e l d  I found t h e  same c o n d i t i o n s  
a s  I mentioned, t h e  f a c t  t h a t  they  s t i l l  e x i s t e d  h e r e ,  t h e  same [as ]  i t  
d i d  i n  t h e  s o u t h e r n  p a r t  of t h e  s t a t e ,  a s  f a r  as accommodations were 
concerned.  

Now I d i d n ' t  g e t  much of a n  o p i n i o n  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  t h a t  t ime because  
t h e r e  were a  l o t  of people  t h e r e  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  b u t  I d i d  n o t i c e  him and 
h i s  i n t e r e s t  a s  a  person i n  a  s t r a n g e r  he had never  met b e f o r e .  And 
a f t e r  I came back from t h e  navy I t a l k e d  t o  him a g a i n  and he  came ou t  and 
was employed as a j a n i t o r  a t  A l l i s  Chalmers, w i t h  t h o s e  c o n t a c t s ,  And h e  
worked t h e r e  u n t i l  he  retired about  t e n  y e a r s  ago,  and h e  d i d  a v e r y  good 
job .  

Q: I n t e r e s t i n g .  

A: Now all t h e  t ime t h a t  I ran i n t o  him a t  t h e  p l a n t  t h e r e ,  i t  was 
always words of encouragement and how I was doing and i f  I g o t  a promotion.  
H e  was very e l a t e d  over  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  was being p r o g r e s s  made. And 
T c o n s i d e r  him a s  t h e  f i r s t  person t h a t  knew a s  much about  Springfield--and 
y e t  i t  d i d n ' t  seem t o  d i s c o u r a g e  him. The p o s s i b i l i t i e s  s t i l l  e x i s t e d  as 
f a r  a s  he was concerned.  

Q: Had he  l i v e d  h e r e  much of h i s  l i f e ?  

A: Yes, he had as a  m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  he had been h e r e  much l o n g e r  than I 
had.  I d o n ' t  know whether he  was born h e r e  o r  n o t ,  I n e v e r  d i d  a s k  him 
t h a t  a s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t .  I j u s t  took i t  f o r  g r a n t e d  t h a t  he was a 
c i t i z e n  h e r e  way b e f o r e  I was and accep ted  t h a t  and t h a t  was good enough. 
He d i d  know how t o  show me around whenever I came i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  him, 
b u t  t h e  main t h i n g  was t h a t  he  was a  v e r y  i n t e l l i g e n t  f e l l o w .  A f t e r  h e  
w a s  employed t h e r e  he  had a  way t o  g e t  a long  wi th  anybody a s  f a r  as his 
d i s p o s i t i o n  and h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  do whatever he  was supposed t o  do,  he  was 
able t o  do i t .  



Luther  Wheeler 

9:  Was t h e  j a n i t o r  work t h e n  bo th  f o r  J e s s  . , . 
A: Yes. The same occupa t ion  t h a t  I had.  

Q: And t h a t  was a l l  d u r i n g  t h e  t ime t h a t  you were t h e r e  and t h a t  he  was 
t h e r e ,  both  of you had t h a t  p o s i t i o n ?  

A :  Yes. But I advanced and he  was s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  doing what h e  knew he 
cou ld  do which was removing t h e  c h i p s ,  t h e  meta l  c h i p s ,  from t h e  machines 
and l a t h e s  and p l a c e s  Like t h a t .  And he d i d  t h a t  t h e  whole t ime t h a t  he  
worked a t  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  I mean a t  A l l i s  Chalmers. He was s a t i s f i e d .  When 
I met him he had been t o  t h e  s e r v i c e  too ,  and when I came back I went 
back t o  A l l i s  Chalmers and we had q u i t e  a c o n v e r s a t i o n  about  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  
i n  t h e  army even. He would t e l l  me t h e  l i t t l e  s t o r i e s  about  what you 
might s e e .  They had a book on t h e  Negro, abou t  what h e  a t e ,  what h i s  
h a b i t s  was, what h e  l i k e d  and d i s l i k e d ;  i t  was a manual. 

Q: His exper ience  was t h e  army? 

A: R igh t ,  h i s  army exper ience .  He brought  me up on t h a t  and t o l d  m e  
about  some of t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of t h e  c o u n t r y  as f a r  
a s  s e g r e g a t i o n  was concerned.  But i t  d i d n ' t  seem r o  phase him t o o  much. 
I n  o t h e r  words, i t  d i d n ' t  k i l l  h i s  s p i r i t  and i t  d i d n ' t  k i l l  my s p i r i t ;  
we had something [ i n ]  common i n  a  way. We always thought  t h a t  t h e r e  
might  be something w e  cou ld  do abou t  i t ;  and t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  t ha t  we found 
when we came back h a d n ' t  a l t e r e d  one b i t  as f a r  as s e g r e g a t i o n  was concerned.  

So f o r  y e a r s  we worked t h e r e  t o g e t h e r  i n  d i f f e r e n t  s h i f t s  and d i f f e r e n t  
a r e a s ,  But f i n a l l y  I was t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  t h e  maintenance depar tment  of 
A l l i s  Chalmers a s  a j a n i t o r  i n  t h e  shop which wasn ' t  any more money a t  
t h e  t ime u n t i l  we formed a un ion ,  As a matter of f a c t ,  we g o t  r i d  of a 
union which was c a l l e d  a  company union and g o t  i n t o  t h e  Uni ted Auto 
Workers. Farm Equipment real ly* was t h e  f i r s t  one and then  we g o t  i n t o  
the  Uni ted Auto Workers Union. And I had t o  ask t o  j o i n  t h e  union.  No 
one f o r c e d  m e  i n  any r e s p e c t .  And I was informed by t h e  s e c r e t a r y  because  
t h e r e  was no c o l o r e d  i n  t h e  union.  

Q: What about  o t h e r  b l a c k s ,  o t h e r  -b lack  employees, a f t e r  you g a t  back? 
Were t h e r e  more, o r  were you still. v e r y  much a m i n o r i t y ?  

A: There was more l a t e r  on t h a t  came i n  t h a t  had . . . 
Q: Af t e r  t h e  war? 

A: Yes, a f t e r  t he  war. And the  occupa t ion  of Negroes a t  t h a t  t ime  was 
s t i l l  on t h e  l e v e l  of j a n i t o r  and s e r v i c e  work, even o u t  i n  t h e  shop.  
But a f t e r  we g o t  t h e  union in--the Uni ted Auto Workers was t h e  main union 
t h a t  we jo ined a s  a whole--I asked t o  g e t  i n t o  t h e  union.  I was n o t  
f o r c e d  i n  any manner when they  were forming a union.  And l i k e  I s a i d  a 
minute ago,  t h e y  informed m e  t h a t  they  would have a meeting t o  see i f  I 
cou ld  j o i n .  And he informed m e  t h a t  t h e r e  was no Negroes i n  t h e  union,  
of c o u r s e ,  b u t  he would do whatever was necessa ry  and come back t o  m e .  
So he  d i d ,  this f e l l o w ,  and t o l d  me t h a t  y e s  I cou ld  join t h e  Union. And 
a f t e r  I joined t h e y  passed t h e  law t h a t  they  had t o  hire a c e r t a i n  p e r c e n t a g e  
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Negroes because  they had a c o n t r a c t  w i t h  t h e  armed f o r c e s .  They had a 
c o n t r a c t  b e f o r e  t h e n  bu t  of c o u r s e  they  d i d n ' t  have t o  worry about  i t ,  
bu t  a f t e r  more Negroes became members of  t h e  union,  and t h e n  employed a t  
t h e  p l a n t ,  t h e r e  had t o  be some a l t e r a t i o n s  made t o  t a k e  c a r e  of t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  because  i t  changed p r a c t i c a l l y  o v e r n i g h t .  

So i t  was l i m i r e d  a s  f a r  as t h e  promotion,  and t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  do d i d n ' t  
c o u n t ,  because t o  run  t h e  machines was something t h e y  d i d n ' t  want and 
never  heard  of b e f o r e .  But as t h e  union g o t  s t r o n g e r ,  I began t o  i n q u i r e  
and c o n t a c t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  ones ,  t a l k  t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  pe rsons  t o  s e e  j u s t  
why t h e s e  t h i n g s  e x i s t e d  and why t h e  union c o u l d n ' t  a l t e r  and improve 
some of t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  t h a t  e x i s t e d .  And I g o t  r e s u l t s  by s t e p p i n g  
forward i n  a way, 

And a f t e r  g e t t i n g  a chance t o  advance ve ry  s l o w l y ,  t h e  next  j o b  i n  maintenance 
I was given was t h e  job of washing a l l  t h e  windows i n  t h e  whole p l a n t .  
And I was g iven  n o t h i n g  b u t  a r a g  and a  bucket  of wa te r  and t o l d  t o  wash 
a l l  t h e  windows, as many as 1 could.  And 1 d i d  t h a t ,  and I wasn ' t  s a t i s f i e d  
w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t s .  I might of mentioned t h i s  b e f o r e ,  I ' m  n o t  s u r e ,  b u t  
I ' l l  t r y  t o  connect  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  t h a t  happened and g e t  you t o  
see and unders tand the problems, was t h a t  t h e r e  was s o  much doubt a s  f a r  
a s  t h e  a b i l i t y  of t h e  Negro t o  be a n  a s s e t  because  h e  wasn ' t  g iven  a  
chance. So a f t e r  being g i v e n  t h e  bucket  of wa te r  and r a g s  t o  wash thousands  
of windows, I went t o  t h e  s u p e r v i s o r  of t h e  depar tment ,  made an  appointment  
t o  see him and t o l d  him t h a t  I would l i k e  t o  have t h e  equipment t h a t ' s  
necessa ry  t o  g e t  t h e  job  done t h a t  h e ' s  a s s i g n e d  me t o .  And he s a i d ,  
"Well, what do you need?" I s a i d ,  "Well, I ' d  l i k e  t o  have a squeegee," 
as t h e y  c a l l e d  i t  i n  t h o s e  d a y s ,  "and d i f f e r e n t  s o l u t i o n s  and more bucke t s  
of water  and some hose  and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t . "  And h e  s a i d ,  "Well, I 
d o n ' t  s e e  any reason  why you c a n ' t  r e c e i v e  i t ,  bu t  f o r  t h e  l a s t  t h i r t y  
y e a r s  everybody t h a t  h a s  washed t h e s e  windows, they have never  made a n  
impress ion on me." But h e  s a i d ,  "But you t h i n k  you can do i t ? "  And I 
s a i d ,  "I t h i n k  so ;  i t ' s  t h e  method t h a t  I ' m  going t o  u s e , "  

Q: Never made an  impress ion  on t h e  windows? ( l aughs)  

A:  The r e s u l t s  i s  what I meant. And I guess  t h o s e  windows hadn't  been 
wiped i n  twenty y e a r s .  And s o  I washed t h e  windows and I used t h e  squeegee ,  
and t h e  brush and t h e  s t i c k s  and t h e  hose  on t h e  o u t s i d e .  One day t h i s  
pe rson  t h a t  I t a l k e d  t o ,  t h i s  s u p e r v i s o r ,  came through t h e  b u i l d i n g  and 
h e  looked up a t  t h e  windows and t h e  l i g h t s  had been t u r n e d  o f f  and e v e r y t h i n g  
else i n  t h i s  b u i l d i n g .  So h e  wondered who had been washing t h e  windows, 
and he  had f o r g o t  i t  was I, you see, and he s e n t  f o r  me. And t h a t  day 
when he  s e n t  f o r  me I thought  t o  myse l f ,  "Now I ' v e  g o t  a n o t h e r  p r o p o s i t i o n  
f o r  him, bu t  he d o e s n ' t  know it." And so  when I g o t  t h e r e  h e  complimented 
me on t h e  e f f o r t  and e v e r y t h i n g  and s a i d  i t  was t h e  b e s t  job h e  had e v e r  
s e e n  done as long  as h e  had been t h e r e .  And I s a i d ,  "Well, i f  you g i v e  
me a chance,"  I s a i d ,  " I ' d  l i k e  t o  g e t  i n t o  r e g u l a r  maintenance depar tment ."  
And t h a t  was moving machinery,  c o n s t r u c t i o n  work and concrete repair and 
e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e  you s e e .  And i t  j u s t  so  happens t h a t  I had been exposed 
t o  t h a t  a t  s c h o o l  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  and I had g iven  i t  t o  them on my 
a p p l i c a t i o n .  And h e  s a i d ,  "Well, we d o n ' t  have any Negroes i n  t h e  maintenance 
depar tment  doing t h a t  kind of work. I n  t h a t  depar tment  you can go up as 
f a r  as mi l lwr igh t . "  I s a i d ,  "I unders tand t h a t . "  
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: What's a m i l l w r i g h t ?  

A :  Well, t h a t  was any th ing  t o  be r e p a i r e d  t h a t  was p a r t  of t h e  b u i l d i n g ,  
t o  main ta in  i t .  I t h i n k  t h a t ' s  t h e  b e s t  way t o  say  i t .  But i t  c o n s i s t e d  
of us ing  t h e  welding t o r c h  and t h e  c u t t i n g  t o r c h ,  and r e p a i r  of t h e  
f u r n a c e s ,  and t h e  r e l i n i n g  and  moving heavy machinery . . . 
Q :  I t 's  a h igh  l e v e l  of maintenance? 

A: A h i g h  l e v e l  of maintenance i s  what i t  is. It  i s  t h e  h i g h e s t  l e v e l  
a s  a m a t t e r  of fact t h a t  you can g e t  i n t o  i n  a  manufactur ing depar tment ,  
as f a r  a s  t h a t  k ind of work i s  concerned.  

So I was g i v e n  a  job of removing t h e  g r e a s e  from t h e  f l o o r  of t h e  p l a n t ,  
t h a t  caked w i t h  t h e  d i r t  and e v e r y t h i n g  else on t h e  f l o o r .  And I was 
given a machine t h a t  was made l i k e  a w i r e  b rush  and i t  was r u n  by e l e c t r i c  
and i t  had a d i s k  wi th  t h e  wires on t h e  bottom s t i c k i n g  th rough ,  So I 
d i d  t h a t  f o r  about t h r e e  y e a r s  and t h e y  were ve ry  w e l l  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  
t h a t .  And from t h e n  on i t  was advance! 

And t h e n  a n o t h e r  co lo red  f e l l o w  came i n t o  t h e  p l a n t ,  and he  came r i g h t  
i n t o  t h e  maintenance wi th  me, H e  informed m e  t h a t  h e  d i d n ' t  know a n y t h i n g  
abou t  s t u f f .  H e  s a i d ,  "I c a n  p a i n t  and d i f f e r e n t  l i t t l e  t h i n g s  l i k e  
t h a t . "  So a t  l e a s t  h e  had a chance t o  s t a r t  a l i t t l e  bit h i g h e r  t h a n  I 
d i d .  We made t h e  acqua in tance  wi th  one a n o t h e r ,  and f o r  abou t  f o u r  o r  
f i v e  y e a r s  we worked t o g e t h e r .  But I n o t i c e d  t h a t  t h e y  would o n l y  a s s i g n  
him and myself t o  work t o g e t h e r ,  and t h e r e  was a11 t y p e s  of f e l l o w s  i n  
t h e  maintenance.  They were s k e p t i c a l  and,  as f a r  as s a f e t y  was concerned,  
I knew about  s a f e t y ,  

So I c o n c e n t r a t e d  on t h a t  f o r  awhi le .  Then t h e r e  was a t r a n s f e r  of 
d i f f e r e n t  peop le  accord ing  t o  s e n i o r i t y  t o  work i n  o t h e r  pa r t s  of t h e  
p l a n t ,  and i n  t h a t  way I was t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  t h e  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  depar tment .  
Now, when t h e y  t r a n s f e r r e d  me,  1 had more s e n i o r i t y  t h a n  two o r  t h r e e  
o t h e r  f e l l o w s  and I ques t ioned  t h e  move. And he t o l d  me, t h i s  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  
s a i d ,  "Well, we j u s t  have t o  t r a n s f e r  you, and we g o t  a couple of o t h e r  
f e l l o w s  . . ." And I s a i d ,  "Yes, you have a coup le  o t h e r  f e l l o w s  t h e r e  
t h a t  d o n ' t  have as much s e n i o r i t y  a s  I have." H e  s a i d ,  "Well, you have 
t o  be t r a n s f e r r e d , "  and l e f t  i t  a t  t h a t .  

Q: Do you know how long you had been t h e r e  by then?  

A :  About six y e a r s ,  f i v e  years w e ' l l  say  t o  be  e x a c t .  

So he came back t h e  nex t  morning and I had t aken  i t  up w i t h  t h e  union.  
But a  f e l l o w  i n  t h e  maintenance depar tment  s a i d  t o  him, e v i d e n t l y ,  t h a t  
he  mentioned t h e  f a c t  of t h e  matter t h a t  I had more s e n i o r i t y  t h a n  a  
coup le  o t h e r  f e l l o w s  and h e  happened t o  be a union o f f i c i a l .  And h e  came 
back of c o u r s e  t h e  n e x t  morning and t o l d  m e  t h a t  I wouldn ' t  have t o  be 
t r a n s f e r r e d .  

Q: What d i d  i t  mean t o  be t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  t o o l  g r i n d i n g ?  
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A: To a n o t h e r  depar tment ,  t o  a  d i f f e r e n t  depar tment .  

Q: Was t h a t  a downgrade? 

A: No, 

Q: It was t h e  same [depar tment ] .  

