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Q: It gets pretty crowded on there.

A: Right. Your bunks are very small. And when you have a storm it's
very dangerous. One kid did get killed during convoy escort duty, with
us.

Q: One of your shipmates?

A: Not ours. It was another ship. I forget the name of that ship, it
was similar to ours. But there is a fellow here [in Springfield], when
the article came out in the Journal-Register, called me, and said he
remembered he was on the ship that usually ran with us on escort duty.
And he called me and we talked about it. I wanted to go see him, and I
lost track of him.

Q: Did you at one time pick up a couple of white sailors—-onto your
ship, when they needed to get from one place to another?

A: Well, now--I don't remember that

Q: Captain Purdon talks about these two white, I think, sailors who were
so surprised when they got on a ship, and all the people on there were
black. They couldn't believe it., Do you remember that?

A: No, I don't remember the incident. It could have happened while I
was in some other part of the ship, as a matter of fact.

Q: Sure.

A: But, I don't know whether they were supposed to board the ship or
not. Is that what he was talking about?

Q: They just needed to get from one place to another and they . .

A: They were lost. Well, it was kind of a shock, I imagine, to anybody
that didn't have any information about it, and there wasn't much information
given around in the navy. Most of it was for the public, the publicity

was. '

Q: You did mention in your autobiography the story about George Alexander,
one of your shipmates, who was rather a different kind of fellow. Could
you tell us about him?

A: Yes. He was-—-when I say different, I mean he wasn't ready to adjust
to the--~being restrained like that aboard ship, or he never had been
aboard ship or anything like that, and he had a tendency to rebel as far
as when it was time for him to do something. If you told him he'd resent
it, most times, but he'd go ahead and do it. And he challenged me one
day. He was cleaning the ship up, getting it ready for inspection. And
he thought he was quite a boxer, you know, and so-~I could box too! But
being the head of the detail that particular day, as far as the work was
concerned, I told him that we'd wait till after we got through, and I'd
box him a little bit, if he wanted to! So, being older than he was--I1
imagine he was about maybe eighteen or nineteen, but he was pretty feisty!
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But I've always had to-—thought at least—-that I should learn any way 1
could to defend myself; and, of course, I started boxing when we were
nine and ten years old. When we'd get in the streets at home, whenever
anything came up that's the way we would settle it.

Q: With gloves or without?

A: With gloves. We had gloves. The undertaker's son [in Cairo, Illinois]

had gloves, and he had the punching bag. We'd just go there whenever we
got ready, see.

Q: Yes. So you don't mean fist fighting, you mean regular boxing?
A: Regular boxing.
Q: You didn't have some gloves on the ship did you?

A: Oh yes, we got them off the base. Just went over to the base where
we were there, and got the gloves., Then we boxed, and . . . he was very
well satisfied, I think the trouble was, he was really--he was bored,
and so he needed a workout, that's what I figured! It didn't make any
difference if I won or he won! But he seemed to be very well satisfied,
It was a good round, you know, and he complimented me, and told me, "old

man, I didn't know you could box like that!" (laughter) And, of course,
that was the end of the conflict and that was the end of the challenge,
as far as I was concerned. (smiles) He never did challenge anybody
else.

Q: Was he a problem in any other way? Wasn't he the one who brought
the-—the little dog aboard?

A: He was the ome who brought the little (chuckles) dog aboard. And the
skipper . . .

Q: How did he manage to--did he hide him for a while?

A: He got him off the base, and put him under his jacket, and stepped
aboard ship with him, Of course, whoever was on guard knew about it.
They put him in a life raft, for quite a while. That's where he stayed.
And they named him Gismo. Which in the navy--the way it was explained to
me--it means to have a way to do something, or a tool that you make to
use, even though it isn't the right tool--but you used it anyway to
accomplish whatever you want to do. And that's what they called a gismo.

Q: Good definition.
A: Right, and we thought that--as far as he was concerned that's what we
called him--because we didn't know what kind of dog he was. He was a

little brown and white dog. I'll say he was about a foot long, and about
six—-inches high, which is why he was able to smuggle him aboard.

Q: How long before the skipper knew about it?
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A: Oh, I guess it was about two weeks before he knew—--let us know that
he knew, but I think he knew before then. But we kept him out of the
way, you know. We fed him,

And, Alexander, to me——there was another incident that shows you just
what he——one time when we went to Cuba. In that particular run, we had
the Cubans that were supposed to catch our lines when we were going to
tie up the dock there and get our supplies. And one Cuban used the word

"nigger'"-~and threw our lines back and wouldn't catch them and
anchor them to the dock. 8o . . . Mr. Purdon~-Captain Purdon, I should
say--told Alexander to ignore that. And so Alexander—-on all the lines
of the ship they have what they call a monkey fist, which is a little
line, it's much smaller than the two-inch lines or the three-inch lines
that you're carrying, and the monkey fist is supposed to hit the dock,
and they pull the big line in with the monkey fist, and the smaller line,
So the next time Alexander threw the monkey fist at the boy on the dock.
And the skipper of course got after him about that! And so he threw it
again, and he finally took it, somebody did, on the dock. 5o Alexander
said, "Well . . . T got to go aboard . . . the dock." The skipper gave
him permission, which he didn't have to do. He didn't know what he was
going to do. So Alexander went aboard and got off ship aud he found the
boy and started a fight.

He was proud of that ship that we were on. He was proud of the fact that
he was in the navy. He was just the type of fellow that you need aboard,

a lot of spunk, which he had. He was dedicated to what he was supposed

to do. He was just a seaman. And he seemed to be very satisfied as far

as his rank was concerned; it didn't bother him. But he got promoted, as
he [continued], he got second class seaman, you know. The skipper promoted
them according to their ability and the way they performed, and that was
one thing that we was very fair about. And, of course, he was a proud
fellow, and wanted his ship to be known, [which] is why he wrote the
book=-~about the ship. ’

Now at one time aboard ship, we had--as I've said before, I think--we had
« « . white and colored aboard ship. And the only time that I saw any
conflict as far as the race was concerned, it came from both~--whoever was
in the majority--~had little things that they seemed to want to do--as far
as ostrasize one another from their little card games, or whatever activity
they had. But thetre was never any words. You wasn't approached by
anything like that, Until after while, they began to make conversation
with one another and talk about the different things, or where they were
from. And everything went on very fine. I think you'll find that whoever
is in the majority, or whatever nationmality, has a tendency to take
advantage of the other one, if it's possible. So there was no difference
aboard there, only you had the discipline that was enforced, at that

time, which we don't have out in the public sector. In a lot of cases
it's almost impossible to enforce discipline in the public sector, in

some places. But I do think that as we go along-~and I've seen it happen
since I got out of the mavy that there's been improvement, more so in

some areas than others.

Q: Sure. You had an interesting cook aboard your ship., Was he the same
one, with you all the time?
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A: Yes, he was. And his name was Charlie Young, and he was a cook
before he got into the navy. And, of course, he's the one that got sick
all the time, for a while. Now, he put forth every effort he could to
satisfy us as far as the menu was concerned, and the way you wanted it
fixed——the majority wanted it.

Q: He tried to please the people from different parts of the country,

A: He tried to please. Right, he did, too! He was such a good fellow,
and he would get so sick!—-until everybody thought they had to look after
him. He was really older, he was about 38 years old, something like
that. But he stuck it out all the way.

Q: Did you ever help him?

A: Yes, any time I could. I always was like that about food. And he
took an interest in me because I was very thin, he thought. He said,
"I'm going to'--he called me Little Luther. (laughter) He was going to
make me fat! And was dedicated to doing that, seemed like to me! But he
couldn't fatten me anyway, because I had always been a person like that,
see, But I was strong. In those days men weren't as big as they are now
. + « As many as they are now,

Q: Sometimes .,

A: Yes. And I guess by me being of small stature--that's why when I was
even little I had to figure out a way to be able to cope with the larger
fellows when 1 came in contact with them., You either had to use your
brains, or you had to rum, or fought, that was the answer to the whole
thing. So, it made me aware of the small stature. I've had a lot of
things, incidents, that could have been settled a different way, and
maybe would have been a little bit disastrous for myself, or even the
other person, but I was always told to walk away from it if you could.
But you can only walk so far.

Q: Be prepared anyway.

A: Yes. 1It's no disgrace to lose a fight; it's more of a disgrace not
to defend yourself.

Q: Did this . . . Clarence-—Clarence Young?
A: Charlie Young.

Q: Charlie Young. Did he introduce you to some foods that you'd never
eaten before then? '

A: He was a Southern cook, that's for sure! He was from Louisville,
Kentucky, I did know that. And I used to go out with him a lot of times
when we went ashore, and I found out quite a bit about him., He was a
quiet sort of fellow, very nice-looking fellow. And really he had a wife
and three children. And he went into the service so he could make more
money, as a matter of fact, to support them. He volunteered for the
service, and that was the reason that he volunteered. He had gotten to
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be a first class cook; they paid him a pretty nice salary in those days,
for the support of his children.

Q: There's a Clarence C. Young in the book. He-—-probably his middle
name was Charlie,

A: Yes, that's him. I called him Charlie. That's right.

Q: It's . . . my impression, when you talk about things aboard the ship,
is that in some ways it was like a family, or at least you looked upon it
that way, which was similar to your attitude as you were growing up in a
large family.

A: Yes. Well, you see when I went aboard I was 28 years old; I was
older than most of the fellows, you know, and they recognized that fact
in conversations, suggestions,

Q: You probably felt more obligated to be an example too because of
that.

A: Yes, it's a little more, it makes you think a little more about what
you're , , . supposed to do. You know what I mean, it makes you conscious
of the fact that "at least I can encourage the kids." They were kids,
nineteen years old.

Q: You were saying too that on a small ship like that many have to learn
several jobs, so you can pinch-hit for each other. Were there any other
jobs that you did?

At Oh, a lot of times I was on the stern, the rear section of the ship.

A lot of times I stood duty back on the--gunner's--the guns that we
had--the 20 millimeter. Sometimes I stood guard on the 40-millimeter.

But you had to learn everything that you could when you had the time, so
you'd know how to operate them. And a ship must have cooperation and .

. effort by everybody to make it as . . . comfortable as possible, to be

a successful ship. You can't have too much of anything that might cause
friction among the crew. And, if you have trained the fellow that's good
with what you knew, it just meant you had a better person in that position
that you could depend on. And everybody depends on one another. I think
that the navy really, over this period of years, has surpassed--I read a
little bit about it--but I see much more progress in the navy. And you
find the air force, which I knew about, that was colored, down in Tuskegee,
Alabama--they mentioned the fact that there was a colored air force.

Q: There has been, just recently, lots of stories and publicity about
the same beginning situation that you were involved in.

A: Right. And you find that--I've been approached by many white men,

and they didn't get the publicity, the way they talked to me about it.
They didn't know a lot of things that went on, even in the navy by talking
to fellows. They didn't know that things were-—conditions were like that
as far as the Negro was concerned. At least that's what they said. And
I've had it said to me, even after this war period, that they--they'd say
to me, "Is that right?" Well, I felt like the colored press did the best
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they could, as far as presenting the Negro to the rest of the people in
this country.

Q: But that was separate from the white press?

A: But that was separate from the white press. So I can understand how
they doubted, and were skeptical about it, as far as we were concerned.

Q: Misinformed, and were uninformed . . .

A:; Right. That's "ignorance is bliss," as you might say. But a lot of
people don't--claim they don't know about it, and yet, after you get on

the jobs, and you begin to get the chance to go to the different jobs,

and accept us here in the states. It has taken a long time to realize

the fact that there's no need to doubt us, or to look at us as individuals
and not as a group. And you will find that you have the choice to decide
what your opinion is of different people, and treat them according to the

way they treat you., They can't pass any law as far as liberty and freedom

is concerned; you have to free yourself. And that's done by--the opportunity
is given to you to do that. But it has been denied--all nationalities

that came to this country, they have been used, since the--when the
migrations began, see. The Negro quota-—as far as the African quota—-
there's only been one African [immigration quota per year] in this country
allowed over a period of years, all these years. But he [the Negro]

never did even take that, the one quota that was allotted to the African.

So they never really had any desire to come here. They had their own
country, even though there was a lot of things that wasn't right. After

all, that's an old country, a big country.

: It's a continent, yes.
Yy

A: It's a continent.

End of Side One, Tape Five

Q: We were talking about your experiences in the navy and . . . mostly
aboard ship. You mentioned to me that there was some social event which
you had a chance to take part in in New York, one of the few times, I
imagine, that you were ashore. Would you tell us about that?