A :  R igh t .  And a f t e r  t h a t  h e  came back t h e  nex t  morning and t o l d  me t h a t  
I wouldn ' t  have t o  be  t r a n s f e r r e d ;  I could  s t a y  on my s e n i o r i t y .  And I 
s a i d ,  "Well, t h e  way I f i g u r e  i t  i s  t h i s :  I want you t o  t r a n s f e r  m e  
because i f  t h a t ' s  t h e  on ly  t h i n g  t h a t  I can s t a y  on i s  my s e n i o r i t y  i t  
w i l l  soon run o u t ,  b u t  1 t h i n k  I ' v e  done a p r e t t y  good job from t h e  t ime 
I ' v e  been i n  h e r e ,  and some c o n s i d e r a t i o n  shou ld  be g iven  t h a t ,  as f a r  as 
m a i n t a i n i n g  me. But I ' L L  t a k e  t h e  t r a n s f e r . "  I knew t h a t  I had a chance 
t o  advance t h e r e  [and]  I wasn' t  advancing v e r y  East  i n  t h e  maintenance 
depar tment  because  they  had what you might c a l l  a  l o t  of f r i e n d s  and 
r e l a t i v e s ,  and t h e y  were bypass ing t h e  un ions  where they  c o u l d .  But I 
happened t o  be one of t h e  f i r s t  and I o b j e c t e d  t o  i t .  And a f t e r  I g o t  
i n t o  t h e  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  depar tment ,  as I advanced, i t  was somewhat slow 
because they had o t h e r  people  i n  t h e r e  who d i d n ' t  have a s  much s e n i o r i t y  
i n  t h e  p l a n t  a s  I had,  bu t  they had more s e n i o r i t y  i n  t h e  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  
depar tment ,  more exper ience .  So I l e a r n e d  something a g a i n .  

So t h a t  went on f o r  two o r  t h r e e  y e a r s  and t h e  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  of t h e  
maintenance a t  t h a t  t ime was a f e l l o w  t h a t  I had worked f o r ;  h e  was an 
e l e c t r i c i a n .  A l o t  of t imes  he unhooked t h e  machinery s o  w e  could  move 
i t  o r  whatever was n e c e s s a r y  t o  do. So he  t o l d  m e  t h a t  he  was going t o  
t r a n s f e r  me back t o  the  maintenance depar tment ,  t o  t h e  same job I had and 
t h e  same group t h a t  I was i n .  And of c o u r s e  I had t o  s e l l  him on t h e  
i d e a  t h a t  i t  c o s t  a l o t  of money f o r  t h e  p r a c t i c e  and a b i l i t y  t h a t  I had 
been a b l e  t o  a c q u i r e  i n  t h e  t o o l  g r i n d i n g .  It looked l i k e  t o  m e  t h a t  i t  
was a  poor b u s i n e s s  v e n t u r e  f o r  him t o  make a move l i k e  t h a t  when I had 
probably  scrapped a s  many t o o l s ,  a s  many a s  ten thousand d o l l a r s '  worth ,  
and i t  c o s t  t h a t  much f o r  me t o  l e a r n  what I d i d .  ( l a u g h s )  And he 
laughed about i t  and I s a i d ,  "I d o n ' t  want t o  go back." I s a i d ,  "I'm 
v e r y  happy where I am." 

So t h e  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  of a n o t h e r  depar tment  t o l d  me t h a t  he  was going t o  
f o r c e  me back i n t o  general maintenance,  t h a t  they  needed u s ,  he needed 
me. And t h e  same f e l l o w  t h a t  I l e f t ,  t h e  c o l o r e d  f e l l o w  t h e r e ,  he  was 
s t i l l  i n  t h e  maintenance t h e r e  but he  hadn ' t  advanced. So I put  i t  t o  
him t h a t ,  " L e t ' s  do i t  t h i s  way." I s a i d ,  "I n o t i c e  t h a t  t h i s  pe rson ,  
t h i s  co lo red  p e r s o n ,  h a s n ' t  advanced one b i t . "  I s a i d ,  " I d o n ' t  have t o  
go back i f  I d o n ' t  want t o  go back, b u t  t h e  day t h a t  you advance him, you 
come f o r  me aga in . "  He s a i d ,  "What do you mean?" I s a i d ,  "He's one of 
t h e  b e s t  f e l l o w s  you have t h e r e .  He i s  j u s t  as good as anybody and he  
h a s n ' t  advanced one l i c k  s i n c e  I l e f t ,  s o  w i t h  t h e  way h e  works I d o n ' t  
t h i n k  I ' d  be a b l e  t o  advance ever  i f  h e  h a s n ' t  advanced." And he laughed 
about  i t  and s a i d ,  "Well, you s t a y  where you a r e  and I ' l l  let you know.'' 

So about  two weeks from t h a t  I g o t  t h e  word t h a t  h e  had advanced t h i s  
f e l l o w  t o  what you c a l l  two groups ,  which w a s  group e i g h t ,  which put him 
i n  a h i g h e r  b r a c k e t .  See he  was r e p a i r i n g  all t h e  f u r n a c e s ,  r e b r i c k i n g  
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all t h e  f u r n a c e s  and doing any th ing  t h a t  anybody e l s e  cou ld  do. So h e  
s e n t  f o r  me a g a i n  and s a i d ,  "Well, I advanced him." I s a i d ,  " I ' m  g lad  t o  
know t h a t .  Now I ' d  l i k e  f o r  you t o  l e t  me s t a y  i n  t h e  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  long 
enough where I can  r e a l l y  t a k e  t h i s  away and advance enough s o  when I 
come back t o  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  t h e n  I cou ld  be a n  a s s e t  t h e r e ,  much more of 
a n  a s s e t . "  Well ,  t h a t  was t h e  end of t h e  c h a l l e n g e .  He never  d i d  send 
f o r  m e  a g a i n  i n  t h a t  r e s p e c t  and I was a b l e  t o  proceed a s  much a s  I 
wanted t o .  

Q: Was rhe maintenance a  l o t  d i f f e r e n t  i n  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  t h a n  i t  was i n  
t h e  maintenance depar  tment? 

A :  Yes. I n  t h e  maintenance department i t  was most ly  r e p a i r s  and main ta in ing  
t h e  b u i l d i n g  as a whole. Sometimes you had snow t o  s h o v e l  i f  i t  was 
snowing. You had s idewalks  t o  r e p a i r ,  you had forms t o  bui ld--a t  t h a t  
t ime they were doing a  l o t  of c o n s t r u c t i o n  work--you had t h e  forms t o  
b u i l d  f o r  t h e  c o n c r e t e ,  you had t o  use  t h e  a i r  hammer. We g o t  most 
of--had most of the  work t o  do ,  the two of u s ,  t h e  two c o l o r e d  f e l l o w s .  
And t h o s e  t h i n g s  cont inued l i k e  t h a t  u n t i l  some of t h e  o t h e r s  g o t  t r a n s f e r r e d  
t o  s u p e r v i s o r s  and d i f f e r e n t  depar tments  began t o  l a y  o f f .  And of course  
they  were t r a n s f e r r e d  and had no say  s o  over  me. And t h i n g s  were g e t t i n g  
much b e t t e r  because  t h e r e  was g e t t i n g  more of t h e  Negroes i n t o  t h e  p l a n t  
and we were g e t t i n g  t o  advance. 

Q: And what d i d  you do i n  t h e  t o o l  g r i n d i n g ?  

A :  Well, what we a c t u a l l y  d i d  we r e p a i r e d  t h e  t o o l s ,  sharpened t h e  
t o o l s ,  and a l o t  of t imes  we reworked o r  remade t h e  t o o l s  t h a t  were 
damaged by t h e  machines a c c i d e n t a l l y .  And then  they  came i n  w i t h  a  
d i f f e r e n t  t y p e  of t o o l  which was a  ca rb ide- t ipped  t o o l  t h a t  has t u n g s t e n  
i n  the  c a r b i d e .  And we had t o  b raze  t h o s e  i n t o  t h e  h o l d e r s  t h a t  they  
used f o r  t h e  l a t h e s  and t h e  o t h e r  machines. And t h e  g r i n d i n g  of d r i l l s  
and t h e  g r i n d i n g  of f a c e  c u t t e r s ,  m i l l i n g  c u t t e r s ,  t a p s ,  and any s i z e d  
d r i l l s ,  up t o  two i n c h e s ,  had t o  be ground of c o u r s e  and reworked a l o t  
of t imes .  

So a f t e r  t h a t  I f i n a l l y  g o t  on a machine. They k e p t  b r i n g i n g  t h e  i d e a  
t h a t  I had t o  go t o  midnight t o  learn,  and 1 wouldn' t  t a k e  t h a t  s h i f t  and 
I s t a y e d  r i g h t  where I was i n  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  group. And l a t e r  on t ime 
d i d  come when t h e y  had t o  a c t u a l l y  pu t  me on i n  t h e  day s h i f t ,  because 
o t h e r  people  g o t  l a i d  o f f ,  d i d n ' t  have enough s e n i o r i t y .  And of course  I 
was p u t  on t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  machine. 

And every  t i m e  t h i s  foreman--actually he was a  n i c e  f e l l o w ,  I c a n ' t  k i c k  
abou t  t h e  way h e  t r e a t e d  m e  a s  a person--and I c a n ' t  s a y  h e  p u t  f o r t h  any 
e f f o r t  t o  advance me! But ,  t o  me, as long a s  I was a b l e  t o  myself--to 
exper iment  and improve my work, t h a t ' s  what I c o n c e n t r a t e d  on. I d i d n ' t  
worry t o o  much about  g e t t i n g  promoted a s  they  c a l l  i t  and t h i n g s  l i k e  
t h a t .  Of c o u r s e  i t  inc luded  a l o t  of--more s a l a r y ,  s e e ,  s o  t h a t ' s  why 
you r e a l l y  wanted t o  advance.  But I always thought  t h i s  abou t  any place 
t h a t  I ' v e  worked: i s  t o  j u s t  do t h e  b e s t  t h a t  I cou ld .  And I knew t h a t  
what I was doing a t  t h e  t ime 1 cou ld  t a k e  i t  w i t h  m e .  And t h a t  meant T 
cou ld  t a k e  i t  o u t  of t h e  c i t y ,  o u t  of t h e  c o u n t r y .  ( s m i l e s )  O r  anyp lace  
e l s e  because i t  was cons idered  t h e  type of work t h a t  i t  w a s .  
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: Working w i t h  t o o l s ?  

A :  Right .  And t h e n  I r e a l l y  would have l i k e d  t o  have g o t t e n  i n t o  t h e  
department where they  a c t u a l l y  made t h e  d i f f e r e n t  j i g s  f o r  t h e  machines 
and s t u f f ,  which i s  much c l o s e r  work. A l o t  of t ime we would do some 
work f o r  them t h a t  they d i d n ' t  have t h e  machine t o  do i t  on ,  and t h a t  way 
I g o t  some e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  t h a t .  Although I wouldn' t  s a y  t h a t  we were 
p a i d  f o r  t h e  t y p e  of work t h a t  we were do ing ,  but  t o  me i t  d i d n ' t  m a t t e r  
t o o  much a s  long as I was improving myself ,  and t h a t ' s  t h e  way t h a t  I 
accep ted  i t .  And t h e n  I found t h a t  as t h e  l a y o f f s  began a t  A l l i s  
Chalmers--at t h a t  t ime t h e  union went on a s t r i k e  f o r  f o u r  months and a 
h a l f .  

Q: Now, a r e  you t a l k i n g  about  much l a t e r  now, into t h e  1970s? 

A: [No.] I n l Y 4 6 .  

Q: You s t a y e d  p r e t t y  much w i t h  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  up u n t i l  r e t i r e m e n t ?  

A:  hat's r i g h t .  I s t a y e d  t h e r e  r e a l l y  a l l  t h e  way through. O f  c o u r s e  
I was t r a n s f e r r e d  a l o t  of t imes  t o  t h e  c r i b  which i s  where t h e  t o o l s  
were given o u t .  Micrometers,  d i f f e r e n t  gauges.  And t h e  gauges had t o  be  
s e t  you know, and t h i n g s  like r h a t .  So t h e y  s h i f t e d  me around. And I 
had t o  w r i t e  up t h e  d i f f e r e n t  jobs  and t y p e  of t o o l s  t h a t  [were] used t o  
do t h e  job.  And a f t e r  t h e  s t r i k e  was over  and t h e  union came back,  it 
p r e t t y  w e l l  p icked up where i t  lef t - -only  t h i n g s  g o t  b e t t e r ,  t h e  work 
c o n d i t i o n s .  And so  I g o t  a b reak  t h e r e .  And t h e n  I found t h a t  t h e  p l a n t  
began t o  expand q u i t e  f a s t  and t h a t  meant a Lot of remodeling; and new 
machinery had t o  be moved, and some scrapped you know. And a l o t  more 
b l a s t  f u r n a c e s  and t h i n g s  went on like t h a t ,  and even over t ime ,  i f  you 
wanted i t .  And I g o t  t o  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  maybe I shou ld  change, But I ' m  
g l a d  I d i d n ' t  now. 

Q:  A l o t  of t h a t  expansion took place r i g h t  a f t e r  A l l i s  Chalmers merged 
wi th  F i a t  i n  1973?  

A :  It took p l a c e  b e f o r e  then .  

Q: Before then  a l s o ?  

A:  Yes. They en la rged  t h e  machine shops  a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  t ime and 
then  t h e  p e r i o d  t h a t  you a r e  speak ing  of i s  when they  began t o  g e t  more 
exper imenta l  work you might say .  They began t o  manufacture d i f f e r e n t  
p roduc t s  a t  t h a t  t ime ,  and of c o u r s e  i t  took q u i t e  a few y e a r s  b e f o r e  
they  were a b l e  t o  even s t a r t  p roduc t ion  on some of t h e  new ones ,  t h e  new 
s t u f f  t h a t  they were doing.  

Q: When you came back from t h e  war t h e y  were s t i l l  doing mos t ly  t r a c t o r s  . . .  
A: The s m a l l e r  t r a c t o r s  a t  t h a t  t ime.  And a f t e r  t h a t  they  began t o  s e l l  
a l o t  of t r a c t o r s  t o  South America, t o  B r a z i l ,  Argent ina .  And t h a t  was 
p a r t  of  t h e  market t h a t  they  l o s t  t h a t  s t a r t e d  t h e  downward t r e n d ,  and 
t h a t ' s  when they  went i n t o  t h e  h e a v i e r  machinery f o r  the  mining and t h e  
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w e s t e r n  p a r t  of t h e  c o u n t r y .  And t h e  b i g g e s t  t r a c t o r  of t h a t  t y p e  was 
made by A l l i s  Chalmers even b e f o r e  C a t e r p i l l a r  and some of t h e  o t h e r s  g o t  
i n t o  t h a t  you s e e .  

Q: They won an  "E" award from t h e  army and navy i n  1944,  whi le  you were 
a t  war, f o r  t h e  w a r  t r a c t o r s .  

A:  Well, they made a  t a n k  f o r  World War I1 dur ing  t h e  war. I d o n ' t  know 
whether they pu t  them i n t o  p r o d u c t i a n  o r  n o t ,  but  when I came back I 
cou ld  s e e  where they  had experimented w i t h  them. Tha t ' s  when they  g o t  
t h e  proving ground o u t  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  where they t e s t e d  them a t  all 
t imes .  

Q: Did your wife work f o r  them a t  a l l ?  

A:  She worked f o r  them d u r i n g  t h e  war. Right a f t e r  I l e f t  and came 
back, t h e  f i r s t  l e a v e  I had she w a s  working i n  I l l i o p o l i s ,  a t  t h e  
ammunition p l a n t  t h e r e .  

End of S ide  One, Tape S i x  

Q: Then a t  t h e  t ime of your  f i r s t  leave your w i f e ' s  job  changed? You 
helped h e r  g e t  a job a t  F i a t  A l l i s ?  

A: Right.  The f e l l o w  I had worked f o r ,  h e  had become s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  of 
t h e  maintenance t h e r e  you s e e ,  

Q: Yes, and then how much longer--did s h e  work u n t i l  r e t i r e m e n t ,  too?  

A: She worked twenty-f ive  y e a r s  and t h e n  s h e  r e t i r e d ,  And of c o u r s e  
when s h e  went i n t o  t h e r e  t h e  o n l y  t h ing  they  would g i v e  h e r  was a j a n i t r e s s '  
j ob ,  bu t  s h e  took i t .  Of c o u r s e ,  i t  was payment enough where s h e  c o u l d  
s u r v i v e .  And he  t o l d  me, t h i s  f e l l o w ,  t h a t  when I came back s h e  c o u l d n ' t  
work t h e r e  because i t  wasn ' t  t h e  p o l i c y  of t h e  p l a n t  t o  work t h e  man and 
w i f e  a t  t h e  p l a n t .  I s a i d ,  "Okay. We ' l l  t a k e  c a r e  of  i t  when I come 
back,  but what I ' d  l o v e  f o r  you t o  do i s  t o  employ h e r  as long  as you 
can whi le  I ' m  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e . "  He s a i d ,  "1'11 g u a r a n t e e  you t h a t , "  So 
a f t e r  t h a t ,  s h e  worked twenty- f ive  y e a r s .  Now t h i n g s  had g o t t e n  much 
b e t t e r ,  they would pu t  women on t h e  machines then.  Some of them had been 
on t h e r e  dur ing  the war. 

Q: During t h e  war, 

A: But they began t o  advance more of them, and she  dec ided  t h a t  s h e  
d i d n ' t  want t o  g e t  on a machine. I thought  i t  was b e t t e r  f o r  h e r  n o t  t o ,  
because what s h e  had she was s a t i s f i e d  w i t h ,  and s h e  was making money; 
s h e  go t  raises as t h e  c o n t r a c t  improved. So we had a  v e r y  good income, 
b u t  when I came back I d i d n ' t  mention t o  him t h a t  my w i f e  worked there--  
because  I h a r d l y  e v e r  saw him i n  t h e  f i r s t  p lace !  So t h a t ' s  why s h e  
worked longer .  Because I t h i n k  t h a t  we were t h e  on ly  man and w i f e  working 
t h e r e  t h a t  were i n  f a c t  Negroes.  There was only  about  t h r e e  w h i t e  c o u p l e s  
t h a t  worked t h e r e  a s  l o n g  as we d i d .  
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Q: Apparent ly  they d i d n ' t  make a  b i g  t h i n g  abou t  i t .  