A: Well, there was a lot of publicity about the ship, in the first
place, and of course a lot of people read about it, mostly in the
Pittsburgh Courier in that area, and the—-—-a lot of colored papers., 1
forget what the name of that [other] paper was, but it still exists
today, I think. And it so happened that we were invited as a whole ship
to a party that was given by West Indies Club,

Q: New York City group?

A: Right. S0 we went to that, and it was a very socilable event, and
nice. It was desserts, and dinner. Quite a bit of conversation and
questions about the part that we played in the navy, that they wanted to
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know there. And they were professional people; most of those there were
very intelligent.

Q: And they were black people who were settled in New York?
A: Yes, they were settled there, very well established.
Q: From the West Indies.

A: Right. And a lot of the conversation was around the ship of course.

And then I'd ask them about their culture, and about the colored club

they had in New York, and they were very obliging, as far as talking with

us, and we found that--the dancing, and everything there-—-they were a

very formal people, you could tell by the way that they conducted themselves.
And it seemed like that they didn't have much contact as far as with the
[American] Negro is concerned, even,

Q: It was quite something for them to invite the whole ship!
A: Yes. They had a big hall, and everything.
Q: Was it in a hotel ballroom?

A: No, they had a separate place of their own, their own building. They
were very positive people, no doubt about that, they were intelligent
people. But some of the questions they asked--they didn't understand,
seems like, how we got imto the navy. 1In other words I guess they had
been refused, or some of their people had been refused, to join the navy,
or what not. And I think they were just——more out of curiosity and
respect for the fact that we had been able to do that. I had never
thought about that, but that's a possibility, that's why they wanted to
talk to us about it. And the whole event was very nice, very formal. Of
course, we wore our navy suits, and they obliged us with questions that
we'd ask, too. As a matter of fact, I had never recognized the fact that
they were kind of a separate group, even there in New York City. They
associated with one another, and that's about it. As far as the Negro
race is concerned I don't think they did, because they spoke very broken
English, see.

Q: This must have been one of the few times when your single fellows
would have a chance to dance.

A: 0Oh, yes. I imagine that hall they had, of course--they had that
mostly for their weddings and things, when they gave different affairs
among themselves. They didn't seem to mix. Of course, they'd invite who
they wanted to to it; they were in control of the whole situation, there's
no doubt about that. And you found that in New York, a lot of different
clubs, and a lot of different cultures there, that-—they have a tendency
to stick together, and to associate with one another, and that's about

the limit. And so it's really a divided atmosphere there.

Q: Yes. When you look back on your whole experience on the ship, what
is your general impression—-mostly that it was work, hard work?



Luther Wheeler 76

A: Well, yes. 1In any branch of the service. But they will recognize
hard work, and you will advance for your effort and your intelligence.

Q: In other words, there wasn't a lot of social life, such as the party
that we're talking about now . . . on the ship, hardly anything. Movies?

A: We had movies, yes.

Q: Otherwise you had to be at a base. Did you have regular times when
you went to a base, no matter what, for rest, or something?

A: Most of the time we went to refuel, or for food, of course, and to
get the supplies that were necessary to operate. Then you could buy
clothes for yourself, your bathing apparel, and things of that sort.

Now, there was another event that was given for us in New York by a
colored club. As a matter of fact it was a night club. It was Small's
Night Club, was the name of it. And they invited the whole ship, those
that could get off. And that was on, I think, Lennox Avenue, about

4800 block Lennox Avenue . . . somewhere in that area. It could have
been the next avenue over, but . . . [l47th Street and Lennox] And it was
the same sort of affair, And they invited the skipper too, and they had
newspaper men there and everything, because we stayed there about two,
three hours and then we went on back to the ship.

But they were very nice, they were visiting [with us] just like the

others, the West Indies were. And we got a lot of compliments. They

were proud of the fact that we had been able to be successful. Because
they had heard about the different things that we went through. And that
was something that kept the fellows' spirits up. They had a tendency I
imagine to be down, a lot of times, from some of the incidents we ran

into; but they tried to avoid, in fact, those things for us on the different
naval bases. Because a lot of times our skipper came forward and contacted
the commanders of the different bases that we pulled into, and had to
inform them that this ship was to be respected and opened up to all the
different areas that any rated seaman that was white could attend, we

could attend too, and be treated accordingly. He laid that down a lot of
times before anything would ever happen. Aund the nice part about it, the
way they did it, he couldn't even transfer us anywhere from the ship

unless he went to the Bureau of Naval Personnel, because he [then] would
dismiss us in time to get ready. And anything that we want to do in this
country, we can do it. (tape stopped)

Q: We stopped the tape for just a minute, Mr. Wheeler, and you were
talking about the fact that whenever you were involved on a base, stopping
for supplies or whatever, that the captain made it clear that you were to
be treated as you deserved to be treated,.

A: As any other ship in the navy. Now, we also was given a party at the
submarine base in Conmecticut there. And an undertaker and a lot of
people that had a club there went together and invited us to that.

Q: Who had a club?
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A: The undertaker {in New London, Connecticut] was the first one that
contacted us about attending this affair. I don't know his name. It was
similar to the other social events that we attended with the public., It
was a colored club. But it was, too, mixed up a little bit more, with
the whites, too, and they came to talk, and ask us about the navy, of
course—-—or what we could tell them, and how did we like it, and how we
were being treated. And maybe that information might have helped

to encourage the people-~that is, the Negroes——to have the knowledge and
know that it had actually happened. It could have been out of curiosity,
too, But we always enjoyed ourselves! They were very hospitable.

So that was about the limit of our social life, you might say. Because a
lot of times to go out into the streets, of course, you needed money. We
found the public accepted us as individuals in different places. A lot
of times I would go down to the . . . 42nd street and that area, and
attend some of the operas, and whatever. And when I did it was very
cheap, for the servicemen, see.

Q: You mean in New York now?

A: In New York, yes. I can't remember the lady that for years--she was
in the theater, she was a very popular person, but I can't remember her

name. That was one of the shows that I went to see myself, with another
fellow.

Q: Was that a musical stage show?

A: It was a drama . . . and I can't think of her name to save me. She
was a very popular person. [Tallulah Bankhead]

Q: You would usually go in groups to something like that?

A: No, I would travel with majﬁe two of us, Somebody that was interested
in those things, you know.

Q: You were more culturally-minded than you were '"let's go have a good
time" type of thing.

A: Right. When I got a chance to go see [something]. And you take a
lot of the fellows, too, they were curious, you know, about the different
areas, and they could say that, '"Well, I did go there.”

Q: If you're that near, yes.

A: Jack Dempsey's Club, I went there. And people--we met a couple that
were very nice and invited us to sit down and have a little beer with
them,

Q: Jack Dempsey's. That was a night club?

A: Yes, Jack Dempsey's Bar, they called it. It still exists there. He
died here three or four years ago I think it was. We met some people
there, 1 guess they were Russians, even, the way they talked. And they
invited us to come to their home sometime—-to call, and they gave us



Luther Wheeler 78

their telephone number--and have dinner with them. And we told them,
"Well, we couldn't set a date for nothing like that," that we were just
here for a few hours.

Q: There was a war on!

Q: Right! But we ran into very nice things, you know. None of the boys
ever came back and said they were molested, all that time, when we were
circulating the country. Only place that—-we didn't have trouble, but we
knew that it was a different area, when we got further south, at that
time, which I mentioned in the article. But this country has to grow,
still, there's a lot to be done.

Q: Well, all in all, you'd say your experience in the navy was .
well, you just considered it an opportunity to advance.

A: Very satisfactory. Right. As a matter of fact, when I came back T
talked to a lot of kids and told them that that's the place to go, enlist
in the service,

Q: You promoted the navy! But toward the end of the war, that was a

long time to be serving on a small ship, you must have been getting a
little anxious to get home. You found these letters, Mr. Wheeler, that
you'd written to your wife. We have three interesting letters here,
written in August and September of 1945, Of course, the war was over,

and you were still waiting, and you were at Norfolk. You probably remember
that very well,

A: Yes. We were anxious, and then we got the word that we weren't going
to head for--South Pacific, because we--they turned us around . . .

Q: You thought for a while that you would be sent to the Pacific?

A: In other words we had prepared to go to the South Pacific, according
to our maps and charts and everything, see,

Q: Were you in any way disappointed?

A: No! They turned (chuckles), they turned the ship around, and he
asked the quartermaster, "How close we are to the nearest port?" and-—the
other fellow was named Cork--and he said, "As far as I'm concerned, we're
closer to the United States than we are the South Pacific!™ (laughter)
And he was trying to tell him where we were, and we were just a little
past Norfolk!

Q: How long were you in suspense on that?

A: As soon as he told us.

Q: I mean before you knew whether you would go or not?

A: Oh, we were being stocked up to go, yes, we were getting stocked up
to go.
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Q: Oh, it wasn't suspense, you were just actually--you thought you were
going.

A: Yes. Depth charges and everything, we had everything on there.
Q: Then all of a sudden ., . . orders, the orders.

A: The war ended. Yes. And when it ended we were at sea. We were
headed for the Panama Canal, see. But if we really went through there,
then we were going on to the South Pacific, there's no doubt about that,
They weren't going to turn us around there, see, if we'd been in the
Pacific Ocean anyway. And that was to go to take the place of the others
that were being relieved. The occupation force is what it was.

Q: Well, then no wonder you weren't disappointed. (laughter) I thought
you meant being sent there afterwards to help . .

A: Well, yes, once you got in that area, you were going to be there for a
while, we knew that,

Q: That would be true., You ended up then in Norfolk waiting to see what
would happen next.

A: That's where we were going.

Q: And that's where you wrote these letters to your wife, which we have
here. You sounded anxious to leave at that point. And you said that you
thought you might be participating in a Navy Day celebration ceremony in
New York. Did that happen?

A: Yes, it did. It was quite a sight to see. The whole Seventh Fleet
was in that parade. And there was at least 10,000 airplanes that escorted
us into New York harbor, the whole fleet. And Truman of course was on

the aircraft carrier, inspecting the ships. He was sitting down, I could
see him when we passed there--we saluted the ship, of course. And people
all along the dock there, they applauded. And it said it on over the
radio, they announced the Seventh Fleet—-"The only Negro ship in the

fleet of the United States is entering the port." And when we got there,
and tied up at the dock, there was so many people at the dock that wanted
to come aboard the ship! And, of course, there were a lot of Negroes in
New York, and when they heard that there was a Negro ship, I guess everybody
(chuckles) in New York turned out to come to where we were hooked up!

Q: The word got around!

A: The word got around very fast., As a matter of fact there was a
newspaper called Amsterdam News, I think it was, the name of the other
paper. And they came aboard and took pictures of the whole ship, and
people aboard.

Q: By that time you must have been used to the publicity!

A: Yes. There was quite a bit of that. I always thought the skipper
wouldn't write the article, because he'd have too much to cover. But he
was dedicated to it.
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Q: The book. Because he was keeping notes.

A: He kept notes, and different things. He never did tell us what he
was doing, you know, of course. And records. That man spent at least 15
years researching the records and things. I give him credit, because it
was a historical event--as far as he was concerned, and as far as we were
concerned, But nobody else I don't think would have done what he did, so
far as a situation like that. And you'll find that, over a period of
years now, there hasn't been so much publicity, they begin to accept the
fact: "That's the way it's going to be." Which I think is what's wrong
as far as the racial situation in this country, we pay too much attention,
both sides, to everything that's wrong, instead of thinking of the positive
that's occurring. And the young people are not informed about these
things. And they seem to think that everything is bad. And they have
been spoiled to a certain extent, because they've had more than most
generations have had, and yet there seem to be some people always trying
to tear it down.

Q: I see what you mean. It's as if you had already gone through something
historically, and now you're seeing the same thing happening again.

A: That's correct. Yes.

Q: On these letters that you wrote to Mrs. Wheeler. You especially
mentioned conditions in reference to Norfolk. You implied that you

didn't even go into the city, because you understood that . . . "Conditious
as far as the Negro is concerned must be rotten," is what you wrote to

your wife,

A: But I did go into there one time, just to see for myself. That's
what it was, they were talking about it, and I saw what it was.

Q: Did you go in with a companion?

A: Yes. And we went into the colored section as a matter of fact. And
we went downtown, too., But looked like every time that we went into most
cities. . . . Of course, that had been a big naval base, you can expect
them to challenge you, as far as the navy officers are concerned. That's
their job, to see if you have your right rate on and things like that.
That was the reason for so much challenge, I think, there. Because a lot
of those military police didn't even know that we were supposed to be
wearing that rate! So that caused a lot of it. So, we had no reason to
want to go in, you know, after that,

Q: You said that you had hoped to visit the Hampton Institute. Did you
get to do that?

A: No, I didn't get a chance to do that, We left a little after that,
was when we left. I found out that it was close enough to visit. A
couple of fellows did and came back and told us about it. But, you don't
get a chance to read much, newspapers or anything, and most of our news,
when we were in range, we would tune into the United States and get the
news that we could. That channel was open to the navy and the army, you
know,
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Q: Of course, you always had your canteen to go to on your bases. Do
you remember seeing any famous people at the time?

A: Well, they were not in the navy, but you would never know that, see.
Now, you were thinking about the~-the public canteens. On the navy base,
you didn't have any entertainment, you just had a place to get a coke or
something like that. But in New York, now, I went to the biggest one
there. And it was similar to any other place that you went, where the
girls would dance with you, or you could sit and drink beer and talk.

But it was limited as far as . . . anybody having any disturbances or
anything, the white or the colored, with them there, you know.

Q: It was well [supervised].
A: Yes., It was the biggest one they had in this country.

Q: Well, we always heard about these movie stars who came to canteens to
entertain you,

A: Yes, in those places, the public places. Yes, they did, once in a
while, They would come, the white and the colored entertainers, and
entertain the boys, '"there at the canteen," as they called it, there,
see,

Q: Did the bands get there too sometimes?

A: Yes, They would be there late at night a lot of times; you could
hear them, if you were able to be out,

Q: You had heard people like Licnel Hampton back at the Great Lakes
[Naval Training Center], Were there any others that stay in your mind?

A: Well, not particularly, because most of our time, seemed like, was
always spent in the South, after we were commissioned, you know, and--some
of the fellows didn't seem to care too much for the dancing, and things
like that., But, they were more settled. A lot of the letters, you
notice, that I wrote was aboard ship. You could go to the Salvation Army
and write letters, and things like that. But there was no need to go out
to do that, you know. And you found that--I've got to give the Salvation
Army credit for being fair, in every place that we ever decided to go, as
far as trying to entertain the boys. The boys, if they were out and got
hungry, they'd go there and eat, you know, and everything else. They had
very nice places for them. And they could stay there as long as they
wanted to--and if they had a night over, they could stay at any of those.
But the people were very patriotic, in most places you went and you would
find that you were accepted.

Q: It was a patriotic time.

A: Yes, it was, very much so. But I think that this is in a time right
now——1 think that the whole world is changing. And seems like mobody
really knows what to do about it. They're confused . . . and some of the
things that we do ourselves are . . . don't seem to be working. But we
don't have as much violence in the country that we may have later on
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because of the economic situation. They seem to be shaking it off--saying
that, "Well, it will get better," but I think you're finding that . .
what they call the middle class people even don't exist because of the
debt that they're embroiled in. Right now, everything is on paper! The
‘people don't have a lot of money! Sure, they're making big money, some

of them, but it's taking the momney to live, the way they want to live.

And T think the staundard of living is going to back up, and--until we get
ahold of ourselves. We're living in a dream.

Q: But did you feel, at that time, at the end of the war . . . that you
were going to . . . be able to use your experience, and continue to have
opportunities to improve, or were you pretty concerned about that?

A: I've always been the kind of person that . .

Q: Did they give you any encouragement in the navy that this was going
to help you when you were a civilian?

A: Well, I knew better than that. I didn't expect the . . . quick
turnaround, because of the resentment that did exist under the cover of
the people in this country. Once they accomplish something, what they're
going to do, they usually forget what really happened and how dangerous

it has been in those areas. They have a tendency to forget what sacrifice
that was made, and all the different people, the sacrifices that was

made, and even the mistreatment of some of the fellows in the service. A
lot of the colored-~we had incidents in the South, and places like that,
where they challenged the population. Some of them were shot and killed,
in different parts of the country. It was kept away from the people,

And for a reason, because I think that when people come out of the service,
they have a tendency to say, 'Well, we might as well keep fighting until
we get something done about it."

Q: Take some violence along home in their attitudes?

A: Right.

Q: That's what you're talking about now?

A: No, I didn't take the violence home, but I took what I thought: "I
will demand, first, treatment on the job that T had." That's the way 1

tried to work 1it, not on the streets, you know.

Q: Do you have any particular memory of the last time that you were with
your shipmates?

A: Well . . .
Q: Did you leave each other gradually, or was it all at once?

A: I left the ship, and left some of them aboard ship, because as you
got the number of points to be discharged, is when you were discharged.

Q: You left the ship--what?
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A: 1 left them aboard ship, a lot of them.
Q: Were you one of the first?

A: Well, I wasn't the first. There was another—-a couple or three of
them, I left quite a few of them aboard there. They were taking care of
the ship more than anything else. They finally decommissioned the ship,
I don't know when that happened, but I think he spoke about it in his
book. They decommissioned, but I wasn't there; T went home. Now I think
that, just like the letters that I wrote, I was trying to encourage my
wife . . . and not worry her with the way I felt about the situation.

But I would only mention something, maybe incidental, or something like
that.

Q: You showed a lot of concern for her, how things were going for her.

A: Yes. And when I came back, I went back to the same job ., . . and
then started from there.

Q: Which was maintenance at Allis Chalmers?

A: Maintenance at Allis Chalmers., I did advance there . . . in a period
of years as it got bigger, the place did., And I had incidents there with
some of the people that resented my being there, even. But also, I
found, you handle that incident individually, yourself. And that it
isn't necessary, as long as you know the rules and the regulations that
you're supposed to abide by-—-then you mention it to them, yourself. You
talk for yourself, speak for yourself, in whatever you do., Because
nobody, no race, in this country is going to be accepted as a group,
because we have our c¢lass in this country that's going to exist, always
has, and always will, I think.

Q: So you just went right about the business of making yourself known as
an individual, and you feel that that was [successful]. Do you have a
particular incident when you felt that that was a successful method of
approach?

A: Well, it was a good method! I was still using that approach when T
retired! I even had an incident, just before I retired, it was about a
week before I retired.

Q: How many years ago was that?

A: That was 1972, I think it was. 1've been retired, let me see . . .
I've been retired seven, eight years now,

Q: In 19767

A: Yes, 1978, I guess. I don't know! Oh yes, you said 1976. I'm quite
sure that's right. There was a young kid, we got in an argument, about
the windows, that they wanted open in the wintertime, in zero weather and
everything. And I tried everything, and everyway I could to get the
window closed, and they kept opening the window. So I just moved away
from the station there, And I didn't think any more about it, because
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I'd closed the window. And I got ready to go home-~he jumped on my back!
To start a fight! Well, this was about a week before I retired! (laughs)
And, of course, I had to take care of him, myself, you know. And that
came out all right. As a matter of fact, I could have done worse to hinm
than I did! I was trying to stop the fight, you know. And he was so mad
he was ., . . [The next morning Luther expected a continued fight,
Instead, the young man apologized! He said he didn't know why he did

it.]

End of Side Two, Tape Five

Q: Mr, Wheeler, when we last talked we had been talking about your
experiences in the navy, and we thought we had finished with them. That
doesn't mean that we might not refer back to them, but today we thought
we would go back to Springfield and your life experiences and just talk
about your experience with employment, and the first time that you came
to Springfield, even before the war.

At I came to Springfield in 1943 for a week's vacation, and looking for
a job, And of course I met a person that I can't forget, Jess Sluter.

Q: Do you know how to spell that? Jess .
A:  Sluter.

Q: Jess is the first name?

A: Right.

Q: Okay, thank you.

A: And he was employed at the bus station as the baggage person, and
I'11 never forget his interest in me after getting off the bus. Of
course, he applied that to everybody, I noticed later, but he was the
type of person that would have made a good ambassador for the city of .
Springfield. He asked me if I was going to stay in Springfield, and I
told him, "I'm here for vacation," of course, but if T could find employment
that I would give it quite a bit of thought with regard for making this
my home for my wife and myself. So he asked me where I was going, and
the address, and if I had a way to get there and that it was awful nice
meeting me., We had quite a little conversation for the time that I
spent. And he caught the cab for me and made sure that I knew where I
was going and the cab driver knew where I was going.

And later on I came in contact with him, about a week or so later, a
couple weeks maybe, and he asked if I had a job and I told him that I got
employment at Allis Chalmers. And he informed me that he didn't know

that they would hire Negroes at Allis Chalmers, and all that he knew was
one person that was working for them; there was a janitor that was working
for Allis Chalmers., And I told him that I was employed as a janitor and
that I was going home and coming right back the weekend following to
enlist in the work force of Allis Chalmers as a janitor. And he asked me
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if they were hiring any more and I informed him that, yes, and I think it
a good idea if he had a chance to go. But I worked there a year and he
never did come, because down there he was making quite a few tips.

And the bus station at that time was segregated as far as a place to eat
or where you sit [for Wegroes]. But it didn't seem to be enforced. It

was left to the individual themselves as to whether they wanted to have a
cup of coffee or whatever. And a lot of times the waltresses there would
pass over the Negroes. And people were there from all walks of life as a
matter of fact. And they had a separate place for us to eat, those that
did eat. Of course, I didn't tarry very long because I had a purpose and
I was ready to move on to the home where I was staying. And after that

Q: Mr. Wheeler, was that bus depot in the same location that it is now?
A: Yes, there at Sixth and Jefferson, and it was the Greyhound Bus.

Now during the ride up from Cairo the same conditions existed where the
bus did stop, and T didn't get off the bus after I found out what the
situation was. As I got closer to Springfield I found the same conditions
as I mentioned, the fact that they still existed here, the same [as] it
did in the southern part of the state, as far as accommodations were
concerned.

Now I didn't get much of an opinion of the situation at that time because
there were a lot of people there and everything, but I did notice him and
his interest as a person in a stranger he had never met before. And
after 1T came back from the navy I talked to him again and he came out and
was employed as a janitor at Allis Chalmers, with those contacts. And he
worked there until he retired about ten years ago, and he did a very good
job.

Q: Interesting.

A: Now all the time that I ran into him at the plant there, it was

always words of encouragement and how I was doing and if I got a promotion.
He was very elated over the fact that there was being progress made., And

I consider him as the first person that knew as much about Springfield-—and
yet it didn't seem to discourage him. The possibilities still existed as
far as he was concerned.

Q: Had he lived here much of his life?

A: Yes, he had as a wmatter of fact, he had been here much longer than I
had. I don't know whether he was born here or not, I never did ask him
that as a matter of fact, I just took 1t for granted that he was a
citizen here way before I was and accepted that and that was good enough.
He did know how to show me around whenever I came in contact with him,
but the main thing was that he was a very intelligent fellow. After he
was employed there he had a way to get along with anybody as far as his
disposition and his ability to do whatever he was supposed to do, he was
able to do it.
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Q: Was the janitor work then both for Jess . .
A: Yes. The same occupation that I had.

Q: And that was all during the time that you were there and that he was
there, both of you had that position?

A: Yes, But I advanced and he was satisfied with doing what he knew he
could do which was removing the chips, the metal chips, from the machines
and lathes and places like that, And he did that the whole time that he
worked at Springfield, I mean at Allis Chalmers. He was satisfied. When

I met him he had been to the service too, and when I came back I went

back to Allis Chalmers and we had quite a conversation about the conditions
in the army even. He would tell me the little stories about what you

might see. They had a book on the Negro, about what he ate, what his
habits was, what he liked and disliked; it was a manual,

Q: His experience was the army?

A: Right, his army experience. He brought me up on that and told me

about some of the conditions in the different parts of the country as far

as segregation was concerned. But it didn't seem to phase him too much.

In other words, it didn't kill his spirit and it didn't kill my spirit;

we had something [in] common in a way. We always thought that there

might be something we could do about it; and the counditions that we found
when we came back hadn't altered one bit as far as segregation was concerned.

So for years we worked there together in different shifts and different
areas. But finally I was transferred to the maintenance department of
Allis Chalmers as a janitor in the shop which wasn't any more money at

the time until we formed a union. As a matter of fact, we got rid of a
union which was called a company union and got into the United Auto
Workers. Farm Equipment really was the first onme and then we got into

the United Auto Workers Union. And I had to ask to join the union. No
one forced me in any respect, And I was informed by the secretary because
there was no colored in the union.

Q: What about other blacks, other black employees, after you got back?
Were there more, or were you still very much a minority?

A: There was more later on that came in that had . . .
Q: After the war?

A: Yes, after the war. And the occupation of Negroes at that time was

still on the level of janitor and service work, even out in the shop.