A: I g o t  by w i t h  i t ,  because  he  d i d n ' t  know t h a t  my w i f e  e v e r  worked 
t h e r e  as a m a t t e r  of f a c t .  The next  t ime I saw him he w a s  f l y i n g  s o  
h i g h !  H e  had t ime t o  t a l k  t o  me, and e v e r y t h i n g ,  because  I had worked 
r i g h t  i n  t h e  d i t c h  w i t h  him, s e e ?  But he  d i d n ' t  r each  back and g e t  m e  
l i k e  he d i d  some of t h e  o t h e r s  and c a r r y  them u p s t a i r s .  But t h a t  d i d n ' t  
b o t h e r  me because  I was making j u s t  a s  much as they  were i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e ,  by working i n  t h e  shop. 

Now a s  f a r  as [race r e l a t i o n s ]  t r e a t m e n t  i n  t h e  p l a n t  we never  had any 
t r o u b l e ,  a f t e r  we go t  some o f  t h e  t h i n g s  s t r a i g h t e n e d  o u t ,  u n t i l  they  put  
a  c a f e t e r i a  i n  t h e  p l a n t .  And my wi fe  and I, we used t o  always c a r r y  o u r  
lunch.  So a f t e r  i t  was i n s t a l l e d ,  a c o l o r e d  boy asked me, "Do you want 
t o  e a t  i n  t h e  c a f e t e r i a  today?" I s a i d ,  "Yes, I t h i n k  I w i l l ,  t o  s e e  
what they go t ! "  So I went i n .  And t h e  f i r s t  day o r  s o  I n o t i c e d  t h e  
l a d y  t h a t  was d i p p i n g  o u t  t h e  food  she had a tendency t o  p i c k  over  t h e  
food and g i v e  me what s h e  thought was t h e  smallest p o r t i o n ,  and--she was 
k ind  of s loppy  w i t h  h e r  s e r v i c e ,  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .  I d i d n ' t  s a y  a n y t h i n g  
f o r  a  couple  of days  and t h e  t h i r d  day I s a i d ,  "Stop t h e  l i n e . "  I s a i d ,  
"Miss," I s a i d ,  "I have n o t i c e d  you.  Now, when I come i n  h e r e  t o  eat, I 
t h i n k  I d e s e r v e  a s  much c o u r t e s y  as  anybody e l s e .  I ' m  paying t h e  same 
p r i c e .  And I ' v e  n o t i c e d  each day you seem t o  p i c k  over p o r t i o n s  of t h e  
food,  and today you have something t h a t  1: l i k e . "  I s a i d ,  "You have v e r y  
good food and I wish t h a t  you would s t o p  t h a t ! "  I t h i n k  t h a t  day t h e y  
had beef r o a s t  o r  something,  so  s h e  c u t  me t h e  t h i n n e s t  p i e c e s  of beef 
r o a s t  t h a t  s h e  could  f i n d ,  t h e  s m a l l e s t  p o r t i o n  and s h e  gave me my p o t a t o e s  
and peas  t h a t  I ordered  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  And I t o l d  h e r ,  I s a i d ,  " I ' d  
l i k e  t o  have some gravy on my p o t a t o e s  and my meat." ( s m i l e s )  So s h e  
took  t h e  dipper--and t h e  way s h e  p u t  i t  on was a l i t t l e  s loppy.  

U n t i l  I l o s t  my a p p e t i t e  a s  a  m a t t e r  of f a c t .  And I became v e r y  angry .  
So I j u s t  s a t  my p l a t e  down, went up t o  t h e  c a f e t e r i a  h e a d q u a r t e r s ,  t o l d  
t h e  f e l l o w  I wanted t o  s e e  t h e  manager, and I t o l d  him how I had been 
t r e a t e d .  And h e  was from t h e  South,  by t h e  way, and was over  t h a t  c a f e t e r i a ,  
a very  n i c e  f e l l o w  and e v e r y t h i n g .  And I t o l d  him, I s a i d ,  "1 d o n ' t  
t h i n k  you a c t u a l l y  know what ' s  going on i n  t h e  c a f e t e r i a .  Now I ' v e  been 
t h e  type of pe rson  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t ' s  done h e r e  I ' m  i n t e r e s t e d  t h a t  
i t ' s  done r i g h t ,  and I was r e a l l y  i n s u l t e d  as a matter of f a c t . "  I s a i d ,  
"I d i d n ' t  r a i s e  any sand i n  t h e  c a f e t e r i a ,  I came t o  see you, because  I 
t h i n k  you a r e  t h e  pe rson  t h a t  could  c o n t r o l  i t ." And h e  s a i d  t o  m e ,  
"What happened?" And I exp la ined  t o  him what happened, j u s t  what I ' v e  
s a i d .  And he s a i d ,  "Well, I ' v e  had t r o u b l e  b e f o r e  w i t h  her b u t  nobody 
e v e r  came l i k e  you d i d . "  I s a i d ,  'Wel l ,  I came because  i t  is  v e r y  s e r i o u s . "  
I s a i d ,  "You know as w e l l  a s  I do ,  r e a l l y ,  a Lot of them o b j e c t  t o  us  
even e a t i n g  i n  t h e  c a f e t e r i a . "  I s a i d ,  "YOU know t h a t .  You have been 
through t h e s e  t h i n g s ,  and I t h i n k  you should know how t o  h a n d l e  it ." H e  
s a i d ,  "I '11 handle  i t  r e a l  good. I ' m  going t o  f i r e  h e r !  " I s a i d ,  "Now, 
I d i d n ' t  come f o r  t h a t . "  I s a i d ,  "But you have o t h e r  c a f e t e r i a s  i n  t h e  
p l a n t ,  and maybe y o u ' l l  f i n d  ou t  f o r  y o u r s e l f  by t r a n s f e r r i n g  h e r  t o  
d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e s  t o  see i f  you g e t  compla in t s  l i k e  I r e p o r t  t o  you." 
1 I Well, I ' m  going t o  move h e r  tomorrow. You [go ahead and]  e a t  h e r e  f o r  
lunch  t h i s  t ime,  because  1 ' m  going t o  move h e r  tomorrow," h e  s a i d .  So h e  
d i d .  ~ i d n ' t  have any more t r o u b l e .  



Luther  Wheeler 94 

Had t h e  same t r o u b l e  w i t h  t h e  wagons t h a t  came around t h e  p l a n t .  Some of 
t h e  g i r l s  [who] s t a r t e d  r o  g i v e  me [my change] they  would m i s s  my hand 
two t o  t h r e e  t imes  and h i t  t h e  f l o o r .  

Q: I c o u l d n ' t  b e l i e v e  i t !  

A: And I t o l d  them, v e r y  n i c e l y ,  and a f t e r  I used t h e  s t r a t e g y  t h a t  was 
necessa ry  t o  keep down c o n f u s i o n ,  a l l  of them--but t h e  one they  f i r e d  s h e  
d i d n ' t  g e t  a chance t o  say  much t o  m e  anymore. ( s m i l e s )  She was i n  h e r  
f i f t i e s .  A l l  t h e  g i r l s  on t h e  wagon they g o t  s t r a i g h t .  And sometimes i f  
they  thought I h a d n ' t  g o t  t o  t h e  wagon they  would w a i t  f o r  m e .  

Q: The wagon i s  t h e  . . . 
A:  What they c a l l  t h e  Canteen Wagon t h a t  went around a t  t h e  p l a n t .  

Q: A t  break t ime? A t  snack t ime? 

A :  Y e s ,  a t  snack t i m e  a t  2:00 P.M. and 1 2 : O O  o ' c l o c k  meals, a t  t h a t  t ime 
b e f o r e  they g o t  t h e  c a f e t e r i a ,  and then  t h e y  g o t  t h e  c a f e t e r i a .  

But I found a l l  i n  a l l  through l i f e  t h a t  you as an i n d i v i d u a l ,  w i t h i n  t h e  
world t h a t  you l i v e  i n ,  t h e  people  t h a t  you come i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  from day 
t o  day, where you s t a y  and your  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  grocery s t o r e s  and t h e  
o t h e r  p l a c e s ,  t h a t  you might say i t  is  n e c e s s a r y  t o  s u r v i v e  i n  a  community. 
I have found i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  and a l l  over ,  i n  my hometown, we never  had 
any t r o u b l e .  There were l i m i t a t i o n s  as t o  what you cou ld  go t o  and cou ld  
do,  bu t  I never  d i d  dwel l  on t h o s e  t h i n g s  because  my l i f e  was never  
p a t t e r n e d  a f t e r  a n y t h i n g  o r  anybody. I knew t h e  law. I knew t h a t  t h e r e  
a r e  people  p e r s o n a l l y ,  i f  you know them, [who] have a tendency y e t  t o  be 
v e r y  s k e p t i c a l  as f a r  as a  n a t i o n a l i t y  i s  concerned.  I d o n ' t  c a r e  what 
n a t i o n a l i t y  i t  is .  

Other  than  t h a t  I went t o  t h e  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  of  t h e  union.  I went t o  
t h e  meetings j u s t  abou t  as much as anybody e l s e .  And I n o t i c e d  though 
t h a t  nobody was e v e r  e l e c t e d .  [Negro] 

Q: Were t h o s e  monthly evening meet ings?  

A: Monthly meet ings .  And a t  t h a t  t ime we were meet ing downtown. We 
d i d n ' t  have a union h a l l  and we used o t h e r  union h a l l s .  And I noticed 
t h a t  you could  never  g e t  e l e c t e d  even t o  a shop as f a r  as Negroes were 
concerned,  because  t h e r e  were more of them [ w h i t e s ] ,  more f r i e n d s ,  more 
a c q u a i n t a n c e s ,  more r e l a t i o n s .  It was t h e  make-up of t h e  p l a n t  you s e e .  
[whi te ]  

Q: A m i n o r i t y ,  you d i d n ' t  have t h e  s u p p o r t .  

A: R igh t ,  But t h e r e  was a good break y e t  between t h e  union and t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l s  a s  far as--we had p r o t e c t i o n  i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t  t h a t  i f  t h e  
union d i d n ' t  do t h e i r  d u t y  you cou ld  t a k e  them t o  t h e  N a t i o n a l  Labor 
R e l a t i o n s  Board. That k e p t  them s t r a i g h t ,  d i d n ' t  worry abou t  t h a t .  
( l a u g h s )  
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Q: Were t h e r e  any o t h e r  s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n s  a t  A l l i s  Chalmers t h a t  s t i c k  
i n  your mind? 

A:  Yes, we had p i c n i c s  once a  y e a r  bu t  t h e r e  never  was many of t h e  
Negroes t h a t  worked a t  t h e  p l a n t  would go,  bu t  t h e r e  was a few. W e  would 
go once i n  a whi le  and we were t r e a t e d  n i c e  I might add b u t  . . . 
Q: Out by t h e  l a k e ?  

A: At t h e  lake and even a t  t h e  h a l l  a f t e r  we b u i l t  t h e  b i g  h a l l .  What 
happened, I t h i n k  i t  s t r a i g h t e n e d  some of t h e  g r i e v a n c e s  o u t  even i n  t h e  
p l a n t ,  between t h e  company and t h e  union.  Usua l ly  a  l o t  of  t imes  I would 
go t o  t h e  head of t h e  depar tment ,  i n s t e a d  of t h e  un ion ,  and i f  I c o u l d n ' t  
t a l k  and r e s o l v e  some of t h e  problems, t h e n  I would have t o  go t o  t h e  
union.  

Q :  Bur  f i r s t  you would t a l k  t o  t h e  . , . 
A: F i r s t  I would t a l k  t o  whoever was i n  c h a r g e ,  o r  go over  t h e i r  head i f  
i t  was n e c e s s a r y  t o  g e t  t h e  t h i n g  s t r a i g h t e n e d  o u t .  

Q: Well, t h e y  no doubt a p p r e c i a t e d  that. 

A: Yes, yes .  I found t h e r e  were peop le  even a t  t h e  p l a n t  t h e r e  t h a t  
whenever t h e y  came up t o  t h e  what you c a l l  t h e  window where we hand o u t  
t h e  t o o l s  o r  g r i n d  t h e  t o o l s  f o r  them, t h e r e  was some of them t h a t  r e s e n t e d  
me and d i d n ' t  want m e  t o  g r i n d  t h e i r  t o o l s .  And I w a s  t h e  f i r s t  one 
there--I  thought  1 ' d  never  f o r g e t  i t .  I found o u t  l a t e r  t h a t  h e  was a  
p r e a c h e r .  H e  o b j e c t e d  t o  me. He s a i d ,  "I d o n ' t  want you t o  g r i n d  my 
t o o l s .  I want t h i s  o t h e r  f e l l o w  t o  g r i n d  i t ." And I s a i d  t o  him l i k e  
t h i s ,  I s a i d ,  "Well, t h a t ' s  what I ' m  h e r e  f o r  and we ' re  going t o  t a k e  
them i n  t u r n s .  And i f  I d o n ' t  know how t o  g r i n d  your t o o l ,  i f  y o u ' r e  n o t  
s a t i s f i e d ,  you t a k e  i t  back over  t o  t h e  foreman and t e l l  him t h a t  I d o n ' t  
know what I ' m  do ing  because I ' m  supposed t o  know and h e ' s  supposed t o  
have t a u g h t  me t o  do it." 

So h e  handed me t h e  t o o l .  I went t o  t h e  p r i n t  and somebody had changed 
t h e  t o o l  you s e e ,  and put i t  on a d i f f e r e n t  a n g l e ,  and they had a s m a l l e r  
r a d i u s .  I s a i d ,  "The way t h i s  t o o l  i s  ground I c a n ' t  g r i n d  i t  l i k e  t h a t  
wi thou t  pe rmiss ion  from t h e  foreman."  ell, t h e y  been doing i t .  I t o l d  
them what I wanted and t h i s  i s  what they g i v e  me." I s a i d ,  " I ' m  n o t  
supposed t o  do t h a t .  Now you can t a k e  t h i s  r i g h t  now b e f o r e  I g r i n d  t h i s  
t o o l . "  H e  s a i d ,  "Go ahead and g r i n d  i t .  I ' l l  t a k e  what I can  g e t . "  So 
I ground t h e  t o o l  and I put  t h e  proper  r a d i u s  on i t ,  and t h e  p roper  a n g l e  
on  i t ,  and I p u t  t h e  p roper  clearance and e v e r y t h i n g  necessa ry  f o r  t h e  
t o o l ,  and I handed him t h e  t o o l .  And he took t h e  t o o l  and h e  looked a t  
i t  and went back t o  h i s  machine, And i n s t e a d  of t h a t  t o o l  be ing  ground 
t h r e e  o r  f o u r  l i k e  they  had p r e v i o u s l y  been ground, he  used t h e  t o o l  a l l  
day w i t h  one g r i n d .  H e  came back t h e  n e x t  day--1 was busy--and h e  t o l d  
t h i s  o t h e r  f e l l o w  t h a t  he  was going t o  w a i t  f o r  me--that had been g r i n d i n g  
i t  a l l  t h e  t ime,  t h i s  whi te  f e l l o w .  

: The same p r e a c h e r ?  
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A :  Yes. And when he d i d  t h a t  I heard  him. I s a i d ,  "Now i t  i s n ' t  going 
t o  work t h a t  way. We t a k e  them as they  come.'' I s a i d ,  "That ' s  t h e  way 
i t ' s  going t o  work i f  I have any th ing  t o  do w i t h  i t  because  t h a t ' s  what 
I ' v e  been t o l d . "  So he ,  t h e  o t h e r  f e l l o w ,  ground i t  and I found o u t  
l a t e r  he would w a i t  u n t i l  h e  thought  I wasn ' t  busy and come back f o r  m e  
t o  g r i n d  t h e  t o o l ,  Well, t h e n  he  was f i x i n g  t o  start  f r i c t i o n  between 
myself and o t h e r  people  i n  t h e  depar tment ,  you know, t h a t  worked r i g h t  
t h e r e ,  you see.  

Q: To s t a r t  what? 