But after we got the union in-~the United Auto Workers was the main union
that we joined as a whole--I1 asked to get into the union., I was not

forced in any manner when they were forming a union. And like I said a
minute ago, they informed me that they would have a meeting to see if I

could join. And he informed me that there was no Negroes in the union,

of course, but he would do whatever was necessary and cowe back to me,

So he did, this fellow, and told me that yes I could join the Union. And
after I joined they passed the law that they had to hire a certain percentage
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Negroes because they had a contract with the armed forces. They had a
contract before then but of course they didn't have to worry about it,
but after more Negroes became members of the union, and then employed at
the plant, there had to be some alterations made to take care of the
situation because it changed practically overnight,

So it was limited as far as the promotion, and the ability to do didn't
count, because to run the machines was something they didn't want and
never heard of before. But as the union got stronger, I began to inquire
and countact the different ones, talk to the different persons to see just
why these things existed and why the union couldn't alter and improve
some of the conditions that existed. And I got results by stepping
forward in a way.

And after getting a chance to advance very slowly, the next job in maintenance
I was given was the job of washing all the windows in the whole plant,

And T was given nothing but a rag and a bucket of water and told to wash

all the windows, as many as I could. And I did that, and I wasn't satisfied
with the results. I might of mentioned this before, I'm not sure, but

I'1ll try to connect these different things that happened and get you to

see and understand the problems, was that there was so much doubt as far

as the ability of the Negro to be an asset because he wasn't given a

chance. So after being given the bucket of water and rags to wash thousands
of windows, I went to the supervisor of the department, made an appointment
to see him and told him that I would like to have the equipment that's
necessary to get the job done that he's assigned me to. And he said,

"Well, what do you need?" I said, "Well, I'd like to have a squeegee,"

as they called it in those days, "and different solutions and more buckets
of water and some hose and things like that." And he said, "Well, I

don't see any reason why you can't receive it, but for the last thirty

years everybody that has washed these windows, they have never made an
impression on me." But he said, "But you think you can do it?" And I

said, "I think so; it's the method that I'm going to use."

Q: Never made an impression on the windows? (laughs)

A: The results is what I meant. And I guess those windows hadn't been

wiped in twenty years. And so I washed the windows and I used the squeegee,
and the brush and the sticks and the hose on the outside. One day this
person that I talked to, this supervisor, came through the building and

he looked up at the windows and the lights had been turned off and everything
else in this building. So he wondered who had been washing the windows,

and he had forgot it was I, you see, and he sent for me, And that day

when he sent for me I thought to myself, "Now I've got another proposition
for him, but he doesn't know it." And so when I got there he complimented

me on the effort and everything and said it was the best job he had ever

seen done as long as he had been there. And I said, "Well, if you give

me a chance,'" I said, "I'd like to get into regular maintenance department.”
And that was moving machinery, counstruction work and concrete repair and
everything else you see. And it just so happens that I had been exposed

to that at school in the first place, and I had given it to them on my
application. And he said, '"Well, we don't have any Negroes in the maintenance
department doing that kind of work. In that department you can go up as

far as millwright." I said, "I understand that."
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Q: What's a millwright?

A: Well, that was anything to be repaired that was part of the building,
to maintain it, I think that's the best way to say it. But it consisted
of using the welding torch and the cutting torch, and repair of the
furnaces, and the relining and moving heavy machinery . . .

Q: It's a high level of maintenance?

A: A high level of maintenance is what it is. It is the highest level
as a matter of fact that you can get into in a manufacturing department,
as far as that kind of work is concerned.

S0 I was given a job of removing the grease from the floor of the plant,
that caked with the dirt and everything else on the floor. And I was
given a machine that was made like a wire brush and it was run by electric
and it had a disk with the wires on the bottom sticking through., So I

did that for about three years and they were very well satisfied with
that. And from then on it was advance!

And then another colored fellow came into the plant, and he came right
into the maintenance with me. He informed me that he didn't know anything
about stuff. He said, "I can paint and different little things like
that." So at least he had a chance to start a little bit higher than I
did. We made the acquaintance with one another, and for about four or
five years we worked together. But I noticed that they would only assign
him and myself to work together, and there was all types of fellows in

the maintenance. They were skeptical and, as far as safety was concerned,
I knew about safety.

So I concentrated on that for awhile, Then there was a transfer of

different people according to seniority to work in other parts of the

plant, and in that way I was transferred to the tool grinding department.
Now, when they transferred me, I had more seniority than two or three

other fellows and I questioned the move. And he told me, this superintendent
said, "Well, we just have to transfer you, and we got a couple of other
fellows . . ." And I said, "Yes, you have a couple other fellows there

that don't have as much seniority as I have." He said, "Well, you have

to be transferred,” and left it at that.

Q: Do you know how long you had been there by then?
A: About six years, five years we'll say to be exact.

S0 he came back the next morning and I had taken it up with the union.
But a fellow in the maintenance department said to him, evidently, that
he mentioned the fact of the matter that I had more seniority than a
couple other fellows and he happened to be a union official. And he came
back of course the next morning and told me that I wouldn't have to be
transferred.

Q: What did it mean to be trausferred to tool grinding?
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A: To another department, to a different department.
Q: Was that a downgrade?

A: No.

Q: It was the same [department].

A: Right. And after that he came back the next morning and told me that
I wouldn't have to be transferred; I could stay on my seniority. And I
said, "Well, the way I figure it is this: I want you to transfer me
because if that's the only thing that I can stay on is my seniority it
will soon run out, but I think I've done a pretty good job from the time
I've been in here, and some consideration should be given that, as far as
maintaining me. But I'll take the tramnsfer." I knew that I had a chance
to advance there [and] I wasn't advancing very fast in the maintenance
department because they had what you might call a lot of friends and
relatives, and they were bypassing the unions where they could. But I
happened to be one of the first and I objected to it. And after I got
into the tool grinding department, as I advanced, it was somewhat slow
because they had other people in there who didn't have as much seniority
in the plant as I had, but they had more seniority in the tool grinding
department, more experience. S50 I learned something again.

So that went on for two or three years and the superintendent of the
maintenance at that time was a fellow that I had worked for; he was an
electrician, A lot of times he unhooked the machinery so we could move
it or whatever was necessary to do. 8o he told me that he was going to
transfer me back to the maintenance department, to the same job I had and
the same group that I was in. And of course I had to sell him on the
idea that it cost a lot of money for the practice and ability that I had
been able to acquire in the tool grinding. It looked like to me that it
was a poor business venture for him to make a move like that when I had
probably scrapped as many tools, as many as ten thousand dollars' worth,
and it cost that much for me to learn what I did. (laughs) And he
laughed about it and I said, "I don't want to go back." I said, "I'm
very happy where I am."

So the superintendent of another department told me that he was going to
force me back into general maintenance, that they needed us, he needed
me. And the same fellow that 1 left, the colored fellow there, he was
still in the maintenance there but he hadn't advanced. So I put it to
him that, "Let's do it this way." I said, "I notice that this person,
this colored person, hasn't advanced one bit." I said, " I don't have to
go back if I don't want to go back, but the day that you advance him, you
come for me again." He said, "What do you mean?" I said, "He's one of
the best fellows you have there. He is just as good as anybody and he
hasn't advanced one lick since I left, so with the way he works I don't
think I'd be able to advance ever if he hasn't advanced." And he laughed
about it and said, ''Well, you stay where you are and I'll let you know."

So about two weeks from that I got the word that he had advanced this
fellow to what you call two groups, which was group eight, which put him
in a higher bracket. See he was repairing all the furnaces, rebricking
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all the furnaces and doing anything that anybody else could do. 8o he
sent for me again and said, "Well, I advanced him." I said, "I'm glad to
know that., Now IL'd like for you to let me stay in the tool grinding long
enough where I can really take this away and advance enough so when I
come back to tool grinding then T could be an asset there, much more of
an asset.'" Well, that was the end of the challenge., He never did send
for me again in that respect and I was able to proceed as much as I
wanted to,

Q: Was the maintenance a lot different in tool grinding than it was in
the maintenance department?

A: Yes. 1In the maintenance department it was mostly repairs and maintaining
the building as a whole, Sometimes you had snow to shovel if it was

snowing. You had sidewalks to repair, you had forms to build--at that

time they were doing a lot of construction work--you had the forms to

build for the concrete, you had to use the air hammer. We got most

of-~-had most of the work to do, the two of us, the two colored fellows.

And those things continued like that until some of the others got transferred
to supervisors and different departments began to lay off. And of course
they were, transferred and had no say so over me. And things were getting
much better because there was getting more of the Negroes into the plant

and we were getting to advance.

Q: And what did you do in the tool grinding?

A: Well, what we actually did we repaired the tools, sharpened the
tools, and a lot of times we reworked or remade the tools that were
damaged by the machines accidentally. And then they came in with a
different type of tool which was a carbide-tipped tool that has tungsten
in the carbide. And we had to braze those into the holders that they
used for the lathes and the other machines. And the grinding of drills
and the grinding of face cutters, milling cutters, taps, and any sized
drills, up to two inches, had to be ground of course and reworked a lot
of times.

So after that I finally got on a machine. They kept bringing the idea
that I had to go to midnight to learn, and I wouldn't take that shift and
I stayed right where I was in that particular group. And later on time
did come when they had to actually put me on in the day shift, because
other people got laid off, didn't have enough seniority. And of course I
was put on this particular machine.

And every time this foreman--actually he was a nice fellow, I can't kick
about the way he treated me as a person--and I can't say he put forth any
effort to advance me! But, to me, as long as I was able to myself--to
experiment and improve my work, that's what I concentrated on, I didn't
worry too much about getting promoted as they call it and things like
that. Of course it included a lot of--more salary, see, so that's why
you really wanted to advance, But I always thought this about any place
that I've worked: is to just do the best that I could. And I knew that
what I was doing at the time I could take it with me. And that meant I
could take it out of the city, out of the country. (smiles) Or anyplace
else because it was considered the type of work that it was.
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Q: Working with tools?

A: Right. And then I really would have liked to have gotten into the
department where they actually wade the different jigs for the machines
and stuff, which is much closer work. A lot of time we would do some
work for them that they didn't have the machine to do it on, and that way
I got some experience with that. Although I wouldn't say that we were
paid for the type of work that we were doing, but to me it didn't matter
too much as long as 1 was improving myself, and that's the way that I
accepted it. And then I found that as the layoffs began at Allis
Chalmers—--at that time the union went on a strike for four months and a
half.

Q: Now, are you talking about much later now, into the 1970s?

A:; [No.] 1In 1946.
Q: You stayed pretty much with tool gfinding up until retirement?

A: That's right. I stayed there really all the way through. Of course
I was transferred a lot of times to the crib which is where the tools
were given out. Micrometers, different gauges. And the gauges had to be
set you know, and things 1like that. So they shifted me around. And I
had to write up the different jobs and type of tools that [were] used to
do the job. And after the strike was over and the union came back, it
pretty well picked up where it left--~only things got better, the work
conditions. And so I got a break there., And then I found that the plant
began to expand quite fast and that meant a lot of remodeling; and new
machinery had to be moved, and some scrapped you know. And a lot more
blast furnaces and things went on like that, and even overtime, if you
wanted it. And I got to thinking that maybe I should change., But I'm
glad I didn't now.

Q: A lot of that expansion took place right after Allis Chalmers merged
with Fiat in 19737

A: It took place before then.
Q: Before then also?

A: Yes. They enlarged the machine shops at that particular time and
then the period that you are speaking of is when they began to get more
experimental work you might say. They began to manufacture different
products at that time, and of course it took quite a few years before
they were able to even start production on some of the new ones, the new
stuff that they were doing.

Q: When you came back from the war they were still doing mostly tractors

. . .

A: The smaller tractors at that time. And after that they began to sell
a lot of tractors to South America, to Brazil, Argentina. And that was
part of the market that they lost that started the downward trend, and
that's when they went into the heavier machinery for the mining and the
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western part of the country. And the biggest tractor of that type was
made by Allis Chalmers even before Caterpillar and some of the others got
into that you see,

Q: They won an "E" award from the army and navy in 1944, while you were
at war, for the war tractors.

A: Well, they made a tank for World War II during the war. I don't know
whether they put them into production or not, but when I came back I
could see where they had experimented with them. That's when they got
the proving ground out in Springfield, where they tested them at all
times.

Q: Did your wife work for them at all?

A: She worked for them during the war. Right after I left and came
back, the first leave I had she was working in Illiopolis, at the
ammunition plant there.

End of Side One, Tape Six

Q: Then at the time of your first leave your wife's job changed? You
helped her get a job at Fiat Allis?

A: Right. The fellow I had worked for, he had become superintendent of
the maintenance there you see,

Q: Yes, and then how much longer—--did she work until retirement, too?

A: She worked twenty-five years and then she retired. And of course
when she went into there the only thing they would give her was a janitress'
job, but she took it. Of course, it was payment enough where she could
survive. And he told me, this fellow, that when I came back she couldn't
work there because it wasn't the policy of the plant to work the man and
wife at the plant. I said, "Okay. We'll take care of it when I come
back, but what I'd love for you to do is to employ her as long as you
can while I'm in the service." He said, "I'll guarantee you that." So
after that, she worked twenty-five years, Now things had gotten much
better, they would put women on the machines then. Some of them had been
on there during the war.

Q: During the war.

A: But they began to advance more of them, and she decided that she
didn't want to get on a machine. I thought it was better for her not to,
because what she had she was satisfied with, and she was making money;

she got raises as the contract improved., So we had a very good income,
but when I came back I didn't mention to him that my wife worked there—-
because I hardly ever saw him in the first place! 8o that's why she
worked longer. Because I think that we were the only man and wife working
there that were in fact Negroes. There was only about three white couples
that worked there as long as we did.
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Q: Apparently they didn't make a big thing about it.

A: 1 got by with it, because he didn't know that my wife ever worked
there as a matter of fact. The next time I saw him he was flying so
high! He had time to talk to me, and everything, because I had worked
right in the ditch with him, see? But he didn't reach back and get me
like he did some of the others and carry them upstairs. But that didn't
bother me because 1 was making just as much as they were in the first
place, by working in the shop.

Now as far as [race relations] treatment in the plant we never had any
trouble, after we got some of the things straightened out, until they put

a cafeteria in the plant. And my wife and I, we used to always carry our
lunch. So after it was installed, a colored boy asked me, "Do you want

to eat in the cafeteria today?" 1I said, "Yes, I think I will, to see

what they got!" So I went in., And the first day or so I noticed the

lady that was dipping out the food she had a tendency to pick over the

food and give me what she thought was the smallest portion, and--she was
kind of sloppy with her service, in the first place. I didn't say anything
for a couple of days and the third day I said, '"Stop the line." I said,
"™Misg," I said, "I have noticed you. Now, when I come in here to eat, I
think I deserve as much courtesy as anybody else. I'm paying the same
price. And I've noticed each day you seem to pick over portions of the
food, and today you have something that I like." I said, '"You have very
good food and I wish that you would stop that!" I think that day they

had beef roast or something, so she cut me the thinnest pieces of beef
roast that she could find, the smallest portion and she gave me my potatoes
and peas that I ordered and everything. And I told her, I said, "I'd

like to have some gravy on my potatoes and my meat.'" (smiles) So she

took the dipper--and the way she put it on was a little sloppy.

Until I lost my appetite as a matter of fact. And I became very angry.
So I just sat my plate down, went up to the cafeteria headquarters, told
the fellow I wanted to see the manager, and I told him how I had been
treated. And he was from the South, by the way, and was over that cafeteria,
a very nice fellow and everything. And I told him, I said, "I don't
think you actually know what's going on in the cafeteria. Now I've been
the type of person that everything that's done here I'm interested that
it's done right, and I was really insulted as a matter of fact." I said,
"I didn't raise any sand in the cafeteria, 1 came to see you, because I
think you are the person that could control it." And he said to me,
"What happened?" And I explained to him what happened, just what 1've
said. And he said, "Well, I've had trouble before with her but nobody
ever came like you did." I said, 'Well, I came because it is very serious."
I said, "You know as well as I do, really, a lot of them object to us
even eating in the cafeteria." I said, "You know that. You have been
through these things, and I think you should know how to handle it." He
said, "I'll handle it real good. 1I'm going to fire her!" I said, "Now,
I didn't come for that." I said, "But you have other cafeterias in the
plant, and maybe you'll find out for yourself by transferring her to
different places to see if you get complaints like I report to you."
"Well, I'm going to move her tomorrow. You [go ahead and] eat here for
lunch this time, because I'm going to move her tomorrow," he said. So he
did. Didn't have any more trouble.
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Had the same trouble with the wagons that came around the plant. Some of
the girls [who] started to give me [my change] they would miss my hand
two to three times and hit the floor.

Q: I couldn't believe 1it!

A: And I told them, very nicely, and after I used the strategy that was
necessary to keep down confusion, all of them-~but the one they fired she
didn't get a chance to say much to me anymore. (smiles) She was in her
fifties. All the girls on the wagon they got straight. And sometimes if
they thought I hadn't got to the wagon they would wait for me.

Q: The wagon is the . . .
A: What they call the Canteen Wagon that went around at the plant.
Q: At break time? At snack time?

A: Yes, at snack time at 2:00 P.M. and 12:00 o'clock meals, at that time
before they got the cafeteria, and then they got the cafeteria,.

But I found all in all through life that you as an individual, within the
world that you live in, the people that you come in contact with from day
to day, where you stay and your contact with the grocery stores and the
other places, that you might say it is necessary to survive in a community.
I have found in Springfield and all over, in my hometown, we never had
any trouble. There were limitations as to what you could go to and could
do, but I never did dwell on those things because my life was never
patterned after anything or anybody. I knew the law. I knew that there
are people personally, if you know them, [who] have a tendency yet to be
very skeptical as far as a nationality is concerned. I don't care what
nationality it is.

Other than that I went to the social activities of the union. I went to
the meetings just about as much as anybody else. And I noticed though
that nobody was ever elected. [Negro]

Q: Were those monthly evening meetings?

A: Monthly meetings. And at that time we were meeting downtown., We
didn't have a union hall and we used other union halls. And I noticed
that you could never get elected even to a shop as far as Negroes were
concerned, because there were more of them [whites], more friends, more
acquaintances, more relations. It was the make-up of the plant you see.
[white]

Q: A minority, you didn't have the support.

A: Right., But there was a good break yet between the union and the
individuals as far as--we had protection in this respect that if the
union didn't do their duty you could take them to the National Labor
Relations Board. That kept them straight, didn't worry about that.
(laughs)
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Q: Were there any other social situations at Allis Chalmers that stick
in your mind?

A: Yes, we had picnics once a year but there never was many of the
Negroes that worked at the plant would go, but there was a few. We would
go once in a while and we were treated nice I might add but

Q: Out by the lake?

A: At the lake and even at the hall after we built the big hall. What
happened, I think it straightened some of the grievances out even in the
plant, between the company and the union. Usually a lot of times I would
go to the head of the department, instead of the union, and if I couldn't
talk and resolve some of the problems, then I would have to go to the
union.

Q: But first you would talk to the . . .

A: First I would talk to whoever was in charge, or go over their head if
it was necessary to get the thing straightened out.

Q: Well, they no doubt appreciated that.

A: Yes, yes. I found there were people even at the plant there that
whenever they came up to the what you call the window where we hand out
the tools or grind the tools for them, there was some of them that resented
me and didn't want me to grind their tools., And I was the first one
there--I thought I'd never forget it. I found out later that he was a
preacher. He objected to me. He said, "I don't want you to grind my
tools. I want this other fellow to grind it." And I said to him like
this, I said, "Well, that's what I'm here for and we're going to take
them in turns., And if I don't know how to grind your tool, if you're not
satisfied, you take it back over to the foreman and tell him that I don't
know what I'm doing because I'm supposed to know and he's supposed to
have taught me to do it."

50 he handed me the tool., I went to the print and somebody had changed
the tool you see, and put it on a different angle, and they had a smaller
radius. I said, "The way this tool is ground I can't grind it like that
without permission from the foreman.'" '"Well, they been doing it. I told
them what I wanted and this is what they give me." I said, "I'm not
supposed to do that. Now you can take this right now before I grind this
tool." He said, "Go ahead and grind it. 1'll take what I can get." So
I ground the tool and I put the proper radius on it, and the proper angle
on it, and I put the proper clearance and everything necessary for the
tool, and I handed him the tool. And he took the tool and he looked at
it and went back to his machine. And instead of that tool being ground
three or four like they had previously been ground, he used the tool all
day with one grind. He came back the next day--I was busy--and he told
this other fellow that he was going to wait for me--that had been grinding
it all the time, this white fellow.

Q: The same preacher?
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A: Yes. And when he did that I heard him. I said, "Now it isn't going
to work that way. We take them as they come." I said, "That's the way
it's going to work if I have anything to do with it because that's what
I've been told.” So he, the other fellow, ground it and I found out
later he would wait until he thought I wasn't busy and come back for me
to grind the tool., Well, then he was fixing to start friction between
myself and other people in the department, you know, that worked right
there, you see.

Q: To start what?

A: Friction between us. And this particular fellow had been doing this

for him and altering the tool whenever he said, however he wanted it.

And he asked me, he said, "How did you grind the tool?" I said, "I went

by the print." I said, "Because I don't know what you did to the tool,

I knew that it wasn't working, so that's when I went back to the print to
see if it worked." He said, "Well I never had thought of that, really."

I said, '"Well, maybe he raised your ego by coming and waiting for you

with the tools, It's a possibility.”" 1T said, "People will do that to

you," He said, "What do you mean?" I said, "Well, they wanted to make
you feel like you were important." I said, "He was really using you to
an extent to his satisfaction.," And I said, "You've been grinding tools

longer than I have, but if I was having trouble with tools T wouldn't

even come to you; I would go to the foreman. This is what we are supposed
to do." I said, "When I change a tool, when he gets through with it I'm
going to put it back where it's supposed to be, so if anybody else picks
it up they won't run scrap with the tool, with an alternate tool. That's
why they don't want to install those tools because they want us to fit it
right back to what the print says of that next job. They don't want us

to change it." I said, "When they're having trouble then you are supposed
to report to the foreman that they are having trouble with this tool when
you grind it by the print." I said, "Then if he decides to change it for
this particular job then he has to change the number and the print, If

he goes upstairs and gets the engineer and brings him down and tells him
what's happening, then they make this same tool back over as the original
print." Well, he didn't know that I knew that in the first place. And

in the second place I didn't know I knew it myself, it just came to me
that I'd better really study it as I went along, because I expected him

to really pop back and to say that I didn't do him right, that I broke

the tool and he could have taken a hammer and broke it, but he didn't do
that. I have to give him that much credit.

Q: Well, it's the same thing with your navy experience. The people on
your boat had to be as good if not better.

A: That's right. That's what I'm saying as I've said before. It's from
person to person this trouble that we are having in this country. We're
finding that everybody can't be right, even in politics.

Q: Your approach facing the problem, the individual problem, with someone,
right on, it usually works. Did you ever have anytime when it didn't
work?
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A: Yes. I've always been fortunate enough though that if it didn't work
I could most of the time avoid the person as much as possible until they
came to their senses or I came to mine. And I found that was a better
solution than [antagonism]. There's been times when I was approached and
challenged.

Q: You more or less had to fight for your rights in the rest room there
at Allis Chalmers at first, didn't you?

At Right.

Q: Was that before the war?

A: That was before the war,

Q: Wasn't there at least some improvement there after the war?

A: Oh yes! Quite a bit. In the showers and things like that there was
controversy. But there wasn't enough of them to make a big noise about
it. 8o as one person-—as I began to come in contact with different
people that I knew that was in authority, I made it my business to do
that.

Q: That seemed to be--you established a network .

A: Yes. Even some of the problems we are having today in the schools,
it's because of lack of discipline. The people that are handling the
situation don't know how to go about reaching a happy medium on some
things. You've got to give and take to a point,

Q: Did you work with a certain same group of people all the time you
were there, most of the time?

A: Most of the time. I was very fortunate in that respect because they
didn't usually transfer you out of the maintenance department, because it
was the type of work where they had to have somebody that knew what they
were doing. See?

Q: You probably saw quite a few changes by the time you reached retirement.
A: Oh, yes.
Q: And that was what, 19767

A: Yes, 1976, retirement year. And the day that I retired, as I've
shown you some of the different cards and things, the remark was made by
a superintendent that a lot of people said they didn't like him and
couldn't get along with him. But I had a run-in with him one time about
some tools, that they wasn't put away properly. And he came in and he
was really blowing his top about it. I said, "You know my job." I said,
"Now you're addressing me personally about why these tools are not in the
right rack and different things like that. I'1l try to explain to you
why. They're not in the right place because your people in the shop are
doing that, and they're not even supposed to come in here, They are
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supposed to lay the tool in the place where they have for them.'" And I
said, "That way I usually look at them and see if they are all right
before they are put back in the rack. Sometimes they come back with a
tool they have broken and they put it back in the rack." I said, '"That's
the accumulation that you're seeing there."