A: F r i c t i o n  between us .  And t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  f e l l o w  had been doing t h i s  
f o r  him and a l t e r i n g  t h e  t o o l  whenever he  s a i d ,  however he  wanted i t .  
And he asked me, he s a i d ,  "How d i d  you g r i n d  t h e  t o o l ? "  I s a i d ,  "I went 
by t h e  p r i n t . "  I s a i d ,  " ~ e c a u s e  1 d o n ' t  know what you d i d  t o  t h e  t o o l .  
1 knew t h a t  i t  wasn ' t  working,  so  t h a t ' s  when I went back t o  t h e  p r i n t  t o  
s e e  if i t  worked." He s a i d ,  "Well I never  had thought  of t h a t ,  r e a l l y . "  
I s a i d ,  "Well, maybe h e  r a i s e d  your ego by coming and w a i t i n g  f o r  you 
w i t h  t h e  t o o l s ,  I t ' s  a p o s s i b i l i t y . "  Z s a i d ,  "People w i l l  do t h a t  t o  
you ." Be s a i d ,  "What do you mean?" I s a i d ,  "Well, t h e y  wanted t o  make 
you f e e l  l i k e  you were impor tan t . "  I s a i d ,  "He was r e a l l y  u s i n g  you t o  
a n  e x t e n t  t o  h i s  s a t i s f a c t i o n . "  And I s a i d ,  "You've been g r i n d i n g  t o o l s  
l o n g e r  than  I have,  b u t  i f  I w a s  hav ing  t r o u b l e  w i t h  t o o l s  I wouldn' t  
even come t o  you; I would go t o  t h e  foreman. Th is  i s  what we a r e  supposed 
t o  do." I s a i d ,  "When I change a  t o o l ,  when h e  g e t s  through w i t h  i t  I'm 
going t o  put i t  back where i t ' s  supposed t o  be ,  s o  i f  anybody e lse  p i c k s  
i t  up they won't run  s c r a p  wi th  t h e  t o o l ,  w i t h  a n  a l t e r n a t e  t o o l ,  That's 
why they d o n ' t  want t o  i n s t a l l  those  t o o l s  because  t h e y  want u s  t o  f i t  i t  
r i g h t  back t o  what t h e  p r i n t  s a y s  of t h a t  nex t  job,  They d o n ' t  want u s  
t o  change it." I s a i d ,  "When t h e y ' r e  having t r o u b l e  t h e n  you a r e  supposed 
t o  r e p o r t  t o  t h e  foreman t h a t  t h e y  a r e  hav ing  t r o u b l e  w i t h  t h i s  t o o l  when 
you g r i n d  i t  by t h e  p r i n t . "  I s a i d ,  "Then i f  h e  d e c i d e s  t o  change i t  f o r  
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  job t h e n  he  h a s  t o  change t h e  number and t h e  p r i n t .  I f  
h e  goes  u p s t a i r s  and g e t s  t h e  eng ineer  and b r i n g s  him down and t e l l s  him 
wha t ' s  happening,  t h e n  t h e y  make t h i s  same t o o l  back o v e r  as t h e  o r i g i n a l  
p r i n t . "  Well ,  he  d i d n ' t  know t h a t  I knew t h a t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .  And 
i n  t h e  second p l a c e  I d i d n ' t  know I knew i t  myse l f ,  i t  j u s t  came t o  m e  
t h a t  I ' d  b e t t e r  r e a l l y  s t u d y  i t  a s  I went a l o n g ,  because  I expec ted  him 
t o  r e a l l y  pop back and t o  say  t h a t  I d i d n ' t  do him r i g h t ,  t h a t  I broke 
the t o o l  and he could have t a k e n  a  hammer and broke i t ,  but he d i d n ' t  do 
t h a t .  I have t o  g i v e  him t h a t  much c r e d i t .  

Q :  Well, i t ' s  t h e  same t h i n g  w i t h  your navy e x p e r i e n c e .  The people  on 
your b o a t  had t o  be  a s  good i f  n o t  b e t t e r .  

A :   hat's r i g h t .  T h a t ' s  what I ' m  say ing  as I ' v e  s a i d  b e f o r e .  I t 's from 
person  t o  person t h i s  t r o u b l e  t h a t  we are having i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  We're 
f i n d i n g  t h a t  everybody c a n ' t  be r i g h t ,  even i n  p o l i t i c s .  

Q: Your approach facing t h e  problem, t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  problem, wi th  someone, 
r i g h t  on ,  i t  u s u a l l y  works. Did you e v e r  have anytime when i t  d i d n ' t  
work? 
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A :  Yes. I ' v e  always been f o r t u n a t e  enough though t h a t  i f  i t  d i d n ' t  work 
I could  most of t h e  t ime avo id  t h e  person as much as 
came t o  t h e i r  s e n s e s  o r  I came t o  mine. And I found 
s o l u t i o n  than [an tagon ism] .  T h e r e ' s  been t imes  when 
cha l l enged .  

Q: You more o r  l e s s  had t o  f i g h t  f o r  your r i g h t s  i n  
a t  A l l i s  Chalrners a t  f i r s t ,  d i d n ' t  you? 

p o s s i b l e  u n t i l  t h e y  
t h a t  was a b e t t e r  
1 w a s  approached and 

t h e  r e s t  room t h e r e  

A:  Right .  

Q: Was t h a t  b e f o r e  t h e  war? 

A: That was b e f o r e  t h e  war. 

: Wasn't t h e r e  a t  l e a s t  some improvement t h e r e  a f t e r  t h e  war? 

A: Oh yes !  Q u i t e  a  b i t .  I n  t h e  showers and t h i n g s  like t h a t  t h e r e  was 
c o n t r o v e r s y .  But t h e r e  wasn ' t  enough of them t o  make a b i g  n o i s e  abou t  
i t .  So a s  one person--as I began t o  come i n  c o n t a c t  wi th  d i f f e r e n t  
people  t h a t  I knew t h a t  was i n  a u t h o r i t y ,  I made i t  my b u s i n e s s  t o  do 
t h a t .  

Q:  That seemed t o  be--you e s t a b l i s h e d  a network . . . 
A: Yes. Even some of t h e  problems we a r e  having today i n  t h e  s c h o o l s ,  
i t ' s  because of l a c k  of d i s c i p l i n e .  The peop le  t h a t  a r e  h a n d l i n g  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  d o n ' t  know how t o  go abou t  r e a c h i n g  a happy medium on some 
t h i n g s .  You've g o t  t o  g i v e  and t a k e  t o  a  p o i n t .  

Q: Did you work w i t h  a c e r t a i n  same group of people  a l l  t h e  t ime  you 
were t h e r e ,  most of t h e  t ime? 

A :  Most of the t ime. I was very  f o r t u n a t e  i n  t h a t  r e s p e c t  because  t h e y  
d i d n ' t  u s u a l l y  t r a n s f e r  you o u t  of t h e  maintenance depar tment ,  because  i t  
was t h e  t y p e  of work where they had t o  have somebody t h a t  knew what t h e y  
were doing.  See? 

Q: You probably  saw q u i t e  a  few changes by t h e  time you reached r e t i r e m e n t .  

A: Oh, yes .  

Q: And t h a t  was what, 1976? 

A :  Yes, 1976,  r e t i r e m e n t  y e a r .  And t h e  day t h a t  I r e t i r e d ,  as I ' v e  
shown you some of t h e  d i f f e r e n t  c a r d s  and t h i n g s ,  t h e  remark was made by 
a  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  t h a t  a Lot of people  s a i d  they  d i d n ' t  like him and 
c o u l d n ' t  ge t  a l o n g  w i t h  him. But I had a run-in wi th  him one t ime  a b o u t  
some t o o l s ,  t h a t  they wasn ' t  p u t  away p r o p e r l y .  And he came i n  and h e  
was r e a l l y  blowing h i s  t o p  abou t  i t ,  I s a i d ,  "You know my job." I s a i d ,  
"Now y o u ' r e  a d d r e s s i n g  m e  p e r s o n a l l y  about  why t h e s e  t o o l s  a r e  n o t  i n  t h e  
r i g h t  r a c k  and d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  1'11 t r y  t o  e x p l a i n  t o  you 
why. They ' re  n o t  i n  the  r i g h t  p l a c e  because  your  peop le  i n  t h e  shop a r e  
do ing  that, and t h e y ' r e  n o t  even supposed t o  come i n  h e r e .  They are 
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supposed t o  lay the  t o o l  i n  t h e  p l a c e  where they  have f o r  them." And I 
s a i d ,  "That way I u s u a l l y  look  a t  them and s e e  i f  they  a r e  a l l  r i g h t  
b e f o r e  they a r e  put  back i n  t h e  rack .  Sometimes t h e y  come back w i t h  a 
t o o l  they have broken and they put  i t  back i n  t h e  rack."  I s a i d ,   hat's 
t h e  accumularion t h a t  y o u ' r e  s e e i n g  the re . "  

And I t o l d  him, and h e  was t h e  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  of t h e  depar tment ,  "Now 
I ' v e  t r i e d  t o  c o r r e c t  i t .  I ' v e  mentioned i t  t o  you b e f o r e .  You've 
ignored  i t  s o  I t h i n k  i t ' s  about  t ime t o  do something abou t  i t ." He 
s a i d ,  "What do you mean?" I s a i d ,  "You could e i t h e r  f i r e  some of your 
peop le  f o r  n o t  do ing  i t  o r  1 could g e t  f i r e d . "  I s a i d ,  "Now what w e ' l l  
do f i r s t  i s  you go t o  my s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  and t e l l  him t h e  t r o u b l e  we a r e  
hav ing  h e r e ,  because  I c a n ' t  a l t e r  any th ing ,  i t ' s  h i s  job." I s a i d ,  "Now 
whatever he  s a y s ,  I w i l l  comply wi th  t h a t ,  b u t  what you're t e l l i n g  m e  I 
d o n ' t  have t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t o  t r y  t o  c o r r e c t  him." And I s a i d ,  "Now my 
superintendent"--He knew who h e  was and he went t o  him and he t o ld  him 
t h a t ,  "Luke Wheeler ,"- - that ' s  myself--"is i n  charge  of t h a t  from e i g h t  
o ' c l o c k  i n  t h e  morning t o  4 : 0 0  i n  t h e  evening and we have two o t h e r  
s h i f t s ,  and t h e r e ' s  nobody t h e r e  t i l l  h e  comes. I n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e , "  h e  
t o l d  him, "don' t  e v e r  approach him o r  t h r e a t e n  him w i t h  your d i f f e r e n t  
t y p e s  of a d j e c t i v e s  because  h e  i s  a  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e  of f e l l o w  t h a t  i s  n o t  
explosive--up t o  a c e r t a i n  p o i n t ! "  He s a i d ,  "So h e  recommended m e  t o  you 
and I ' m  he re  t o  t e l l  you." H e  t o l d  him p e r f e c t l y  f r a n k  t h a t ,  "I am h i s  
foreman and a n y t h i n g  e l s e  t h a t ' s  wrong, you come t o  me about  i t ." And 
t h a t  ended t h a t .  I d i d n ' t  have any more t r o u b l e  a g a i n .  When I l e f t  
t h e r e ,  he  and I r e s p e c t e d  one a n o t h e r ,  t o  a  c e r t a i n  e x t e n t  you would have 
thought  i t  was a fo rmal  meeting sometimes. The r e s u l t s  were t h a t ,  you 
s e e .  

But you c a n ' t  expec t  t h e s e  k i d s  today--these younger k i d s  today ,  t h e y  
have a problem. I d o n ' t  just mean any n a t i o n a l i t y ,  o r  any p a r t i c u l a r  
n a t i o n a l i t y .  And i t ' s  a  very s e r i o u s  problem t h a t  i f  w e  a r e n ' t  c a r e f u l  
we have gone back i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  f i f t y  y e a r s ,  a lmos t ,  on some of the 
t h i n g s  t h a t  we were making p r o g r e s s  on. And t h a t  r e a l l y  i s  what b o t h e r s  
me. I d o n ' t  see a n  o u t b u r s t  o f  v i o l e n c e ,  i n  a  way, b u t  I s e e  a  d e c l i n e  
i n  t h e  q u a l i t y  of t h e  peop le  and even i n  t h e  work t h a t  we endeaver t o  do ,  
And t h e  s i t u a t i o n  and the  way we a r e  l i v i n g  today has become q u i t e  c r i t i c a l .  
And i t  seems like some peop le  i n  t h i s  coun t ry  a r e  t r y i n g  t o  d e s t r o y  
e v e r y t h i n g  w i t h  t h e  idea we are going t o  do i t  d i f f e r e n t .  But we a r e  
t r y i n g  t o  do i t  d i f f e r e n t  too  f a s t .  And t h a t  way y o u ' l l  have no th ing  but 
confus ion .  

Q :  We do, t h a t ' s  t r u e ,  we have confusion.  

Now i t  was e i g h t  y e a r s  ago when you r e t i r e d ;  was t h a t  a s p e c i a l  o c c a s i o n  
f o r  you? 

A :  For everybody t h a t  r e t i r e s .  But  a s  t h e  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  t o l d  m e ,  he  
had never  seen  a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h i s  b e f o r e  over  t h e  y e a r s  he had s e e n  
peop le  r e t i r e .  But I always had a  tendency t o  . . . 
Q: Yes, you handed me h e r e  a L i t t l e  card you r e c e i v e d  from t h r e e  depar tments  
and could  you t e l l  me a l i t t l e  more about t h e  p a r t y  i t s e l f ?  Was i t  an 
evening a f f a i r ?  
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A: It was twelve o ' c l o c k  w a s  when we had t h e  p a r t y ,  and i t  was on ly  f o r  
f i f t e e n  minutes s o  e v e r y t h i n g  was done i n  t h a t  l e n g t h  of t ime and it was 
a l l  a s u r p r i s e  t o  me. They knew I would be q u i t t i n g  work t h a t  day ,  a t  
twelve o ' c l o c k  t o  go t o  t h e  p l a n t  g r e e t i n g  people  and t e l l i n g  them t h a t  I 
would be r e t i r i n g  and  t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  But as you n o t i c e  t h e  c a r d  h a s  
t h r e e  depar tments  t h a t  p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h i s .  And those  were depar tments  
t h a t  I worked i n  over  a  p e r i o d  of y e a r s  t h a t  I was connected wi th .  

Q: I s e e .  

A:  So t h e  people t h a t  knew me by going through the  maintenance depar tment  
all t h e  years-- I 've  covered t h e  whole p l a n t  d i f f e r e n t  y e a r s ,  a t  d i f f e r e n t  
t imes .  And being i n  t o o l  g r i n d i n g  was a n o t h e r  way of doing i t  from one 
p a r t i c u l a r  c r i b  t o  a n o t h e r ,  a n o t h e r  b u i l d i n g  h e r e  and a n o t h e r  b u i l d i n g  
t h e r e ,  you s e e .  And I [ a t t r i b u t e ]  some of t h a t  t o  t h e  p o p u l a r i t y  [ a s p e c t ]  
of t h e  p a r t y .  And we had t h e  coffee  and t h e  cake and people  even p e r s o n a l l y  
would c o n g r a t u l a t e  me and t e l l  me "how n i c e  i t ' s  been working w i t h  m e  
over  t h e  pe r iod  of y e a r s , "  and t h a t  they  were going t o  m i s s  m e .  "The 
whole p l a n t  is going t o  m i s s  you. The job you 've  done i n  t h i s  depar tment  
and f o r  t h e  o t h e r  depar tments  t h a t  you've been i n ,  and I wish you t h e  
b e s t  of e v e r y t h i n g  f o r  you and your  wi fe . "  I s a i d ,  "Yes, s h e  i s  r e t i r e d  
a l r e a d y .  She r e t i r e d  some years ago."  And they  mentioned t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
she w a s  a very p l e a s a n t  person.  They d i d n ' t  know t h a t  we were married 
f o r  y e a r s ,  a l o t  of them, because  we never  came i n  c o n t a c t  wi th  one 
a n o t h e r  o n l y  when we g o t  ready t o  come home, and t h a t  w a s  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  
t h a t .  She had q u i t e  a few g i r l s  t h a t  she came i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  i n  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  p l a n t s .  

And they  had two g i r l s  i n  our  department--two ladies--and they  were abou t  
my age  I guess .  They were w h i t e ,  one was I r i s h  I t h i n k ,  and t h e  o t h e r  
was German, and t h e  f e l l o w s  i n  t h e  depar tment  wouldn' t  h e l p  them when 
they  came in--to t e a c h  them how t o  g r i n d  t o o l s .  So I d i d .  And two i n  
part icular--three--made t h e  remark t o  m e ,  t o  my wi fe  as a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  
t h a t  they would have never  l e a r n e d  t o  g r i n d  t o o l s  i f  i t  h a d n ' t  been f o r  
m e .  And about  how n i c e  I was t o  them and t h e  e f f o r t  t h a t  I p u t  f o r t h .  
And they  would t e l l  h e r  t h a t ,  "He t a k e s  t h e  t ime when a l o t  of t h e  o t h e r  
f e l l o w s  seem t o  do e v e r y t h i n g  they  can t o  make i t  hard  f o r  u s  ." Well, I 
d i d n ' t  know about  t h a t ,  you know, So I [ f e l t  g r a t e f u l ,  p l e a s e d ] ,  They 
t r e a t e d  m e  ve ry  n i c e ,  a n d  they  were t h e  t y p e - - i n t e l l i g e n t  people .  And 
they  were from t h e  d i f f e r e n t  l i t t l e  towns around h e r e .  I d i d n ' t  r e a l l y  
know where they were from. One of them I t h i n k  w a s  from Chatham o r  
someplace i n  t h e r e  and they  a l l  r e t i r e d  w i t h  t h a t  a t t i t u d e  a s  f a r  as I 
was concerned.  And some of t h e  o t h e r  f e l l o w s ,  they c o u l d n ' t  s t a n d  them. 

Q: I t ' s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  you s t a y e d  a t  t h e  one p l a c e  of employment f o r  
t h e  t i m e  t h a t  you worked h e r e ,  b o t h  b e f o r e  t h e  war and a f t e r .  D i d  you do 
some ex t ra - -ou t s ide  of t h e  plant--work sometimes? 

A :  We went from one p l a n t  t o  a n o t h e r  sometimes; t h e y  had P l a n t  No. 2 .  

Q: I n  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  d i d  you have any o t h e r  job i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ?  

A :  Well,  I had t h e  d r u g s t o r e  j o b  t h a t  I t o l d  you about  d u r i n g  t h e  c i v i l i a n  
p a r t  of i t .  
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Q: We come t o  t h e  s t o r y  of how you d i d  have a  job o u t s i d e  of t h e  p l a n t  
a t  one p o i n t ,  and t h a t  was early--you s a i d  19 . . . 
A :  That was 1946 when they had t h e  f o u r  and one-half month s t r i k e .  And 
of c o u r s e  we had moved t o  a  p l a c e  where we were s t a y i n g  wi th  one  l a d y ,  a n  
e l d e r l y  l a d y  of t h e  house ,  a n d  we had t h e  run of t h e  whole house ,  And 
s h e  was a very  n i c e  pe rson  and her  name of c o u r s e  I shou ld  mention,  was 
I r e n e  Suggs. And we s t a y e d  t h e r e ,  1206 East Adans. And s h e  was a widowed 
l a d y ,  a very i n t e r e s t i n g  person.  She had a s i s t e r  t h a t  s t a y e d  arouxd t h e  
c o r n e r  from h e r  t h a t  was named Phoebe and h e r  husband organ ized  t h e  
veterans--oh,  t h a t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of v e t e r a n s  . . . 
Q: I t h i n k  t h a t ' s  t h e  Ve te rans  of Fore ign  Wars. 