And I told him, and he was the superintendent of the department, ''Now
I've tried to correct it., 1I've mentioned it to you before. You've
ignored it so I think it's about time to do something about it." He
said, "What do you mean?" I said, "You could either fire some of your
people for not doing it or I could get fired." I said, "Now what we'll
do first is you go to my superintendent and tell him the trouble we are
having here, because I can't alter anything, it's his job." I said, "Now
whatever he says, I will comply with that, but what you're telling me I
don't have the authority to try to correct him." And I said, "Now my
superintendent”"--He knew who he was and he went to him and he told him
that, "Luke Wheeler,'"--that's myself--"is in charge of that from eight
o'clock in the morning to 4:00 in the evening and we have two other
shifts, and there's nobody there till he comes. In the first place," he
told him, "don't ever approach him or threaten him with your different
types of adjectives because he is a different type of fellow that is not
explosive—-up to a certain point!" He said, "So he recommended me to you
and I'm here to tell you." He told him perfectly frank that, "I am his
foreman and anything else that's wrong, you come to me about it." And
that ended that. I didn't have any more trouble again. When I left
there, he and I respected one another, to a certain extent you would have
thought it was a formal meeting sometimes. The results were that, you
see,

But you can't expect these kids today--these younger kids today, they
have a problem. I don't just mean any nationality, or any particular
nationality. And it's a very serious problem that if we aren't careful
we have gone back in this country fifty years, almost, on some of the
things that we were making progress on. And that really is what bothers
me. I don't see an outburst of violence, in a way, but I see a decline
in the quality of the people and even in the work that we endeaver to do.
And the situation and the way we are living today has become quite critical.
And it seems like some people in this country are trying to destroy
everything with the idea we are going to do it different. But we are
trying to do it different too fast. And that way you'll have nothing but
confusion.

Q: We do, that's true, we have confusion,

Now it was eight years ago when you retired; was that a special occasion
for you?

A: For everybody that retires. But as the superintendent told me, he
had never seen anything like this before over the years he had seen
people retire. But I always had a tendency to

Q: Yes, you handed me here a little card you received from three departments
and could you tell me a little more about the party itself? Was it an
evening affair?
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A: It was twelve o'clock was when we had the party, and it was only for
fifteen minutes so everything was done in that length of time and it was
all a surprise to me. They knew I would be quitting work that day, at
twelve o'clock to go to the plant greeting people and telling them that I
would be retiring and things like that. But as you notice the card has
three departments that participated in this. And those were departments
that I worked in over a period of years that I was connected with.

Q: I see.

A: So the people that knew me by going through the maintenance department
all the years—-I've covered the whole plant different years, at different
times. And being in tool grinding was another way of doing it from one
particular crib to another, another building here and another building
there, you see. And I [attribute] some of that to the popularity [aspect]
of the party, And we had the coffee and the cake and people even personally
would congratulate me and tell me "how nice it's been working with me

over the period of years,'" and that they were going to miss me. "The
whole plant is going to miss you. The job you've done in this department
and for the other departments that you've been in, and I wish you the

best of everything for you and your wife." I said, "Yes, she is retired
already. She retired some years ago.'" And they mentioned the fact that
she was a very pleasant person., They didn't know that we were married

for years, a lot of them, because we never came in contact with one
another only when we got ready to come home, and that was the reason for
that. She had quite a few girls that she came in contact with in the
different plants.

And they had two girls in our department-—-two ladies—-and they were about
my age I guess. They were white, one was Irish I think, and the other
was German, and the fellows in the department wouldn't help them when
they came in--to teach them how to grind tools. So I did. Aand two in
particular--three--made the remark to me, to my wife as a matter of fact,
that they would have never learned to grind tools if it hadn't been for
me. And about how nice I was to them and the effort that I put forth.
And they would tell her that, "He takes the time when a lot of the other
fellows seem to do everything they can to make it hard for us." Well, I
didn't know about that, you know., So I [felt grateful, pleased]. They
treated me very nice, and they were the type--intelligent people. And
they were from the different little towns around here. I didn't really
know where they were from. One of them I think was from Chatham or
someplace in there and they all retired with that attitude as far as I
was concerned. And some of the other fellows, they couldn't stand them.

Q: It's interesting that you stayed at the one place of employment for
the time that you worked here, both before the war and after. Did you do
some extra--outside of the plant--work sometimes?

A: We went from one plant to another sometimes; they had Plant No. 2.

Q: In Springfield, did you have any other job in Springfield?

A: Well, I had the drugstore job that I told you about during the civilian
part of it.
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Q: We come to the story of how you did have a job outside of the plant
at one point, and that was early--you said 19 . . .

A: That was 1946 when they had the four and one-half month strike. And
of course we had moved to a place where we were staying with one lady, an
elderly lady of the house, and we had the run of the whole house. And

she was a very nice person and her name of course I should mention, was
Irene Suggs. And we stayed there, 1206 East Adams. And she was a widowed
lady, a very interesting person. She had a sister that stayed around the
corner from her that was named Phoebe and her husband organized the
veterans——oh, that organization of veterans . .

Q: I think that's the Veterans of Foreign Wars.

A: The American Legion, So, being out of work, I just decided I'll just
kind of move around a little bit and circulate during the day and see
what's available. And I happened to stop at the drugstore at Eighth and
Washington and it was called, at that time, the Ideal Drugstore. And the
fellow in charge was the brother-in-law of Jack Weiner's and Irwin Weiner
that married their sister who was Eva Holson. Anyway I went there ome
day and asked if he had anything, a job, available, and told him I was on
strike at Allis Chalmers. He told me that he didn't have anything right
now but he took down my name and address, and I wrote down my resume and
he took it and said, "Now if I get anything, will you be available?" I
said, "Anytime. I'm not working and I just want to be doing something to
supplement my income of course.'" And about a half-an-hour after I had
walked home, he sent for me and he said, "I just fired the janitor."

Q: He liked your resume!

A: Yes, I guess so. He said, "I'll tell you what, you can start right
now." And he told me what he would pay and I said, '"Well, that's all
right." He says, "Now I'm not going to tell you what to do, you have
worked at a store before." And I had worked for Michaelson's Jewelry at
home in Cairo. And he said, "You have a very good record and reputation.”
I said, "How did you check it that quick?" He said, "I could tell by the
way you talked that you were telling the truth in the first place." And
I said, "Okay." And he showed me how to run the freight elevator. It
was about one o'clock in the evening so the boy had already cleaned up
and everything, so I decided, '"Well, let's see what can I do." So I
started washing the showcases which I had done for four years in the
jewelry store; everything you touch you leave a fingerprint. And I used
to dress the windows and everything; finally got om up to that. They had
me doing everything, shining the silverware, you know, there is always
something to shine. The inside of the case, I had to do all of that, you
see, And then I made the displays for him down there in the windows,
just keeping busy!

End of Side Two, Tape Six

Q: Mr. Wheeler, we have already been talking about your Springfield
experience. I thought we would like to jog your memory today on your
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feelings, going back to the time of the end of World War II and the
difference between the position you were in in the navy, which was Sonar
Maintenance First Class by the time you left, and then coming back to
Springfield for civilian life. It had taken two months for you to be
dismissed from your ship so I know maybe your first feeling was the
excitement of being back home because you had waited that long, and along
with that you had to be thinking of employment. What were your feelings
as you came here and got acquainted with Springfield people, the community
of Springfield, once again?

A: Having spent only about a year in Springfield before I left for the
service, and when I came back my wife still resided in the housing project
you might call it . . .

Q: Was that here on the east side of town or near Allis Chalmers?

A: The one on the east side of town that is located in the same location
now is where we stayed. We stayed at 400 North Fifteenth Place. And at
that time after getting settled and everything we finally had plans not
to stay in there anyway. That was really an emergency situation because
I thought she should be in a place where she didn't have so much to do
keeping a house and things like that, outside work. And at that time it
was very much in order at that project there.

Q: That was the John Hay Project?

A: Right. So after maybe four or five months, I had gone back to Allis
Chalmers, and we were making too much money really at that time to stay
in the project. They had rules where if the income reached a certain
amount you were supposed to leave,

Q: I see.

A: And of course we were going to leave anyway; they didn't ask us to
go. And when the time came I decided that I had found a place and we
were staying at 1206--moved to 1206 East Adams with Mrs. Irene Suggs.

She was the only person that stayed in the house there and she only had a
nice little poodle and she wanted us to stay with her. And so we moved
there temporarily. And actually we stayed there I guess two or three
years with her, and we had the run of the whole house with our furniture
and she had an upstairs with plenty of room, a nice backyard of which I
kept up everything. And at that time I paid twenty-five dollars a month
and took care of the fuel and the lights and she was satisfied with the
arrangement. And about 1946 we had a strike that lasted four and one-half
months. And as far as looking for a job I started immediately looking
for a job because I didn't know just how long I would have a job there as
a matter of fact because they had told me that they didn't hire.

Q: We were having a postwar boom as far as the economy was concerned,
still there was this job competition.

A: Yes, right, so I just took it in stride there, my wife and I, and
just kept working there and this strike when it did occur it lasted so
long, the strike was four and one-half months. And after we settled the
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strike, even, we received five cents an hour was all we received in pay
benefits.

Q: Only five-cents increase?

A: Which made us make sixty-two cents an hour where I was working. And
after that strike—-while the strike was going on, of course, 1 went
around and looked for a job and that was when T started working for the
Ideal Drug at Eighth and Washingtomn.

Q: Had you saved any money from your salary?

A: T had when I left three hundred dollars I put in the post office for
her to use as she wanted, if she had to. But with her getting a job at
Illiopolis she was able to survive without that.

Q: That was before the war?

A: Right. So during the war 1 sent her the fifty dollars a month that
would take care of the rent and whatever else that I had you know because
that was my own income, was what I was making in the navy. So we figured
that ., . .

Q: The what income?
A: The navy income was all I had.
Q: The only?

A: The only until she got a job at Illiopolis of course. Of course that
shutdown before I went back after my nine-day leave. I went out to the
plant and got her a job at Allis Chalmers. At that time they would only
hire her as a janitress, which still made it better than what she had to
depend on as far as Illiopolis was concerned, because it wasn't long
after the war ended that they closed down anyway and laid her off. See?
So she had a better foothold that way instead of trying to stay there
with Illiopolis,

So after that when the strike was on was when I went and applied for the
job at Ideal Drug. And the fellow, Dave Holstrom, was the manager there
and the Weiner brothers of course were in connection with that. I went
down and started working for him and at the same salary that he was
paying the other boy, but of course that was eventually raised in salary
in about two or three weeks.

Now at that time there were no Negroes working in the capacity I was
finally able to. After three or four months I turned the janitors' job
into doing what I like to do; he allowed me to do that. And then I got

to handle the drugs and cosmetics, the whole thing that the drugstore

had, putting it on the shelf of course. The pharmacist was the one that
did the marking, price marking, and the buying of the drugs and everything
else, Including Dave—-there was two of them--buying what was necessary

at the drugstore. And over a period of time of about, I say six months,
and he knew that I could do this particular work. And the druggist was
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the one that told him that he would let me help him in any respect that
was necessary and that, "You should give him a raise," and he did.

I started buying the drugs and pricing and everything else. And eventually
prices began to change quite rapidly; they began to go up. And that

called for keeping track of how much the merchandise cost and what it
really should sell for. And that was my respomnsibility. And of course T
began to ring the cash register, which was something. I didn't hear of
anybody doing it, of any Negro in the whole city of Springfield. And so
they trusted me from the other previous job that I had at home, the trust
that was in that particular job at the jewelry store there, And from

then on everything went just as smooth and as nice, and when it came time
to go back to Allis Chalmers T told them that I was going back and they
asked me if they couldn't encourage me to stay with them. And of course

I had to refuse because of the better salary that I was making and the
benefits that was available, the coverage——and health and mostly everything
that was essential,

Q: But did you work beyond the strike?
A: Yes, I worked thirteen years with Allis Chalmers.
Q: I mean at Ideal, beyond the end of the strike?

A:; Yes, I worked at night. I came in at night and worked two or three
hours just marking the merchandise and ordering the drugs and other——well,
everything in the drugstore I was in charge of, all but the whiskey
counter and things like that. And on Saturday, I'd usually go down and
work two or three hours until maybe two o'clock in the afternmoon and help
with the customers and whatever was necessary to be done. I would dress
the windows, and of course the merchandise that I bought was all left to
me and I averaged about one million and one~half dollars a year and I
never was questioned about what I bought. O0f course I had never reached
that capacity at any place of business at home or here. 8o I decided to
stay and learn what I could along with what I was doing. As a matter of
fact I called it insurance. Of course, I got raises right along there at
the drugstore and Allis Chalmers and I found . . .

Q: You kept up that second job then for quite a few years?

A: Thirteen years at Ideal Drug there. And of course they made me an
offer to stay with them, and at one time they offered me [the job] as
manager of the drugstore because they were going to transfer Dave, which
was their brother-in-law, to another place of business that they had.
That was when they opened up another drugstore there at Spring and Cook.
And of course I refused that and Dave stayed where he was at that store,
but we supplied the Ideal Drug at Spring and Cook from this store at
Eighth and Washington. All, everything, all the buying practically was
done from my station there at Eighth and Washington. And when they built
the store as a matter of fact everything that went in that store as far
as the drug part is concerned came from us and I did the buying for them
and supplied it at night. I would take it over in the truck and they
would put it on the shelves over there you see, And I also had to keep
up with the prices at that time because all the prices were changing so
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fast sometimes when you want it and you got it In the next week the price
had changed when you got ready to buy the same merchandise again, which
called for a whole lot of more time as a matter of fact!

S0 with the girls that were there, and some of the others, we managed to

do those things pretty well and it worked out very well. I had cooperation
from the girls that worked there, and everybody else that worked there as

a matter of fact, They would always come to me about the price and what
they needed. You would have a list--I would-—-and when I came in at night
around about five or six o'clock the salesmen would start to come in to

see me. Because Dave wouldn't buy any merchandise. He would tell them

to come back to see me, that I would be there about five or six o'clock.
And that's the way we ran the drugstore, no outlay to it. I decided
thirteen years was enough and I started working for Allis Chalmers.

Q: Exclusively that is?
A: Exclusively.

Q: Well, with that kind of work schedule and two jobs you didn't have
too much time for other things in Springfield.

A: To even socialize or notice too much., What we did in those days, we
fished quite a bit in the evening. On the weekend sometimes we would go
to the lake and stay all day and come back home and go back the next day.
And that's the way we had our entertainment.

Q: There was a lot going on in Springfield in the late 1940s and the
early 1950s as far as basic rights are concerned. I wondered if you
could compare Springfield with—-there were two places during your navy
experience where—--places which you frequented which were inhospitable,
and one was Miami, the other was

A: New York.

Q: Another was Norfolk, Virginia, which had been mentioned in your
writing of your life., How did Springfield compare with those places?

A: Well, I would say that they were much above the areas as far as the
racial relations were concerned in Springfield. All the years that I

have been in Springfield I have found that most of the towns this size,

as far as the Negroes, were on the average of what it was over most of

the United States. It wasn't below some, it wasn't up to par like it
should have been, But there still was room for progress and they began

the progress. As far as the police department, when I came back they had
colored on the police department, two or three. Since then I have found--I
would say ten years later—-that the movement as far as civil rights were
concerned during the Martin Luther King era . . .

Q: In the 1960s?

A; Yes.
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Q: Was rather peaceful in Springfield.

A: Right. As a matter of fact in Springfield I never knew of any what
you say confrontations between the Negroes and the whites, other than the
fact of the personal that could happen to an individual.

Q: Did you ever hear of any Ku Klux Klan activities here? You did in
Cairo, and I was wondering if you ever did in Springfield?

A: But in Cairo I never did see a demonstration of the Ku Klux Klan, but
they did exist. That was hearsay of course. As far as who it was we
didn't know until years later when some of them died that they were Ku
Klux . .

Q: People. I see. But there were no such activities here?

A: WNo. It seems like to me in Springfield, as an individual, you were
able to what you might say cope with the situation. There was what you
would call mass movement.

Q: I think you had a personal philosophy in your civilian life which was
similar to the philosophy in the service and that is people in life push
you so far and then you would say that's far enough!

A: Right. And then you had to have a reason, or maybe a suggestion, to
the problem that you encountered.

Q: In other words something positive to offer for improvement?

A: Right, And you never want to be a person that's all for your personal
gain in whatever you undertake. And the only way you can do that is you
have a chance to communicate with people that will listen, and try,
because there's problems in all races and nationalities, and if you don't
communicate with them you'll never know what theirs are and they will
never know what yours are.

Q: So communication is the best answer.
A: I think.

Q: There are times however when, really, self-defense becomes necessary.
Did you have further training in self-defense as a navy man?

A: Yes, the routine training was how to use the Springfield rifle, and
you had karate which was up to you if you wanted to take it. And you
didn't have long in any one place while you were in boot camp, from place
to place. And the people I came in contact with--there was never too
much artillery or things like that until we got aboard ship; then you had
your .45's that you carried on guard duty and things like that, and
whatever was necessary, the tommy gun, things like that was in store
aboard ship, and we knew how to use those. But I think in the army you
found that they had more confrontations in the different parts of the
country, where it was kept pretty quiet [in the media] as far as violence
was concerned between the army and the civilian smaller towns where the
camps were, like here in Springfield.

RETURN TO:
Sangamon Staie University Archives
Brookens Library, Room 144
(217) 786-6520
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Q: You didn't believe in weaponry back in civilian life?
A: No.
Q: But did you have occasion for self-defense?

A: Well, really no, really I didn't. As far as discussions sometimes
that were controversial, maybe around two people or three people usually
were the way that my confrontations were.

Q: You really had the positive experience of the Ideal Drugstore employment
and it must have given you exposure to quite a bit of the black community
at that employment.

A: That is the thing about it too, if you're going to progress you are
going to be with all types of people. You have to learn what is the best
road to take with regard to what the results will be, and that is the
positive results, Confrontation is something that if it is forced on you
and there is violence necessary, well, then you have to protect yourself
that's all. And I found in Springfield that the police were even somewhat
prejudiced and questioned people in different parts of the city a lot of
times, that is [if] you happened to be in those areas, they were curious
as to why you were in the area. But after they began to know me and a
lot of other people they would speak or wave their hand as a gesture to
recognize the fact.

Q: You had to get past the initial suspicion. It's hard for myself, as
a white person, to imagine having that suspicion thrust upon oneself just
from driving around town, but that's something that you have to deal
with.

A: You see, that's why I say too, in a lot of places in this country
you're in danger if you're a minority, but there should be somebody if
they are present in the majority [to] see to it that your civil rights
are not violated regardless of where you are. But that takes a lot of
guts, because I don't want anybody to be ostracized from their particular
group in society to favor me unless it's a case of life or death.

Q: There was, as we were saying, this barrier-breaking. You were a part

of a major effort in that regard in the navy, and there were continuing
efforts in breaking of barriers on civilian levels, Now this was restaurants,
shopping experiences , , .,

A: Shows.

Q: Theaters, the beaches, swimming. Do you have any specific memories
on any of those topics in Springfield?

A: Yes, you take your movie houses. There was one on Washington Street
even in the area where the majority was Negroes, yet the seating was
upstairs in the balcony. The Orpheum Theater for instance, one of the
finer and bigger shows, the few times that we attended it was the balcony,
they called it, where you sat as a Negro. Now eventually, on Washington
Street they began to go in and sit on the first floor themselves without
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any type of confrontation. Three or four of them would be sitting downstairs
and it got so they wouldn't bother them anymore.

Q: Did you start to do that too?

A: Oh, yes, yes. You see, initially it wasn't that they were afraid to
sit downstairs, but when you walk into the place and you are the one or
two people, you would be molested by the people that attended the theater,
The riffraff is what you call it. The same thing could have happened if
there had been an all-Negro place in Springfield, a white or two would
walk in, they would be very much uncomfortable and they would probably be
molested too, teased, or [people] wouldn't be courteous to them like they
should be.

Q: Were there any theaters in town that had a different policy? There
was one on the north side

A: The Fox.

Q: The Pantheon, do you remember that one?

A: I've heard of it. No, I don't.

Q: Was there one downtown that had a different policy?

A: The Fox Theater, I think it was downtown., I think that's what it
was, because we finally went to——it was on Fifth Street I think.

Q: Yes, I think so.

A: And that's where we usually would go. And they had one, the Bijou or
something on Monroe Street between Fifth and Sixth.  And it just closed a
few years ago as a matter of fact.

Q: You mean the Fox Theater had the best atmosphere for you?

A: Yes it did. Then they had a restaurant downtown, was around here for
quite a few years--I've forgotten what it was now--where the kids would
go from the high schools in the evening and sometimes we would have a
little trouble between the students and things like that. But they
finally broke that down real quick and they would go in there and have
their little scuffles and everything else and it would last only-—they'd
be in there maybe about an hour. And usually the man that owned the
restaurant-—one time 1 think he started to close the doors until . . .,
Got on the bus and went home, you see. And that was the thing to do
because even today a lot of the small places I know close because they
couldn't handle the students. And then they finally decided that they
wouldn't let them come in the place, white or colored,.

Q: This was where Springfield High School was located downtown?

A: Yes, and they would meet from the colored high schools, they would
all meet there to catch the bus. But every time they would have a prom,
they would all go there at night. And of course you know the way they
are going to act. (laughs)
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But the only thing about Springfield, and other places I have found, to
me it's quite remarkable that the students, even though there were very
few that wanted to mix schools in Springfield, those that went to those
different schools where they were in a minority, the colored was, they
made very good friends between themselves, the boys, the girls, and all,
But the parents that owned the place of business downtown, they'd have to
part because this boy's parents owned the business, but they were good
friends in school. Wouldn't allow the two of them to come in together.
That's where the friendship divided. They're always hesitant about it.
But a lot of them today that went to school with some of them——they're
still good friends. They stay at different neighborhoods but they're not
afraid to come into the area where the whites were in the minority. The
taverns and the other little places of business, and restaurants, they
were run by Negroes, they would just drop by anytime they got ready, the
kids would, There wasn't nobody bothered them. But the colored kid
couldn't go into their particular establishments.

Q: Were there some restaurants and other places of business in downtown
Springfield that were run by black people at that time?

A: It was all in the area from Eighth Street back to Thirteenth and
Washington, in that area. Now there were two places of business, two
taverns, that wouldn't serve Negroes there at Eleventh and Washington
even. But there was another tavern right half a block away, that would
serve anybody, that was run by a colored.

Q: Was there—-—oh, 1 see,

A: The people that went to those places, they didn't feel uneasy or
anything like that. But sometimes they'd walk into one that wouldn't
serve the colored and there would be a little scuffle or something and
they'd call the police, and they'd settle it without anyone getting
killed. And that would happen late at night or something like that. And
the fellow that run that place for years he would c¢lose rather than to
start serving the colored in his place.

Q: At Eleventh and Washington?

A: Yes., He actually closed his place. I think it was Papenski, I think
was what it was, the fellow that owned it, and that's what he did. Right
beside there was a pool hall run by a colored fellow by the name of
Boston Richie, and a sandwich shop as they called it. But the whites
didn't go into his place either., So there was just what you might say a
mutual understanding, I guess, as far as that was concerned. It wasn't
such a thing that people accepted the arrangement, it was just the matter
of the person running the place had the authority to call the police or
whatever necessary if there was a disturbance.

I don't think that a Negro goes around looking for trouble when he can't
win. As a matter of fact, he would maybe be harmed. To a certain extent
it wouldn't be very important to even try and take the chance because of
his family and everybody concerned that he has to support. And to step
out by yourself--if you were just taking exposure yourself, but you've
got your whole family that's being exposed by what might happen to you.
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Q: So you lived in a way according to that invisible barrier?
A: Right.

Q: Because we are still talking of the late 1940's and 1950's about the
difficulties——when we read the history of race relations in Springfield--
talking about the difficulties of strangers even finding a place to buy
their first meal, of Negroes coming into town, and finding a place to
sleep. And then, of course, if they came here to live, the difficulty in
finding a permanent home. What were your experiences as you decided to
find a permanent home after the war?

Q: I was raised by a family . .

End of Side One, Tape Seven

Q: Well, Mr. Wheeler we were talking about finding--your experiences in
finding a permanent home here in Springfield,

A: Well, 1 was raised in a home that my father had built and that was
instilled in us that you had to have a place to stay and that you should
own a home. So coming to Springfield you might say I was looking from
the day I got here for a place that I could buy and own, And fortunately
T was able to locate at 1619 East Jackson Street, and I'm here today. At
that time it was a mixed neighborhood you might say; there was a German
next door, there was a Lithuanian the other side of me on this side of
the street.

Q: What year was that?

z

It was 1947 when I bought the home here,
At that time there were a lot of ethnic neighborhoods in Springfield.

Q
A: You had your doctors, your lawyers——colored--your dentists. This was
a twenty-square~block community of professional people.

Q: Was this address about in the middle of that?