A: The American Legion,  So, being o u t  of work, I j u s t  decided I'll j u s t  
k ind  of move around a  l i t t l e  b i t  and c i r c u l a t e  d u r i n g  t h e  day and s e e  
what ' s  a v a i l a b l e .  And 1 happened t o  s t o p  a t  t h e  d r u g s t o r e  a t  E igh th  and 
Washington and i t  was c a l l e d ,  a t  t h a t  t ime ,  t h e  I d e a l  Drugs to re .  And t h e  
f e l l o w  i n  charge was t h e  brother- in- law of Jack Weiner t s  and I r w i n  Weiner 
t h a t  marr ied t h e i r  s i s t e r  who was Eva Holson. Anyway I went t h e r e  one 
day and asked i f  h e  had a n y t h i n g ,  a  job,  a v a i l a b l e ,  and t o l d  him I was on 
s t r i k e  a t  A l l i s  Chalmers. He t o l d  me t h a t  he d i d n ' t  have a n y t h i n g  r i g h t  
now bu t  he took down my name and a d d r e s s ,  and I wrote down my resume and 
he took  i t  and s a i d ,  "Now if I g e t  a n y t h i n g ,  w i l l  you be a v a i l a b l e ? "  I 
s a i d ,  "Anytime. I'm not working and I j u s t  want t o  be doing something t o  
supplement my income of course . "  And about  a  half-an-hour a f t e r  I had 
walked home, h e  s e n t  f o r  me  and he  s a i d ,  "I j u s t  f i r e d  t h e  j a n i t o r . "  

Q: He l i k e d  your resume! 

A: Yes, I guess  s o .  H e  s a i d ,  "1'11 t e l l  you what,  you can s tar t  r i g h t  
now." And h e  t o l d  me whar he would pay and I s a i d ,  "Well, t h a t ' s  a l l  
r i g h t . "  H e  s a y s ,  "Now I ' m  n o t  going t o  t e l l  you what t o  do,  you have 
worked a t  a  s t o r e  b e f o r e . "  And I had worked f o r  Michaelson 's  Jewelry  a t  
hone i n  Cairo .  And he s a i d ,  "You have a  ve ry  good rtecord and r e p u t a t i o n . "  
I s a i d ,  "How d i d  you check i t  t h a t  quick?"  He s a i d ,  "I could  t e l l  by t h e  
way you t a l k e d  t h a t  you were t e l l i n g  t h e  t r u t h  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p lace . "  And 
I s a i d ,  "Okay." And he showed me how t o  r u n  t h e  f r e i g h t  e l e v a t o r .  It 
was about  one o ' c l o c k  i n  t h e  evening so  t h e  boy had a l r e a d y  c leaned  up 
and e v e r y t h i n g ,  s o  I dec ided ,  "Well, l e t ' s  s e e  what c a n  I do." So I 
s t a r t e d  washing t h e  showcases which I had done f o r  f o u r  y e a r s  i n  t h e  
jewelry  s t o r e ;  e v e r y t h i n g  you touch you l e a v e  a f i n g e r p r i n t .  And I used 
t o  d r e s s  t h e  windows and e v e r y t h i n g ;  f i n a l l y  g o t  on up t o  t h a t .  They had 
m e  do ing  e v e r y t h i n g ,  s h i n i n g  t h e  s i l v e r w a r e ,  you know, t h e r e  i s  always 
something t o  s h i n e .  The i n s i d e  of t h e  c a s e ,  I had t o  do a l l  of t h a t ,  you 
s e e .  And t h e n  I made t h e  d i s p l a y s  f o r  him down t h e r e  i n  t h e  windows, 
j u s t  keeping busy! 

End of S i d e  Two, Tape  S i x  

Q: M r .  Wheeler, we have a l r e a d y  been t a l k i n g  about  your S p r i n g f i e l d  
exper ience .  I thought  we would l i k e  t o  jog your memory today on your 
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f e e l i n g s ,  going back t o  t h e  t ime of t h e  end of World War I1 and t h e  
d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  p o s i t i o n  you were i n  i n  t h e  navy, which w a s  Sonar 
Maintenance F i r s t  C lass  by t h e  t ime you left, and t h e n  coming back t o  
S p r i n g f i e l d  f o r  c i v i l i a n  l i f e .  It had t a k e n  two months f o r  you t o  be 
d i smissed  from your s h i p  so  I know maybe your f i r s t  f e e l i n g  was t h e  
exci tement  of being back home because  you had waited t h a t  long ,  and a l o n g  
w i t h  t h a t  you had t o  be t h i n k i n g  of employment. What were your f e e l i n g s  
as you came h e r e  and g o t  a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  S p r i n g f i e l d  peop le ,  t h e  community 
of S p r i n g f i e l d ,  once a g a i n ?  

A:  Having s p e n t  only  a b o u t  a  y e a r  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  b e f o r e  I l e f t  f o r  t h e  
s e r v i c e ,  and when I came back my w i f e  still r e s i d e d  i n  t h e  hous ing  p r o j e c t  
you might c a l l  i t  . , , 

Q: Was t h a t  h e r e  on t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of town o r  near  A l l i s  Chalmers? 

A: The one on t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of town t h a t  i s  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  same l o c a t i o n  
now i s  where we s t a y e d ,  We s t a y e d  a t  400 North  F i f t e e n t h  P l a c e .  And a t  
t h a t  t ime  a f t e r  g e t t i n g  s e t t l e d  and e v e r y t h i n g  we f i n a l l y  had p l a n s  n o t  
t o  s t a y  i n  t h e r e  anyway. That was r e a l l y  an  emergency s i t u a t i o n  because  
I thought  s h e  should be i n  a p l a c e  where s h e  d i d n ' t  have s o  much t o  do 
keeping a house  and t h i n g s  l i k e  r h a t ,  o u t s i d e  work. And a t  t h a t  t ime i t  
was very  much i n  o r d e r  a t  t h a t  p ro jec t  there.  

: That was the John Hay P r o j e c t ?  

A :  Right .  So a f t e r  maybe f o u r  o r  f i v e  months, I had gone back t o  A l l i s  
Chalmers, and we were making t o o  much money r e a l l y  a t  t h a t  t ime  t o  s t a y  
i n  t h e  p r o j e c t .  They had r u l e s  where i f  t h e  income reached a c e r t a i n  
amount you were supposed t o  l e a v e ,  

Q: I s e e .  

A: And of c o u r s e  we were going t o  Leave anyway; they d i d n ' t  a s k  u s  t o  
80-  And when t h e  t ime came I dec ided  t h a t  I had found a  p l a c e  and w e  
were s t a y i n g  a t  1206-moved t o  1206 E a s t  Adams wi th  Mrs. I r e n e  Suggs. 
She was t h e  on ly  person t h a t  s t a y e d  i n  t h e  house t h e r e  and s h e  on ly  had a 
n i c e  l i t t l e  poodle and s h e  wanted us  t o  s t a y  with her. And s o  we moved 
t h e r e  t emporar i ly .  And a c t u a l l y  we s t a y e d  t h e r e  I guess  two o r  t h r e e  
y e a r s  wi th  h e r ,  and we had t h e  run  of t h e  whole house wi th  o u r  f u r n i t u r e  
and s h e  had an  u p s t a i r s  w i t h  p l e n t y  of room, a  n i c e  backyard of which I 
k e p t  up e v e r y t h i n g .  And a t  t h a t  t ime I p a i d  twenty-f ive  d o l l a r s  a month 
and took c a r e  of t h e  f u e l  and t h e  l i g h t s  and s h e  was s a t i s f i e d  wi th  t h e  
arrangement.  And about 1946  we had a s t r i k e  t h a t  l a s t e d  f o u r  and one-half 
months. And as f a r  a s  look ing  f o r  a job I s t a r t e d  immediately l o o k i n g  
f o r  a job because I d i d n ' t  know j u s t  how long  I would have a job  t h e r e  as 
a m a t t e r  of f a c t  because they  had t o l d  m e  t h a t  they d i d n ' t  h i r e .  

Q:  We were having a  postwar boom as f a r  as t h e  economy was concerned,  
s t i l l  t h e r e  was t h i s  job compet i t ion .  

A: Yes, r i g h t ,  s o  I j u s t  took i t  i n  s t r i d e  t h e r e ,  my w i f e  and I, and 
j u s t  kept working t h e r e  and t h i s  s t r i k e  when i t  d i d  occur  i t  l a s t e d  s o  
long ,  t h e  s t r i k e  was f o u r  and one-half months. And a f t e r  we s e t t l e d  t h e  
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s t r i k e ,  even,  we r e c e i v e d  f i v e  c e n t s  an hour was a l l  we r e c e i v e d  i n  pay 
benefits. 

Q: Only f i v e - c e n t s  i n c r e a s e ?  

A :  Which made u s  make s ixty- two c e n t s  an hour where I was working.  And 
a f t e r  t h a t  s t r i k e - - w h i l e  t h e  s t r i k e  was going on,  of c o u r s e ,  I went 
around and looked f o r  a job  and t h a t  was when 1 s t a r t e d  working f o r  t h e  
I d e a l  Drug a t  E igh th  and Washington. 

Q:  Had you saved any money from your s a l a r y ?  

A: I had when I l e f t  t h r e e  hundred d o l l a r s  I p u t  i n  t h e  p o s t  o f f i c e  f o r  
h e r  t o  use  as s h e  wanted, i f  s h e  had t o .  But w i t h  h e r  g e t t i n g  a job  a t  
I l l i o p o l i s  s h e  was a b l e  t o  s u r v i v e  wi thou t  t h a t .  

Q: That  was b e f o r e  t h e  war? 

A :  R igh t .  So d u r i n g  t h e  war I s e n t  h e r  t h e  f i f t y  d o l l a r s  a month t h a t  
would t a k e  c a r e  of  t h e  r e n t  and whatever e l s e  t h a t  I had you know because  
t h a t  was my own income, was what I was making i n  t h e  navy. So we f i g u r e d  
t h a t  , . . 
Q:  The what income? 

A: The navy income was a l l  I had. 

Q: The on ly?  

A :  The on ly  u n t i l  s h e  g o t  a  job a t  I l l i o p o l i s  of c o u r s e .  O f  c o u r s e  t h a t  
shutdown b e f o r e  I went back a f t e r  my nine-day Leave, I went o u t  t o  t h e  
p l a n t  and g o t  h e r  a job  a t  A l l i s  Chalmers. A t  t h a t  t ime they  would o n l y  
h i r e  h e r  a s  a j a n i t r e s s ,  which s t i l l  made i t  b e t t e r  t h a n  what s h e  had t o  
depend on a s  f a r  a s  I l l i o p o l i s  was concerned,  because  i t  wasn ' t  long  
a f t e r  t h e  war ended t h a t  they  c losed  down anyway and l a i d  h e r  o f f .  See? 
So s h e  had a  b e t t e r  f o o t h o l d  t h a t  way i n s t e a d  of t r y i n g  t o  s t a y  t h e r e  
w i t h  I l l i o p o l i s .  

So a f t e r  t h a t  when t h e  s t r i k e  was on was when I went and a p p l i e d  f o r  t h e  
job a t  I d e a l  Drug. And t h e  f e l l o w ,  Dave Holstrom, w a s  t h e  manager t h e r e  
and t h e  Weiner b r o t h e r s  of course  were i n  connec t ion  w i t h  t h a t .  I went 
down and s t a r t e d  working f o r  him and a t  t h e  same s a l a r y  t h a t  he was 
paying t h e  o t h e r  boy, b u t  of course  t h a t  was e v e n t u a l l y  r a i s e d  i n  s a l a r y  
i n  abou t  two o r  t h r e e  weeks. 

Now a t  t h a t  t ime  t h e r e  were no Negroes working i n  t h e  c a p a c i t y  I was 
f i n a l l y  a b l e  t o .  A f t e r  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  months I tu rned  t h e  j a n i t o r s '  job 
i n t o  doing what I l i k e  t o  do; h e  al lowed me t o  do t h a t .  And t h e n  I g o t  
t o  h a n d l e  t h e  d r u g s  and cosmet ics ,  t h e  whole t h i n g  t h a t  t h e  d r u g s t o r e  
had,  p u t t i n g  i t  on t h e  s h e l f  of course .  The pharmac is t  was t h e  one t h a t  
d i d  t h e  marking, p r i c e  marking,  and t h e  buying of t h e  d rugs  and e v e r y t h i n g  
e l s e .  I n c l u d i n g  Dave--there was two of them--buying what was n e c e s s a r y  
a t  t h e  d r u g s t o r e .  And over  a per iod  of t ime  of a b o u t ,  I say  s i x  months, 
and h e  knew t h a t  I c o u l d  do t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  work. And the  d r u g g i s t  was 
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t h e  one t h a t  t o l d  him t h a t  he  would l e t  me h e l p  him i n  any r e s p e c t  t h a t  
was necessa ry  and t h a t ,  "You should g i v e  him a r a i s e , "  and h e  d i d ,  

I s t a r t e d  buying t h e  d rugs  and p r i c i n g  and e v e r y t h i n g  else.  And e v e n t u a l l y  
p r i c e s  began t o  change q u i t e  r a p i d l y ;  t h e y  began t o  go up,  And t h a t  
c a l l e d  f o r  keeping t r a c k  of how much t h e  merchandise c o s t  and what i t  
r e a l l y  should s e l l  f o r .  And t h a t  was my r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  And 02 c o u r s e  I 
began t o  r i ng  t h e  cash  r e g i s t e r ,  which was something.  I d i d n ' t  h e a r  of 
anybody doing i t ,  of any Negro i n  t h e  whole c i t y  of S p r i n g f i e l d .  And s o  
they  t r u s t e d  me from t h e  o t h e r  p rev ious  job t h a t  I had a t  home, t h e  t r u s t  
t h a t  was i n  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  job a t  t h e  jewelry  s t o r e  t h e r e .  And from 
t h e n  on e v e r y t h i n g  went j u s t  a s  smooth and a s  n i c e ,  and when i t  came t ime 
t o  go back t o  A l l i s  Chalmers I t o l d  them t h a t  I was going back and they  
asked me if they  c o u l d n ' t  encourage m e  t o  s t a y  wi th  them. And of c o u r s e  
I had t o  r e f u s e  because  of t h e  b e t t e r  s a l a r y  t h a t  I w a s  making and t h e  
b e n e f i t s  t h a t  was a v a i l a b l e ,  t h e  coverage--and h e a l t h  and most ly  e v e r y t h i n g  
t h a t  was e s s e n t i a l .  

Q :  But d i d  you work beyond rhe s t r i k e ?  

A: Yes, I worked t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  wi th  A l l i s  Chalmers. 

Q: I mean a t  I d e a l ,  beyond t h e  end of t h e  s t r i k e ?  

A: Yes, I worked a t  n i g h t .  I came i n  a t  n i g h t  and worked two o r  t h r e e  
h o u r s  j u s t  marking t h e  merchandise and o r d e r i n g  t h e  d rugs  and other--wel l ,  
e v e r y t h i n g  i n  t h e  d r u g s t o r e  I was i n  charge  o f ,  a l l  bu t  t h e  whiskey 
c o u n t e r  and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  And on S a t u r d a y ,  I ' d  u s u a l l y  go down and 
work two o r  t h r e e  hours  u n t i l  maybe two o ' c l o c k  i n  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  and h e l p  
w i t h  t h e  customers  and whatever was n e c e s s a r y  t o  be done. I would d r e s s  
t h e  windows, and of course  t h e  merchandise t h a t  I bought was a l l  l e f t  t o  
m e  and I averaged about  one m i l l i o n  and one-half d o l l a r s  a y e a r  and I 
never  was ques t ioned  about  what I bought.  O f  c o u r s e  I had never  reached 
t h a t  c a p a c i t y  a t  any p l a c e  of b u s i n e s s  a t  home o r  h e r e .  So I dec ided  t o  
s t a y  and l e a r n  what I could  a long  wi th  what 1 was doing.  A s  a m a t t e r  o f  
f a c t  I called i t  insurance .  Of c o u r s e ,  I g o t  r a i s e s  r i g h t  a l o n g  t h e r e  a t  
t h e  d r u g s t o r e  and  A l l i s  Chalmers and I found . , . 
Q: You k e p t  up t h a t  second job then  f o r  q u i t e  a few y e a r s ?  