A: Yes, as a matter of fact you had as many Italians in the whole area
that--had a little group of people that were all Italians, a little group
of people that was all Germans or Lithuanians that were all here before I
came here.

Q: Clusters within the twenty blocks?

A: Right., And today it has of course changed quite a bit, like time

will change most things. But all the time that we lived in our area we
had no trouble with anybody as far as neighbors were concerned. There
was usually the conversations that went on over the back fence between
the men or the women. And then if someone became sick in the neighborhood
it didn't make any difference, if we knew them we responded as you should,
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Q: Have people become less meighborly now?

A: They haven't become-—the people that were originally here, there are
very few that's here. And some of the homes today they're mostly--you
have an age group that's let's say from fifty-five to seventy, some

eighty years old, that are still living in homes in this area. Those

that are able to maintain their husband's previous income, those [husbands]
that have died, of course, are still here through the efforts that were
put forth by their husbands. And that's the way that they stayed and

they kept their homes up. And after most of the whites did leave, or

die, the homes were bought or replaced with Negroes in this area.

Q: It was very much mixed when you bought your home?
A: Quite so.
Q: What was your experience in the process of buying the home?

A: Well, really, I bought the home from Sears Real Estate at that time.
That was his particular name, it was not connected with the Sears
conglomeration. And I asked him then, I said, "Now I would like to know
if there are any objections to my living in the neighborhood." T had
assumed that there might be because at that time there were objections
all over Springfield as far as if a Negro moved in the northeast part of
town or the southwest part of town. The northwest part of town wasn't
built up even as much as this area was.

Q: It was country out there.

A: It was country. See North Grand began to have a business section

that they developed in that area for that part of town, and so you would
hardly ever see a Negro in that part of town. But my wife and I, we
always shopped where we found something we wanted. The first thing that
you have to do when you come into any town, you have to make connections
with people that can at least tell you or show you how to do some of the
things—~some of the business places and some of the businessmen to contact
for different things as an individual. No one is going to do it for you;
you got to seek those things out.

Q: 1 agree.

A: I came to Springfield with a good credit reference that I knew I
needed when I came and I brought that with me. So I didn't have to
contact anybody if they said would it be all right for me to have this or
that or the other. And I knew how to go about and do it in the first
place, and 1 found them very cooperative, the merchants. The banks were
a little bit hesitant, and the real estate people.

Q: Was the Sears Real Estate a mixed establishment?

A: No, it was just one white fellow that I dealt with, and his name was
Sears. So I asked him about if--he told me as far as he was concerned
"there were no objections to you moving into the meighborhood." But I
said, "I want you to find out.”
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Q: That's an interesting story because even now I think a lot of black
people in Springfield go to a black realtor and white people, white
realtors. Do you find that's true?

A: No, I don't think so. T don't know. You might have a person that's
working for the establishment that's majority controlled by the white,
you have that. But in those days you had individuals; there was no group
of people you had to contact, just the one man that you had to deal with.
It was a personal basis.

Q: They were smaller then?

A: Right. So the Red Line as they called it started in the bigger
cities, but Springfield right today-~-I don't have any qualms about where
I want to live but I want to know who I'm living around and with. Then
after that it's left to me as an individual. And I think that when I
moved here there were quite a few colored politicians and people that
worked for the state across the street that had bought the house next
door to them. That's what T always said would break down--if white or
Negro either one was able to buy the place next door to them, and they
would have the tendency to be able to control who does move into the
neighborhood regardless of nationality. If there was a neighborhood that
you liked and was well kept up and you had a home then there was nobody
that could stop me from renting to you or anybody else. But if you've
got to go through what you call the grapevine, and you got to get into
that to obtain a home that you want in a location, you'll always find
objections to that. It doesn't make a difference if you have the money—-
you should have something in common as far as being able to communicate
with the people you're going to be living with for the rest of your life.
Or if you are going to make an investment in the area, you don't invest
for trouble.

Q: You invested beyond the house that you lived in too, is that right?

A: Right. And when I did buy from the fellow that died next door—-he
was German, but he told his sister to sell it to me, or the fellow next
door. So it just happened that the fellow had a family next door and he
couldn't afford it so she came and told me about it. And I said, "Yes,
I'1l take it."

Q: When was that?
A: In 1964 mayhbe.
Q: And you rent that house out?

A: It's been, let's see——~thirteen years ago would be 1971, and I rent

that house out. Now I had both white and colored to the house so I got

in contact with Concordia and told them that I had a house available for
some of the teachers. And I made contact with other people, but I didn't
advertise it in the paper. I got it rented a day before Concordia wanted
the house for a man and his wife, students. I had just rented it the day
before, It wasn't that they didn't believe me, you know, but that's

exactly what had happened. They had never told me that they were interested
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or not interested, but just as it happened they called me about it after

I had rented to a colored person. Also you can get too many kids on a
block and I was making a judgment that way, regardless of whether they
were white or colored. And I think that's the only way that people can
control a neighborhood. And when I say control I don't mean that you
have to like a person. You're a business person and you've got a business
method of doing it, of handling any place of business that you've got an
investment in. And sometimes you don't even consider how much you're
going to make out of it as long as there's a profit that's fair and
reasonable,

Q: Do you think neighborhoods are sometimes divided more by the age
categories then than by race in this part of Springfield?

A: Yes, you'll find that the income of the person, if it's low or if
they have a lot of children, it isn't that people don't . .

Q: By income and by age?

A; That controls people because, you take the average person with children,
if they have three or four children early in life, say thirty or thirty-five
years old, they are not able to support a house that is seventy thousand,
eighty thousand dollars, What you find in other places, where they do

have the money, that they want to move into--they have trouble regardless

of how much income that exists, But I'm like this, if I was rich today I
don't see anything in another neighborhood that would interest me unless

1t was an investment of some sort. But for where I live is an entirely
different thought to me, as far as '"Would I want to be there? Is it nice
sewers? Is it nice streets? Is it nice lights? Or is it a place, an

area, where the traffic is too heavy," and things like that, "or is it a
good business investment?"

But, first of all, home is a different place than where you just make an
investment. I don't think you'll find even in Springfield that you've
got any colored~-you've got some that can afford to invest but they have
reached an age where they're not going to do it anymore. Just like in
this neighborhood, they began to tear down these homes here in different
parts. Most of those homes were owned by people outside the area. They
did it for profit and got what they could out of them in those days, and
later they owned three or four homes, and sold them as a group to the
Springfield Housing. And that's what caused the migration out of this
area. Now they gave them the chance to buy them back, but that was
fifteen years ago—~or twenty almost—-before they began to build anything
in this area.

Q: So you had empty lots?

A: Right. So a lot of the older people decided that--well, as a matter
of fact, they couldn't afford to buy it back. So that's the way that
they eliminated some of them, but you have some of the young group are

attempting to do that. They don't have a job really to . . .

Q: To buy the new houses?
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A: Right. And I think I saw one white family that's beginning to try to
move into this area, but we have just as many that's white that can't
afford a home of that sort.

Q: You went then to being more of a mixed neighborhood to being a . . .

A: A deteriorating-~—-age changed, but the age part of it didn't exist
until the last ten years, by people that died or things like that. And
these were all five-room homes in this area mostly. they've tried to
make multiple dwellings out of some of them and I've had to go down
myself to city hall to try to prevent it. And the argument that I had on
one zoning project in this neighborhood was the fact that they had tried
that in other nmeighborhoods. And T named the northwest part of town
where they took homes that were originally two stories and made multiple
family apartments out of them. And there's nothing but garbage trouble,
there's nothing but young moving into the older people's homes that stay
below and all of that. And you have your traffic situation, and your
parking situation to selve; it's changed the whole situation and I
thought . .

Q: You didn't want that to happen here?

A: Right. And I told them that I think the people there, the older
people, deserve a little peace. I said, '"They can't afford to move
[just] because they don't like what you're moving in."

Q: I think, at least it looks to me as if you at least partially succeeded.
Do you feel you have?

A: Oh yes, I think so.
Q: Did others join you in this?

A: Well, those that could. The biggest problem for all of us now is to
keep our homes up; it costs so much to do. But being able to do some
things myself through earlier training I was able to do them, to maintain
this home. Of course it means repair that if you can't do it costs you a
fortune. But I tried as I went along to maintain the home within the
area that I'm in. It's hard to do.

Q: Your life has kept you quite busy without a lot of extra community
activities. What were some of the other things that you enjoy here in
Springfield besides, as you mentioned, the fishing and a certain amount
of movie attendance?

A: Well, you have the Springfield Theater Guild that's been here for
quite a few years., And for me to attend those things I've always been
quite busy trying to maintain my standard of living as much as I possibly
can, I'm enjoying it and I'm satisfied with it.

Q: But you do enjoy the theater presentations?

A: Yes.



Luther Wheeler 114

Q: Have you ever participated in any swimming activities here in town,
or has that been a problem?

A: No, when I came here we had a problem at home where we couldn't
attend the swimming .

Q: I remember. We talked about that.

A: You also had a problem here. But at my age then-~1 was twenty-eight
years old when I came to Springfield--I was too busy to worry about it.
But I was concerned, and I'd do what I could to break down some of those
things that I knew were wrong by contacting other people and letting them
know that they had my support, and donmations, and in that manner you see,
Because you find a lot of people, that have the time and don't have the
ability to execute, that want to take over and do my thinking for me,
(laughs) Or in other words they call them the so-called Negro leaders,
but as a person L've never had a leader,

Q: Given moral support to others

>

More democratic ideas.

. on the same level as yourself?

?_> ~

Right.

Q: Did you ever have any experiences with the State Fair here in Springfield?

A:  Well, yes, the first time that I got back there was an experience
there out at the fair., My wife and I were out there walking around and
it seems as if these people-~the car was from North Carolina, the license
plates, you have a lot of different people from different states at the
fair. We didn't walk across the street fast enough, and there were four
or five of them in the car, and I guess they had been drinking, and they
began to get out to confront my wife and myself. And at that particular
time the state police—-I was close to the State Police Headquarters out
there-~and they got back in the car. Now what they were going to do--they
were just rowdies was all they were, and I could see that. And I didn't
even tell the police; I just walked to another area,

Q: Just a lucky location?

A: Yes, that's right. Because if I'd been in the outskirts of that fair
. +. . [story might have been different] see. Of course that was quite a
few years ago.

Now at the fair we always, at least I would, attend the tents and things
like that and usually I didn't have any trouble if I wanted to stop for a
sandwich or something to eat out there. Because you did have the American
Legion, the colored American Legion, that was for years always there.

And there were people in those area that I knew, and T had a tendency to
go in that area to support their activities and their businesses you

might say. And I think that when you attend anything as big as the State
Fair people from all walks of life and from all parts of the country are
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there with their horses and their exhibits and things of that sort. 1T
have never been denied any information in the things that I asked at the
different shows. They would be glad to explain it to you.

I even found in the service that where people were from-—like from the
South and the southern part, even made the remark to me, "I didn't know
that colored people were intelligent enough to operate this,"” or "I
didn't know that they had as much intelligence as they have." And that's
what I'm talking about, lack of communication.

Q: Candidly, would you now not expect what happened with the people from
North Carolina to happen again?

A: Yes, it could happen because of the crime element in this whole
country today. [There] is what you call a drug-oriented type of people
that attend those affairs now. Even at the lake, it isn't as safe as it
used to be at the lake,

Q: Have you stopped going out there fishing?

A: 1 have because of the fact that the fish at one time wasn't fit to
eat, so naturally we drifted away from it. But we still won't go but a
certain time of the day, not late at night out there by ourselves like we
used to, My wife and I would go out there and we'd stay all night.

Q: There's no place now that you would feel that comfortable with?

A: Not that time of night, no. I may go out, if there's a lot of people
in the area there would be somebody that would know me because in the
time I've been here I've been able to get around.

Q: Do you still have some of the same experlences as far as driving
around town is concerned, or do you keep to a certain area?

A: T drive all over town because I want to see the [progress that's been
made. ]

Q: With your wife?

A: Right. See, sometimes you have kids, four or five of them, in a car
but the police can't stop them now; they have laws that prohibit the
police being able to control some things that exist. That's part of your
freedom, but if you abuse your freedom then there's going to have to be a
law where they can do something about it before it develops into a bigger
situation that's dangerous.

Q: Did you ever have a time where you were stopped?

A: No, not in the car. One time when I was staying at Twelfth and Adams

I went down to the bakery shop there on Ninth Street and you could buy

hot bread or coffee cakes at eleven or twelve o'clock at night, and a lot

of times we would be sitting on the front porch at home or in the backyard
and I'd decide I'd walk down that area there. And one time the police

did stop and question and ask me if I did live in that area and I said,




