A: T h i r t e e n  y e a r s  a t  I d e a l  Drug t h e r e .  And of c o u r s e  they  made me  a n  
o f f e r  t o  s t a y  w i t h  them, and a t  one t ime they  o f f e r e d  m e  [ t h e  job]  as  
manager of t h e  d r u g s t o r e  because  they were going t o  t r a n s f e r  Dave, which 
w a s  t h e i r  brother- in- law,  t o  a n o t h e r  p l a c e  of b u s i n e s s  t h a t  t h e y  had.  
That w a s  when t h e y  opened up a n o t h e r  d r u g s t o r e  t h e r e  a t  Spr ing  and Cook. 
And of course  I r e f u s e d  t h a t  and Dave s t a y e d  where h e  was a t  t h a t  s t o r e ,  
bu t  we s u p p l i e d  t h e  I d e a l  Drug a t  Spr ing and Cook from t h i s  s t o r e  a t  
E i g h t h  and Washington. A l l ,  e v e r y t h i n g ,  a l l  t h e  buying p r a c t i c a l l y  was 
done from my s t a t i o n  t h e r e  a t  Eighth  and Washington. And when they  b u i l t  
t h e  s t o r e  as a  m a t t e r  of f a c t  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  went i n  t h a t  s t o r e  a s  f a r  
a s  t h e  drug p a r t  i s  concerned came from us  and I d i d  the buying f o r  them 
and s u p p l i e d  i t  a t  n i g h t .  I would t a k e  i t  over  i n  t h e  t r u c k  and t h e y  
would pu t  i t  on t h e  s h e l v e s  over  t h e r e  you s e e .  And I a l s o  had t o  keep 
up w i t h  t h e  p r i c e s  a t  t h a t  t ime because  a l l  t h e  p r i c e s  were changing so  
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f a s t  sometimes when you want i t  and you g o t  it i n  t h e  n e x t  week t h e  p r i c e  
had changed when you g o t  ready t o  buy t h e  same merchandise a g a i n ,  which 
c a l l e d  f o r  a whole l o t  of more time as a m a t t e r  of  f a c t !  

So w i t h  t h e  g i r l s  c h a t  were t h e r e ,  and some of  t h e  o t h e r s ,  we managed t o  
do t h o s e  t h i n g s  p r e t t y  w e l l  and i t  worked o u t  ve ry  w e l l .  I had c o o p e r a t i o n  
from t h e  g i r l s  t h a t  worked t h e r e ,  and everybody e l s e  t h a t  worked t h e r e  as 
a m a t t e r  of f a c t .  They would always come t o  me about  t h e  p r i c e  and what 
they  needed. You would have a  list--I would--and when I came i n  a t  n i g h t  
around about f i v e  o r  s i x  o ' c l o c k  t h e  sa lesmen would s t a r t  t o  come i n  t o  
see me. Because Dave w o u l d n ' t  buy any merchandise.  H e  would t e l l  them 
t o  come back t o  see m e ,  t h a t  I would be t h e r e  abou t  f i v e  o r  s i x  o ' c l o c k .  
And t h a t ' s  t h e  way we r a n  t h e  d r u g s t o r e ,  no o u t l a y  t o  i t .  I dec ided  
t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  was enough and I s t a r t e d  working f o r  A l l i s  Chalmers. 

Q: Exc lus ive ly  t h a t  i s ?  

A: E x c l u s i v e l y .  

Q :  Well ,  wi th  t h a t  kind of work schedu le  and two j o b s  you d i d n ' t  have 
too  much time f o r  o t h e r  t h i n g s  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d .  

A: To even s o c i a l i z e  o r  n o t i c e  too much. What we d i d  i n  t h o s e  days ,  we 
f i s h e d  q u i t e  a  b i t  i n  t h e  evening.  On t h e  weekend sometimes we would go 
t o  t h e  l a k e  and s t a y  a l l  day and come back home and go back t h e  n e x t  day.  
And t h a t ' s  t h e  way we had our e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  

: There was a l o t  going on  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  i n  t h e  l a t e  1940s and t h e  
e a r l y  1950s as  f a r  a s  b a s i c  r i g h t s  a r e  concerned.  I wondered i f  you 
cou ld  compare S p r i n g f i e l d  with--there were two p l a c e s  d u r i n g  your navy 
exper ience  where--places which you f r e q u e n t e d  which were i n h o s p i t a b l e ,  
and one was Miami, t h e  o t h e r  was . . . 
A: N e w  York. 

Q: Another was Nor fo lk ,  V i r g i n i a ,  which had been mentioned i n  your 
w r i t i n g  of your l i f e .  How d i d  S p r i n g f i e l d  compare w i t h  t h o s e  p l a c e s ?  

A:  Well, I would say  t h a t  they were much above t h e  a r e a s  a s  f a r  as t h e  
r a c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  were concerned i n  S p r i n g f i e l d .  A l l  t h e  y e a r s  t h a t  I 
have been i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  I have found t h a t  most of t h e  towns t h i s  s i z e ,  
a s  f a r  as t h e  Negroes, were on t h e  a v e r a g e  of what i t  was over  most o f  
t h e  Unired S t a t e s .  It wasn ' t  below some, i t  wasn ' t  up t o  p a r  l i ke  i t  
shou ld  have been. B u t  t h e r e  s t i l l  w a s  room f o r  p r o g r e s s  and t h e y  began 
t h e  p r o g r e s s .  A s  Ear a s  the p o l i c e  depar tment ,  when I came back they  had 
c o l o r e d  on t h e  p o l i c e  depar tment ,  two o r  t h r e e .  S i n c e  t h e n  I have found--I 
would say  t e n  y e a r s  l a t e r - - t h a t  t h e  movement as f a r  as c i v i l  r i g h t s  were 
concerned d u r i n g  t h e  Mar t in  Luther  King era . . . 
Q: I n  t h e  1960s? 

A: Yes. 
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Q: Was r a t h e r  p e a c e f u l  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d .  

A: R igh t .  A s  a  mat te r  of f a c t  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  I never  knew of any what 
you say  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  between t h e  Negroes and t h e  w h i t e s ,  o ther  t h a n  t h e  
f a c t  of t h e  p e r s o n a l  t h a t  cou ld  happen t o  a n  i n d i v i d u a l .  

: Did you e v e r  hear  oE any Ku Klux Klan a c t i v i t i e s  h e r e ?  You d i d  i n  
C a i r o ,  and I was wondering i f  you e v e r  d i d  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ?  

A :  But i n  Cairo I never  d i d  s e e  a  demons t ra t ion  of t h e  Ku Klux Klan, b u t  
they  d i d  e x i s t .  That w a s  h e a r s a y  of course .  As f a r  a s  who i t  was we 
d i d n ' t  know u n t i l  y e a r s  l a t e r  when some of them died t h a t  t h e y  were Ku 
KLux . . . 
Q: People.  I s e e .  But t h e r e  were no such a c t i v i t i e s  h e r e ?  

A: No. It seems l i k e  t o  me i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  as an i n d i v i d u a l ,  you were 
a b l e  t o  what you might s a y  cope w i t h  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  There  was what you 
would c a l l  mass movement. 

4: I t h i n k  you had a p e r s o n a l  phi losophy i n  your c i v i l i a n  l i f e  which was 
s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  phi losophy i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  and t h a t  i s  people  i n  l i f e  push 
you so  f a r  and t h e n  you would say  t h a t ' s  f a r  enough! 

A: Right .  And then  you had t o  have a reason, o r  maybe a s u g g e s t i o n ,  t o  
t h e  problem t h a t  you encounte red .  

Q: I n  o t h e r  words something p o s i t i v e  t o  o f f e r  f o r  improvement? 

A: Right .  And you never  want t o  be a  pe rson  t h a t ' s  a l l  f o r  your p e r s o n a l  
ga in  i n  whatever you under take .  And t h e  on ly  way you can do t h a t  i s  you 
have a  chance t o  communicate w i t h  people  t h a t  w i l l  l i s t e n ,  and t r y ,  
because t h e r e ' s  problems i n  a l l  r a c e s  and n a t i o n a l i t i e s ,  and i f  you d o n ' t  
communicate w i t h  them y o u ' l l  never  know what t h e i r s  are and t h e y  w i l l  
never  know what yours  are .  

Q: So communication i s  t h e  b e s t  answer.  

A: I t h i n k .  

Q: There a r e  t imes  however when, r e a l l y ,  s e l f - d e f e n s e  becomes n e c e s s a r y .  
Did you have f u r t h e r  t r a i n i n g  i n  s e l f - d e f e n s e  a s  a navy man? 

A :  Yes, t h e  r o u t i n e  t r a i n i n g  was how t o  use  t h e  S p r i n g f i e l d  r i f l e ,  and 
you had k a r a t e  which was up t o  you i f  you wanted t o  t a k e  i t ,  And you 
d i d n ' t  have long i n  any one p l a c e  whi le  you were i n  boot camp, from p l a c e  
t o  place. And the  peop le  I came i n  c o n t a c t  wi th-- there  was never t o o  
much a r t i l l e r y  o r  t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t  u n t i l  we g o t  aboard s h i p ;  t h e n  you had 
your . 4 5 ' s  t h a t  you carried on guard du ty  and t h i n g s  l i k e  that, and 
whatever was n e c e s s a r y ,  t h e  tommy gun, t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t  was i n  s t o r e  
aboard s h i p ,  and we knew how t o  u s e  t h o s e .  But I t h i n k  i n  t h e  army you 
found t h a t  they had more c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  i n  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of t h e  
c o u n t r y ,  where i t  was kept  p r e t t y  q u i e t  [ i n  t h e  media] a s  f a r  as v i o l e n c e  
was concerned between t h e  army and t h e  c i v i l i a n  s m a l l e r  towns where t h e  
camps were, l i k e  here i n  S p r i n g f i e l d .  
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Q :  You d i d n ' t  b e l i e v e  i n  weaponry back i n  c i v i l i a n  l i f e ?  

A: No. 

Q: But d id  you have o c c a s i o n  f o r  s e l f - d e f e n s e ?  

A: Well, r e a l l y  no,  r e a l l y  I d i d n ' t .  A s  f a r  a s  d i s c u s s i o n s  sometimes 
t h a t  were c o n t r o v e r s i a l ,  maybe around two people  o r  t h r e e  peop le  u s u a l l y  
were t h e  way t h a t  my c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  were. 

Q: You r e a l l y  had t h e  p o s i t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  of t h e  I d e a l  Drugs to re  employment 
and i t  must have g iven  you exposure t o  q u i t e  a b i t  of t h e  b l a c k  community 
a t  t h a t  employment. 

A: That i s  t h e  t h ing  about  i t  too ,  i f  y o u ' r e  going t o  p r o g r e s s  you a r e  
going t o  be  wi th  a l l  t y p e s  of people .  You have t o  Learn what i s  t h e  b e s t  
road t o  t a k e  w i t h  regard  t o  what t h e  r e s u l t s  w i l l  be ,  and t h a t  i s  t h e  
p o s i t i v e  r e s u l t s .  C o n f r o n t a t i o n  i s  something t h a t  i f  i t  i s  f o r c e d  on you 
and t h e r e  i s  v i o l e n c e  n e c e s s a r y ,  w e l l ,  t h e n  you have t o  p r o t e c t  y o u r s e l f  
t h a t ' s  a l l .  And I found i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  t h a t  t h e  p o l i c e  were even somewhat 
p r e j u d i c e d  and ques t ioned  people  i n  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of t h e  c i t y  a l o t  of 
rimes, t h a t  i s  [ i f ]  you happened t o  b e  i n  t h o s e  a r e a s ,  they were c u r i o u s  
as t o  why you were i n  t h e  a r e a .  Rut a f t e r  t h e y  began t o  know m e  and a 
l o t  of o t h e r  peop le  they would speak o r  wave t h e i r  hand as a g e s t u r e  t o  
recognize  t h e  fact. 

Q: You had t o  g e t  p a s t  t h e  i n i t i a l  s u s p i c i o n .  I t ' s  hard f o r  myse l f ,  as 
a whi te  person,  t o  imagine having t h a t  s u s p i c i o n  t h r u s t  upon o n e s e l f  j u s t  
from d r i v i n g  around town, b u t  t h a t ' s  something t h a t  you have t o  d e a l  
wi th .  

A: You see ,  t h a t ' s  why I say  t o o ,  i n  a l o t  of p l a c e s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  
y o u ' r e  i n  danger i f  you ' re  a m i n o r i t y ,  b u t  t h e r e  should be somebody i f  
they  a r e  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  m a j o r i t y  [ t o ]  s e e  t o  i t  t h a t  your c i v i l  r i g h t s  
a r e  n o t  v i o l a t e d  r e g a r d l e s s  of  where you a r e .  But t h a t  t a k e s  a l o t  of 
g u t s ,  because I d o n ' t  want anybody t o  be o s t r a c i z e d  from t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  
group i n  s o c i e t y  t o  f a v o r  me u n l e s s  i t ' s  a c a s e  of L i f e  o r  d e a t h .  

Q: There  was, a s  we were s a y i n g ,  t h i s  b a r r i e r - b r e a k i n g .  You were a  p a r t  
of a  major e f f o r t  i n  t h a t  r e g a r d  i n  t h e  navy, and t h e r e  were c o n t i n u i n g  
e f f o r t s  i n  b reak ing  of b a r r i e r s  on c i v i l i a n  Leve l s ,  Now t h i s  was r e s t a u r a n t s ,  
shopping exper iences  . . , 
A:  Shows, 

Q: T h e a t e r s ,  t h e  beaches ,  swimming. Do you have any s p e c i f i c  memories 
on any of those  t o p i c s  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ?  

A: Yes, you take your movie houses .  There  was one on Washington S t r e e t  
even i n  t h e  a r e a  where t h e  m a j o r i t y  was Negroes,  y e t  the  s e a t i n g  was 
u p s t a i r s  i n  t h e  balcony. The Orpheum Thea te r  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  one o f  the 
f i n e r  and b i g g e r  shows, t h e  f e w  t imes  t h a t  we a t t e n d e d  i t  w a s  t h e  ba lcony ,  
they c a l l e d  i t ,  where you sat a s  a Negro. Now e v e n t u a l l y ,  on Washington 
S t r e e t  they began t o  go i n  and s i t  on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r  themselves  w i t h o u t  
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any type  of c o n f r o n t a t i o n .  Three  o r  f o u r  of them would be s i t t i n g  d o w n s t a i r s  
and i t  go t  so t h e y  wouldn ' t  b o t h e r  them anymore. 

: Did you s t a r t  t o  do t h a t  too?  

A: Oh, yes ,  yes .  You see, i n i t i a l l y  i t  wasn ' t  t h a t  t h e y  were a f r a i d  t o  
s i t  d o w n s t a i r s ,  bu t  when you walk i n t o  t h e  p l a c e  and you are t h e  one o r  
two peop le ,  you would be moles ted  by t h e  peop le  t h a t  a t t e n d e d  t h e  t h e a t e r ,  
The r i f f r a f f  i s  what you c a l l  i t .  The same t h i n g  cou ld  have happened i f  
t h e r e  had bee11 a n  a l l -Negro p lace  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  a w h i t e  o r  two would 
walk i n ,  they would be v e r y  much uncomfor table  and t h e y  would probably  be 
moles ted too ,  t e a s e d ,  o r  [peop le ]  wouldn' t  be c o u r t e o u s  t o  them l i k e  t h e y  
should be .  

Q :  Were t h e r e  any t h e a t e r s  i n  town t h a t  had a  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i c y ?  There 
was one on t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  . . . 
A:  The Fox. 

Q :  The Pantheon, do you remember t h a t  one? 

A: ~ ' v e  heard of i t .  No, I d o n ' t .  

: Was t h e r e  one downtown t h a t  had a d i f f e r e n t  p o l i c y ?  

A: The Fox T h e a t e r ,  I t h i n k  i t  was downtown. I t h i n k  t h a t ' s  what i t  
was, because we f i n a l l y  went to - - i t  was on F i f t h  S t r e e t  I t h i n k .  

Q: Yes, I t h i n k  so .  

A: And t h a t ' s  where we u s u a l l y  would go. And they had one,  t h e  Bi jou  o r  
something on Monroe S t r e e t  between F i f t h  and Sixth: And i t  j u s t  c l o s e d  a 
few y e a r s  ago a s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t .  

Q :  You mean t h e  Fox T h e a t e r  had t h e  b e s t  atmosphere f o r  you? 

A:  Yes i t  d i d .  Then t h e y  had a r e s t a u r a n t  downtown, was around h e r e  f o r  
q u i t e  a few years-- I 've  f o r g o t t e n  what i t  was now--where t h e  k i d s  would 
go from t h e  h igh  s c h o o l s  i n  t h e  evening and s o m e t i m e s  we would have a 
l i t t l e  t r o u b l e  between t h e  s t u d e n t s  and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  But they  
f i n a l l y  broke t h a t  down r e a l  qu ick  and they  would go i n  t h e r e  and have 
t h e i r  L i t t l e  s c u f f l e s  and e v e r y t h i n g  e lse  and i t  would l a s t  only--they'd 
be i n  t h e r e  maybe abou t  a n  hour .  And u s u a l l y  t h e  man t h a t  owned t h e  
res taurant- -one t i m e  I t h i n k  he  s t a r t e d  t o  c l o s e  t h e  d o o r s  u n t i l  . . . 
Got on t h e  bus and went home, you s e e .  And t h a t  was t h e  t h i n g  t o  do 
because  even today a l o t  of t h e  smal l  p l a c e s  I know close because  they 
c o u l d n ' t  handle  t h e  s t u d e n t s .  And then they f i n a l l y  dec ided  t h a t  they  
wouldn' t  l e t  them come i n  t h e  p l a c e ,  whi te  o r  c o l o r e d .  

Q: Th i s  was where S p r i n g f i e l d  High School was l o c a t e d  downtown? 

A: Yes, and t h e y  would meet from t h e  c o l o r e d  h i g h  s c h o o l s ,  they  would 
a l l  meet t h e r e  t o  c a t c h  t h e  bus .  But every  t ime t h e y  would have a  prom, 
they would a l l  go t h e r e  a t  n i g h t .  And of c o u r s e  you know t h e  way t h e y  
a r e  going t o  a c t .  ( l a u g h s )  
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But t h e  on ly  t h i n g  about  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  and o t h e r  p l a c e s  I have found,  t o  
me i t ' s  q u i t e  remarkable  t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t s ,  even though t h e r e  were v e r y  
few t h a t  wanted t o  mix schools  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  t h o s e  t h a t  went t o  t h o s e  
d i f f e r e n t  s c h o o l s  where they were i n  a m i n o r i t y ,  t h e  c o l o r e d  was, t h e y  
made v e r y  good f r i e n d s  between themselves ,  t h e  boys, t h e  g i r l s ,  and a l l .  
But t h e  p a r e n t s  t h a t  owned t h e  p l a c e  of b u s i n e s s  downtown, t h e y ' d  have t o  
p a r t  because  t h i s  boy 's  p a r e n t s  owned t h e  b u s i n e s s ,  b u t  they were good 
f r i e n d s  i n  s c h o o l .  ~ o u l d n ' t  a l l o w  t h e  two of them t o  come i n  t o g e t h e r .  
T h a t ' s  where t h e  f r i e n d s h i p  d i v i d e d .  They ' re  always h e s i t a n t  abou t  i t .  
But a l o t  of them today t h a t  went t o  s c h o o l  wi th  some of them--they're 
s t i l l  gaod f r i e n d s .  They s t a y  a t  d i f f e r e n t  neighborhoods b u t  t h e y ' r e  n o t  
a f r a i d  t o  come i n t o  t h e  a r e a  where t h e  whi tes  were i n  t h e  m i n o r i t y .  The 
t a v e r n s  and t h e  o t h e r  l i t t l e  p l a c e s  of bus ines s ,  and r e s t a u r a n t s ,  t h e y  
were r u n  by Negroes, they would j u s t  drop by anytime t h e y  g o t  r eady ,  t h e  
k ids  would, There  wasn ' t  nobody bo thered  them. But t h e  c o l o r e d  k i d  
c o u l d n ' t  go i n t o  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s .  

Q: Were t h e r e  some r e s t a u r a n t s  and o t h e r  p l a c e s  of b u s i n e s s  i n  downtown 
S p r i n g f i e l d  t h a t  were run  by b lack  peop le  a t  t h a t  t ime? 

A: It was a l l  i n  t h e  area from Eigh th  S t r e e t  back t o  T h i r t e e n t h  and 
Washington, i n  t h a t  a r e a .  Now t h e r e  were two p l a c e s  of b u s i n e s s ,  two 
t a v e r n s ,  t h a t  wouldn ' t  s e r v e  Negroes t h e r e  a t  Eleventh  and Washington 
even.  But t h e r e  was a n o t h e r  t a v e r n  r i g h t  ha l f  a block away, t h a t  would 
serve anybody, t h a t  was run by a c o l o r e d .  

Q: Was there--oh, I s e e ,  

A :  The peop le  t h a t  went t o  those  p l a c e s ,  they  d i d n ' t  f e e l  uneasy o r  
a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t .  But sometimes t h e y ' d  walk i n t o  one t h a t  wouldn' t  
s e r v e  t h e  c o l o r e d  and t h e r e  would be a l i t t l e  s c u f f l e  o r  something and 
t h e y ' d  c a l l  t h e  p o l i c e ,  and they 'd  se t t l e  i t  wi thou t  anyone g e t t i n g  
k i l l e d .  And t h a t  would happen l a t e  a t  n i g h t  o r  something l i k e  t h a t .  And 
t h e  f e l l o w  t h a t  run  t h a t  p l a c e  f o r  y e a r s  he  would c lose  r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  
s t a r t  s e r v i n g  t h e  co lo red  i n  h i s  p l a c e .  

Q: At E leven th  and Washington? 

A:  Y e s ,  H e  a c t u a l l y  c losed  h i s  p l a c e .  I t h i n k  i t  was Papenski ,  I t h i n k  
w a s  what i t  was, t h e  f e l l o w  t h a t  owned i t ,  and t h a t ' s  what h e  d i d .  R igh t  
b e s i d e  t h e r e  was a pool  h a l l  r u n  by a  c o l o r e d  f e l l o w  by t h e  name of 
Boston R i c h i e ,  and a sandwich shop as t h e y  c a l l e d  i t .  But t h e  w h i t e s  
d i d n ' t  go i n t o  h i s  p l a c e  e i t h e r .  So t h e r e  was j u s t  what you might s a y  a 
mutual  unders tand ing ,  I guess ,  as far as  t h a t  was concerned.  It wasn ' t  
such a  t h i n g  t h a t  people  accepted t h e  arrangement ,  i t  was j u s t  t h e  m a t t e r  
of t h e  pe rson  running t h e  p l a c e  had t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t o  c a l l  t h e  p o l i c e  o r  
whatever  n e c e s s a r y  i f  there  was a d i s t u r b a n c e .  

I d o n ' t  t h i n k  t h a t  a Negro goes around look ing  f o r  t r o u b l e  when he can ' t  
win.  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  h e  would maybe be  harmed. To a  c e r t a i n  e x t e n t  
i t  wouldn' t  be ve ry  important  t o  even t r y  and t a k e  t h e  chance because  o f  
h i s  f ami ly  and everybody concerned t h a t  h e  has t o  s u p p o r t .  And t o  s t e p  
o u t  by yourse l f - - i f  you were j u s t  t a k i n g  exposure y o u r s e l f ,  bu t  you've 
g o t  your  whole fami ly  t h a t ' s  being exposed by what might happen t o  you. 
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Q: So you l i v e d  i n  a way accord ing  t o  t h a t  i n v i s i b l e  b a r r i e r ?  

A: Right .  

Q:  Because we a r e  s t i l l  t a l k i n g  of t h e  l a t e  1940 's  and 1950 's  abou t  t h e  
d i f f i c u l t i e s - - w h e n  we read  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d - -  
t a l k i n g  about  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of s t r a n g e r s  even f i n d i n g  a  p l a c e  t o  buy 
t h e i r  f i r s t  meal, of Negroes coming i n t o  town, a n d  f i n d i n g  a p l a c e  t o  
s l e e p ,  And t h e n ,  of c o u r s e ,  if they came here t o  l i v e ,  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  
f i n d i n g  a permanent home. What were your e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  you dec ided  t o  
f i n d  a permanent home a f t e r  t h e  war? 

Q: I was raised by a  f a m i l y  . , . 

End of S ide  One, Tape Seven 

: Well, M r .  Wheeler we were t a l k i n g  about  f inding--your e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  
f i n d i n g  a permanent home h e r e  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d .  

A :  Well, I was r a i s e d  i n  a home t h a t  my f a t h e r  had b u i l t  and t h a t  was 
i n s t i l l e d  i n  us  t h a t  you had t o  have a p l a c e  t o  s t a y  and t h a t  you shou ld  
own a home. So coming t o  S p r i n g f i e l d  you might say I was look ing  from 
t h e  day I g o t  h e r e  f o r  a p l a c e  t h a t  I could  buy and own, And f o r t u n a t e l y  
I was a b l e  t o  l o c a t e  a t  1619 E a s t  Jackson S t r e e t ,  and I ' m  h e r e  today.  A t  
t h a t  t ime i t  was a  mixed neighborhood you might s a y ;  t h e r e  was a German 
next door ,  t h e r e  was a L i t h u a n i a n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of m e  on t h i s  s i d e  of 
t h e  s t r e e t .  

Q: What year  was t h a t ?  

A: It was 1 9 4 7  when I bought t h e  home h e r e .  

Q:  A t  t h a t  t ime t h e r e  were a l o t  of e t h n i c  neighborhoods i n  S p r i n g f i e l d .  

A: You had your d o c t o r s ,  your lawyers--colored--your d e n t i s t s .  T h i s  was 
a  twenty-square-block community of p r o f e s s i o n a l  people .  

Q: Was t h i s  a d d r e s s  a b o u t  i n  t h e  middle of t h a t ?  

A :  Yes, as a m a t t e r  of f a c t  you had a s  many I t a l i a n s  i n  t h e  whole area 
that--had a l i t t l e  group of people  t h a t  were a l l  I t a l i a n s ,  a l i t t l e  group 
of  people  t h a t  was a l l  Germans o r  L i t h u a n i a n s  t h a t  were a l l  h e r e  b e f o r e  1 
came h e r e .  

Q:  C l u s t e r s  w i t h i n  t h e  twenty b locks?  

A: Right .  And today i t  h a s  of c o u r s e  changed q u i t e  a b i t ,  l i k e  t ime  
w i l l  change most t h i n g s .  But a l l  t h e  t ime t h a t  we l i v e d  i n  our  a r e a  we 
had no t r o u b l e  w i t h  anybody as Tar as ne ighbors  were concerned.  There  
was u s u a l l y  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  t h a t  went on o v e r  t h e  back f e n c e  between 
t h e  men o r  t h e  women, And t h e n  i f  someone became s i c k  i n  t h e  neighborhood 
i t  d i d n ' t  make any d i f f e r e n c e ,  if we knew them we responded as you shou ld .  
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Q: Have people  become less n e i g h b o r l y  now? 

A: They h a v e n ' t  become--the people  t h a t  were o r i g i n a l l y  h e r e ,  t h e r e  a r e  
ve ry  few t h a t ' s  h e r e .  And some of t h e  homes today t h e y ' r e  mostly--you 
have a n  age group t h a t ' s  l e t ' s  say  from f i f t y - f i v e  t o  s e v e n t y ,  some 
e i g h t y  y e a r s  o l d ,  t h a t  a r e  s t i l l  l i v i n g  i n  homes i n  t h i s  a r e a ,  Those 
t h a t  a r e  a b l e  t o  main ta in  t h e i r  husband 's  p rev ious  income, t h o s e  [husbands]  
t h a t  have d i e d ,  of course ,  a r e  s t i l l  h e r e  through t h e  e f f o r t s  t h a t  were 
p u t  f o r t h  by t h e i r  husbands.  And t h a t ' s  t h e  way t h a t  they  s t a y e d  and 
they  k e p t  t h e i r  homes up. And a f t e r  most of t h e  w h i t e s  d i d  l e a v e ,  o r  
d i e ,  t h e  homes were bought o r  r e p l a c e d  w i t h  Negroes i n  t h i s  area.  

Q: It was very  much mixed when you bought your home? 

A: Qui te  so .  

Q: What was your exper ience  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  of buying t h e  home? 

A: Well ,  r e a l l y ,  I bought t h e  home from S e a r s  Real E s t a t e  a t  tha t  time. 
That  was h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  name, i t  was n o t  connected w i t h  t h e  S e a r s  
conglomerat ion.  And L asked him t h e n ,  I s a i d ,  "Now I would l i k e  t o  know 
i f  t h e r e  a r e  any o b j e c t i o n s  t o  my l i v i n g  i n  t h e  neighborhood." I had 
assumed t h a t  t h e r e  might be because  a t  t h a t  t ime t h e r e  were o b j e c t i o n s  
a l l  over  S p r i n g f i e l d  a s  f a r  a s  i f  a Negro moved i n  t h e  n o r t h e a s t  p a r t  of 
town o r  t h e  southwest  p a r t  of town, The nor thwest  p a r t  of town wasn ' t  
b u i l t  up even a s  much a s  t h i s  a r e a  was. 

Q: It was coun t ry  o u t  t h e r e .  

A: It was count ry .  See  North Grand began t o  have a b u s i n e s s  s e c t i o n  
t h a t  they  developed i n  t h a t  a r e a  f o r  t h a t  p a r t  of town, and s o  you would 
h a r d l y  e v e r  see a Negro i n  t h a t . p a r t  of town. But my w i f e  and I ,  we 
always shopped where we  found something we wanted. The f i r s t  t h i n g  t h a t  
you have t o  do when you come i n t o  any town,  you have t o  make c o n n e c t i o n s  
w i t h  peop le  t h a t  can a t  least t e l l  you o r  show you how t o  do some of t h e  
things--some of the  b u s i n e s s  p l a c e s  and some of t h e  businessmen t o  c o n t a c t  
f o r  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  a s  an ind iv idua l .  No one i s  going t o  do i t  f o r  you; 
you g o t  t o  s e e k  t h o s e  t h i n g s  o u t .  

Q: I a g r e e .  

A: I came t o  S p r i n g f i e l d  w i t h  a good c r e d i t  r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  I knew I 
needed when 1 came and I brought  t h a t  wi th  me. So I d i d n ' t  have t o  
c o n t a c t  anybody i f  they s a i d  would i t  be a l l  r i g h t  f o r  m e  t o  have t h i s  o r  
t h a t  o r  t h e  o t h e r .  And I knew how t o  go abou t  and do i t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e ,  and I found them very  c o o p e r a t i v e ,  t h e  merchants.  The banks were 
a l i t t l e  b i t  h e s i t an t ,  and t h e  r e a l  estate  people .  

Q:  Was t h e  S e a r s  Real E s t a t e  a mixed e s t a b l i s h m e n t ?  

A: No, i t  was j u s t  one whi te  f e l l o w  t h a t  I d e a l t  w i t h ,  and h i s  name was 
S e a r s .  So I asked  him about  if--he t o l d  me a s  f a r  as h e  was concerned 
11 t h e r e  were no o b j e c t i o n s  t o  you moving i n t o  t h e  neighborhood." But I 
s a i d ,  "I want you t o  f i n d  o u t . "  
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Q: T h a t ' s  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  s t o r y  because even now I t h i n k  a l o t  of b l a c k  
peop le  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  go t o  a b l a c k  r e a l t o r  and whi te  peop le ,  w h i t e  
r e a l t o r s .  Do you f i n d  t h a t ' s  t r u e ?  

A :  No, I d o n ' t  t h i n k  s o .  I d o n ' t  know. You might have a person  t h a t ' s  
working f o r  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  t h a t ' s  m a j o r i t y  c o n t r o l l e d  by t h e  w h i t e ,  
you have t h a t .  But i n  t h o s e  days you had i n d i v i d u a l s ;  t h e r e  was no group 
of people  you had t o  c o n t a c t ,  j u s t  t h e  one man t h a t  you had t o  d e a l  w i t h .  
It was a  personal. b a s i s .  

Q: They were s m a l l e r  t h e n ?  

A :  Kight.  So t h e  Red Line a s  they c a l l e d  i t  s t a r t e d  i n  t h e  b i g g e r  
c i t i e s ,  but  S p r i n g f i e l d  r i g h t  today--I d o n ' t  have any qualms about  where 
I want t o  l i v e  b u t  I want t o  know who I ' m  l i v i n g  around and w i t h .  Then 
a f t e r  t h a t  i t ' s  l e f t  t o  m e  a s  an i n d i v i d u a l .  And I t h i n k  t h a t  when I 
moved here t h e r e  were q u i t e  a few co lored  p o l i t i c i a n s  and peop le  t h a t  
worked f o r  t h e  s t a t e  a c r o s s  t h e  s t r e e t  t h a t  had bought t h e  house n e x t  
door t o  them. T h a t ' s  what I always s a i d  would b reak  down--if w h i t e  o r  
Negro e i t h e r  one w a s  a b l e  t o  buy t h e  place nex t  door t o  them, and t h e y  
would have the tendency t o  be a b l e  t o  c o n t r o l  who does  move i n t o  t h e  
neighborhood r e g a r d l e s s  of n a t i o n a l i t y .  I f  t h e r e  was a  neighborhood t h a t  
you l i k e d  and was w e l l .  k e p t  up and you had a home t h e n  t h e r e  was nobody 
t h a t  could  s t o p  m e  from r e n t i n g  t o  you o r  anybody e l s e .  But i f  you've 
g o t  t o  go through what you c a l l  t h e  g rapev ine ,  and you g o t  t o  g e t  i n t o  
t h a t  t o  o b t a i n  a home t h a t  you want i n  a l o c a t i o n ,  y o u ' l l  always f i n d  
o b j e c t i o n s  t o  t h a t .  It d o e s n ' t  make a d i f f e r e n c e  i f  you have t h e  money-- 
you should have something i n  common a s  f a r  a s  be ing  a b l e  t o  communicate 
w i t h  t h e  peop le  y o u ' r e  going t o  be l i v i n g  w i t h  f o r  t h e  r e s t  of your  l i f e .  
O r  i f  you a r e  going t o  make an investment  i n  t h e  a r e a ,  you d o n ' t  i n v e s t  
f o r  t r o u b l e .  

Q: You i n v e s t e d  beyond t h e  house t h a t  you l i v e d  i n  t o o ,  i s  t h a t  r i g h t ?  

A: Right .  And when I d i d  buy from t h e  f e l l o w  t h a t  d i e d  n e x t  door--he 
was Gennan, b u t  h e  t o l d  h i s  s i s t e r  t o  s e l l  i t  t o  m e ,  o r  t h e  f e l l o w  nex t  
door .  So i t  j u s t  happened t h a t  t h e  f e l l o w  had a f a m i l y  next door  and he 
c o u l d n ' t  a f f o r d  i r  so s h e  came and r o l d  m e  about: i t .  And 1 s a i d ,  "Yes, 
I'll t ake  it ." 

Q: When was t h a t ?  

A: I n  1964 maybe. 

Q: And you rent t h a t  house o u t ?  

A:  I t ' s  been,  l e t ' s  s e e - - t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  ago would be 1971, and I r e n t  
t h a t  house o u t .  Now I had both  white and c o l o r e d  t o  the house s o  I g o t  
i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  Concordia and t o l d  them t h a t  I had a house a v a i l a b l e  f o r  
some of t h e  t e a c h e r s .  And I made c o n t a c t  w i t h  o t h e r  peop le ,  b u t  I d i d n ' t  
a d v e r t i s e  i t  i n  t h e  paper .  I g o t  i t  r e n t e d  a  day b e f o r e  Concordia wanted 
t h e  house f o r  a  man and h i s  wife, s t u d e n t s .  I had j u s t  r e n t e d  i t  t h e  day 
b e f o r e .  It wasn ' t  t h a t  they  d i d n ' t  believe m e ,  you know, b u t  t h a t ' s  
e x a c t l y  what had happened. They had never  t o l d  me t h a t  t h e y  were i n t e r e s t e d  
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o r  no t  i n t e r e s t e d ,  bu t  j u s t  a s  i t  happened they  c a l l e d  m e  abou t  i t  a f t e r  
I had r e n t e d  t o  a c o l o r e d  person ,  Also you can g e t  t o o  many k i d s  on a 
b lock  and I was making a judgment t h a t  way, r e g a r d l e s s  of whether they 
were whi te  o r  c o l o r e d .  And I t h i n k  t h a t ' s  t h e  on ly  way t h a t  people  can 
c o n t r o l  a neighborhood. And when I s a y  c o n t r o l  I d o n ' t  mean t h a t  you 
have t o  l i k e  a  person.  You're a b u s i n e s s  person and you've g o t  a b u s i n e s s  
method of doing i t ,  of h a n d l i n g  any p l a c e  of b u s i n e s s  t h a t  you've g o t  a n  
investment  i n .  And sometimes you d o n ' t  even c o n s i d e r  how much y o u ' r e  
going t o  make o u t  of i t  a s  l o n g  a s  t h e r e ' s  a  p r o f i t  t h a t ' s  f a i r  and 
reasonab le .  

Q: Do you t h i n k  neighborhoods a r e  sometimes d i v i d e d  more by t h e  age 
c a t e g o r i e s  t h e n  t h a n  by r a c e  i n  t h i s  p a r t  of S p r i n g f i e l d ?  

A:  Yes, y o u ' l l  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  income of t h e  pe rson ,  i f  i t ' s  Low o r  i f  
they  have a  l o t  of c h i l d r e n ,  i t  i s n ' t  t h a t  people d o n ' t  . . . 
: By income and by age? 

A :  That c o n t r o l s  people  because ,  you t a k e  t h e  average  person  w i t h  c h i l d r e n ,  
i f  t h e y  have t h r e e  or  f o u r  c h i l d r e n  e a r l y  i n  l i f e ,  s ay  t h i r t y  o r  t h i r t y - f i v e  
y e a r s  o l d ,  t h e y  are n o t  a b l e  t o  s u p p o r t  a house t h a t  i s  seven ty  thousand,  
e i g h t y  thousand d o l l a r s .  What you f i n d  i n  o t h e r  p l a c e s ,  where they  do 
have t h e  money, t h a t  they  want t o  move into--they have t r o u b l e  regardless 
of  how much income t h a t  exists. But I ' m  l i k e  t h i s ,  i f  I was r i c h  today I 
d o n ' t  s e e  a n y t h i n g  i n  a n o t h e r  neighborhood t h a t  would i n t e r e s t  m e  u n l e s s  
i t  was a n  investment  of some s o r t .  But f o r  where I Live i s  a n  e n t i r e l y  
d i f f e r e n t  thought  t o  me, as f a r  as "Would I want t o  be t h e r e ?  Is i t  n i c e  
sewers?  Is i t  n i c e  s t r e e t s ?  Is i t  n i c e  l i g h t s ?  O r  i s  i t  a  p l a c e ,  an 
a r e a ,  where t h e  t r a f f i c  i s  t o o  heavy," and t h i n g s  like that, "or i s  i t  a 
good b u s i n e s s  inves tment?"  

But, f i r s t  of a l l ,  home i s  a d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e  than  where you j u s t  make a n  
inves tment .  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  y o u ' l l  f i n d  even i n  S p r i n g f i e l d  t h a t  you've 
g o t  any colored--you've g o t  some t h a t  can a f f o r d  t o  i n v e s t  b u t  they  have 
reached a n  age where t h e y ' r e  n o t  going t o  do i t  anymore, J u s t  Like i n  
t h i s  neighborhood, they  began t o  t e a r  down t h e s e  homes h e r e  i n  d i f f e r e n t  
p a r t s .  Most of t h o s e  homes were owned by people  o u t s i d e  t h e  a r e a .  They 
d i d  i t  f o r  p r o f i t  and g o t  what they cou ld  o u t  of them i n  t h o s e  days ,  and 
l a t e r  they  owned t h r e e  o r  f ou r  homes, and s o l d  them as a  group t o  t h e  
S p r i n g f i e l d  Housing. And t h a t ' s  what caused the m i g r a t i o n  o u t  of t h i s  
a r e a .  Now they  gave them t h e  chance t o  buy them back, but  t h a t  w a s  
f i f t e e n  y e a r s  ago--or twenty almost--before they  began t o  b u i l d  any th ing  
i n  t h i s  a r e a .  

Q: So you had empty l o t s ?  

A:  R igh t .  So a  l o t  of t h e  o l d e r  people  decided tha t - -we l l ,  as a  m a t t e r  
of f a c t ,  they c o u l d n ' t  a f f o r d  t o  buy i t  back.  So t h a t ' s  t h e  way t h a t  
t h e y  e l i m i n a t e d  some of them, b u t  you have some of t h e  young group a r e  
a t t e m p t i n g  t o  do t h a t .  They d o n ' t  have a job r e a l l y  t o  . . , 
Q: To buy t h e  new houses?  
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A :  Right .  And I t h i n k  I saw one whi te  fami ly  t h a t ' s  beginning t o  t r y  t o  
move i n t o  t h i s  a r e a ,  bu t  we have j u s t  as many t h a t ' s  whi te  t h a t  c a n ' t  
a f f o r d  a  home of t h a t  s o r t .  

0 :  You went t h e n  t o  be ing  more of a mixed neighborhood t o  be ing  a . . . 
A: A d e t e r i o r a t i n g - - a g e  changed, but  t h e  age p a r t  of i t  d i d n ' t  e x i s t  
u n t i l  t h e  l a s t  t e n  y e a r s ,  by people  t h a t  d i e d  o r  t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  And 
t h e s e  were a l l  f ive-room homes i n  t h i s  a r e a  most ly .  they 've  t r i e d  t o  
make m u l t i p l e  d w e l l i n g s  o u t  of some of them and I ' v e  had t o  go down 
myself t o  c i t y  h a l l  t o  t r y  t o  p reven t  i t .  And t h e  argument t h a t  I had on 
one zoning p r o j e c t  i n  t h i s  neighborhood was t h e  f a c t  t h a t  they  had t r i e d  
t h a t  i n  o t h e r  neighborhoods.  And I named t h e  nor thwes t  p a r t  of town 
where they took homes t h a t  were o r i g i n a l l y  two s t o r i e s  and made m u l t i p l e  
fami ly  apar tments  o u t  of them. And t h e r e ' s  no th ing  bu t  garbage t r o u b l e ,  
t h e r e ' s  no th ing  b u t  young moving i n t o  t h e  o l d e r  p e o p l e ' s  homes t h a t  s t a y  
below and a l l  of t h a t .  And you have your t r a f f i c  s i t u a t i o n ,  and your 
pa rk ing  s i t u a t i o n  t o  so lve ;  i t ' s  changed t h e  whole s i t u a t i o n  and I 
thought  . , . 
Q:  You d i d n ' t  want t h a t  t o  happen here? 

A: R i g h t .  And I t o l d  them t h a t  I t h i n k  t h e  peop le  t h e r e ,  t h e  o l d e r  
peop le ,  deserve a  l i t t l e  peace.  I s a i d ,  "They c a n ' t  a f f o r d  t o  move 
[just] because t h e y  d o n ' t  l i k e  what y o u ' r e  moving i n . "  

Q :  I t h i n k ,  a t  l e a s t  i t  looks  t o  me a s  i f  you a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  succeeded. 
Do you f e e l  you have? 

A:  Oh y e s ,  T t h i n k  s o .  

: Did o t h e r s  j o i n  you i n  t h i s ?  

A: Well, t h o s e  t h a t  could .  The b i g g e s t  problem f o r  a l l  of u s  now i s  t o  
keep our  homes up; i t  c o s t s  s o  much t o  do.  But be ing  a b l e  t o  do some 
t h i n g s  myself through e a r l i e r  t r a i n i n g  I was able  t o  do them, t o  m a i n t a i n  
t h i s  home. O f  c o u r s e  i t  means r e p a i r  t h a t  i f  you c a n ' t  do i t  c o s t s  you a 
f o r t u n e .  But I t r i e d  as I went a long  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  home w i t h i n  t h e  
a r e a  t h a t  I ' m  i n .  I t ' s  hard t o  do.  

Q: Your l i f e  has k e p t  you q u i t e  busy w i t h o u t  a l o t  of e x t r a  community 
a c t i v i t i e s .  What were some of t h e  o t h e r  t h i n g s  t h a t  you en joy  h e r e  i n  
S p r i n g f i e l d  b e s i d e s ,  as you mentioned, t h e  f i s h i n g  and a  c e r t a i n  amount 
o f  movie a t t e n d a n c e ?  

A: Well, you have the S p r i n g f i e l d  T h e a t e r  Gui ld  t h a t ' s  been h e r e  f o r  
q u i t e  a  f e w  y e a r s .  And f o r  me t o  a t t e n d  t h o s e  t h i n g s  I ' v e  always been 
q u i t e  busy t r y i n g  t o  m a i n t a i n  my s t a n d a r d  of l i v i n g  as much a s  I p o s s i b l y  
can.  I ' m  e n j o y i n g  i t  and I ' m  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  i t .  

Q:  But you do en joy  t h e  t h e a t e r  p r e s e n t a t i o n s ?  

A: Yes. 
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Q: Have you e v e r  p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  any swimming a c t i v i t i e s  h e r e  i n  town, 
o r  h a s  t h a t  been a  problem? 

A:  No, when I came h e r e  we had a  problem a t  home where we c o u l d n ' t  
a t t e n d  t h e  swimming . . . 
Q: I remember, We t a l k e d  about  t h a t .  

A: You a l s o  had a  problem here. But a t  my age  then--1 was twenty-eight  
y e a r s  o l d  when I came t o  Spr ingf ie ld - - I  was t o o  busy t o  worry abou t  i t .  
But I was concerned,  and I ' d  do what I cou ld  t o  break down some of t h o s e  
t h i n g s  t h a t  I knew were wrong by c o n t a c t i n g  o t h e r  peop le  and L e t t i n g  them 
know t h a t  they had my s u p p o r t ,  and d o n a t i o n s ,  and i n  t h a t  manner you s e e .  
Because you f i n d  a  l o t  of peop le ,  t h a t  have t h e  t ime and d o n ' t  have t h e  
a b i l i t y  t o  execu te ,  t h a t  want t o  t a k e  over  and do my t h i n k i n g  f o r  me. 
( l aughs)  O r  i n  o t h e r  words they call them t h e  so -ca l l ed  Negro l e a d e r s ,  
bu t  as a person I ' v e  never  had a  l e a d e r .  

Q: Given moral suppor t  t o  o t h e r s  . . . 
A: More democrat ic  i d e a s .  

Q: . . , on t h e  same l e v e l  as y o u r s e l f ?  

A: Right .  

Q: Did you e v e r  have any e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  the  S t a t e  F a i r  h e r e  i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ?  

A: Well, yes ,  t h e  f i r s t  t ime  t h a t  I g o t  back t h e r e  was an  e x p e r i e n c e  
t h e r e  o u t  a t  t h e  f a i r ,  My w i f e  and I were o u t  t h e r e  walking around and 
i t  seems a s  i f  t h e s e  people--the car was from North C a r o l i n a ,  t h e  l i c e n s e  
p l a t e s ,  you have a  l o t  of d i f f e r e n t  peop le  from d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e s  a t  t h e  
f a i r .  We d i d n ' t  walk a c r o s s  the s t r e e t  f a s t  enough, and t h e r e  were f o u r  
o r  f i v e  of them i n  t h e  c a r ,  and I guess  they  had been d r i n k i n g ,  and they  
began t o  g e t  o u t  t o  c o n f r o n t  my w i f e  and myself .  And a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  
t ime t h e  s t a t e  police--I was c l o s e  t o  t h e  S t a t e  P o l i c e  Headquar te r s  o u t  
there--and they  g o t  back i n  t h e  c a r .  Now what t h e y  were going t o  do--they 
were j u s t  rowdies was a l l  they were,  and I cou ld  see t h a t .  And I d i d n ' t  
even t e l l  t h e  p o l i c e ;  I j u s t  walked t o  a n o t h e r  area. 

Q: J u s r  a lucky l o c a t i o n ?  

A :  Yes, t h a t ' s  r i g h t .  Because i f  I ' d  been i n  t h e  o u t s k i r t s  of t h a t  f a i r  
. . . [ s t o r y  might have been d i f f e r e n t ]  see. O f  c o u r s e  t h a t  was q u i t e  a 
few years ago. 

Now a t  t h e  f a i r  we a lways,  a t  Least  I would, a t t e n d  t h e  t e n t s  and t h i n g s  
l i k e  t h a t  and u s u a l l y  I d i d n ' t  have any t r o u b l e  i f  I wanted t o  s t o p  f o r  a 
sandwich o r  something t o  e a t  o u t  t h e r e .  Because you d i d  have t h e  American 
Legion,  the c o l o r e d  American Legion,  t h a t  was f o r  y e a r s  always t h e r e .  
And t h e r e  were people  i n  t h o s e  area t h a t  I knew, and I had a tendency t o  
go i n  t h a t  a r e a  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  and t h e i r  b u s i n e s s e s  you 
might say. And I t h i n k  that when you a t t e n d  a n y t h i n g  as b i g  as t h e  S t a t e  
P a i r  people  from a l l  walks of l i f e  and from a l l  p a r t s  of t h e  c o u n t r y  a r e  
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t h e r e  wi th  t h e i r  h o r s e s  and t h e i r  e x h i b i t s  and t h i n g s  of t h a t  s o r t .  I 
have never been den ied  any i n f o r m a t i o n  i n  t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  I asked a t  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  shows. They would be g l a d  t o  e x p l a i n  i t  t o  you. 

I even found i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  t h a t  where peop le  were from--like from t h e  
South and t h e  s o u t h e r n  p a r t ,  even made t h e  remark t o  m e ,  "I d i d n ' t  know 
t h a t  co lo red  peop le  were i n t e l l i g e n t  enough t o  o p e r a t e  t h i s , "  o r  "I 
d i d n ' t  know t h a t  they had as much i n t e l l i g e n c e  as they  have." And t h a t ' s  
what I ' m  t a l k i n g  a b o u t ,  l ack  of communication. 

Q: Candidly,  would you now n o t  expec t  what happened with t h e  people  from 
North Caro l ina  t o  happen a g a i n ?  

A :  Yes, i t  could  happen because  of t h e  cr ime element i n  t h i s  whole 
c o u n t r y  today ,  [There]  i s  what you c a l l  a drug-or iented type  of peop le  
t h a t  a t t e n d  t h o s e  a f f a i r s  now. Even a t  t h e  lake, i t  i s n ' t  as safe as i t  
used t o  be a t  t h e  l a k e .  

Q: Have you s topped going our t h e r e  f i s h i n g ?  

A: I have because  of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  f i s h  a t  one t ime  wasn ' t  f i t  t o  
e a t ,  so n a t u r a l l y  we d r i f t e d  away from i t .  But we s t i l l  won't  go b u t  a 
c e r t a i n  t ime of t h e  d a y ,  n o t  l a t e  a t  n i g h t  o u t  t h e r e  by o u r s e l v e s  l i k e  we 
used t o .  My w i f e  and I would go o u t  t h e r e  and we'd s t a y  a l l  n i g h t .  

Q: There ' s  no p l a c e  now t h a t  you would f ee l  that comfor tab le  w i t h ?  

A: Not t h a t  t i m e  of n i g h t ,  no,  I may go o u t ,  i f  t h e r e ' s  a  Lot of peop le  
i n  t h e  a r e a  t h e r e  would be somebody t h a t  would know m e  because  i n  t h e  
t ime  I ' v e  been h e r e  I ' v e  been ab le  t o  g e t  around.  

Q: Do you s t i l l  have some of the same e x p e r i e n c e s  as far a s  d r i v i n g  
around town i s  concerned,  o r  do you keep t o  a ce r t a in  a r e a ?  

A: I d r i v e  a l l  over  town because  I want t o  s e e  t h e  [ p r o g r e s s  t h a t ' s  been 
made. ] 

Q: With your wi fe?  

A: R igh t ,  See ,  sometimes you have k i d s ,  f o u r  o r  f i v e  of them, i n  a  c a r  
b u t  t h e  p o l i c e  c a n ' t  s t o p  them now; t h e y  have laws t h a t  p r o h i b i t  t h e  
p o l i c e  being a b l e  t o  c o n t r o l  some t h i n g s  t h a t  e x i s t .  T h a t ' s  p a r t  of your 
freedom, but i f  you abuse  your freedom t h e n  t h e r e ' s  going t o  have t o  be  a 
l a w  where they can do something abou t  i t  b e f o r e  i t  develops  i n t o  a  b i g g e r  
s i t u a t i o n  t h a t ' s  dangerous .  

Q: Did you e v e r  have a t ime where you were s topped? 

A: No, n o t  i n  t h e  c a t .  One t ime when 1 was s t a y i n g  a t  Twelf th  and Adams 
I went down t o  t h e  bakery shop t h e r e  on Nin th  S t r e e t  and you could  buy 
h o t  bread o r  c o f f e e  c a k e s  a t  e l e v e n  o r  twelve o ' c l o c k  a t  n i g h t ,  and a l o t  
of t imes  we would be s i t t i n g  on t h e  f r o n t  porch a t  home o r  i n  t h e  backyard 
and I ' d  d e c i d e  I ' d  walk down t h a t  a r e a  t h e r e .  And one t i m e  t h e  p o l i c e  
d i d  s t o p  and q u e s t i o n  and a s k  m e  i f  I d i d  l i v e  i n  t h a t  a r e a  and I s a i d ,  
























