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R. J. Wilkin, October 17, 1973, Springfield, Illinois.

Frederic G. Fliege, Interviewer.

Q: The C&IM bought in in 19267

A: The C&IM took it over in 1926, yes.

Q: And you started with them when you were sixteen?
A: I started over there, I think it was 1916.

Q: And you started as a messenger boy?

A: Messenger boy in the freighthouse, and that was at Ninth and Madison
Streets,

Q: Ninth and Madison by St. John's?
A: South of St., John's,

Q: Is that what that building is, the one that has that fancy design on
it there?

A: Well, they tore down that old CP & St. L freighthouse, the whole
thing. Then that CIPS or Illinois Power, whatever it is, they bought
that building or built that building.

Q: No, I was thinking of that building right across from Barker Lubin's
that looks like a church or something. Do you know what that is?

A: You mean that stone building? That was Cullver Monument Works, stone
works, Cullver was the name of the owners of it. It's on the west side
of the street, just north of the railroad tracks, Cullver.

Q: How long had you worked for the CP & St. I, before the C&IM took
it over?

A: Well, that must have been back there, 1926, See, during the war I
worked for the Illinois Central and I worked over there until after the

war wag over with and settled and then we went back to CP & St. L for a
short time. I don't know how many years now.

Q: You mean that during the war you went to work for the Illinois Central?

A: That's when the government took them over and consolidated them.
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Q: Oh, I see, and that was actually the end of the CP & S$t. L then?
Right after that the C&IM bought them out.

A: Yes, the C&IM took it over shortly after that, I couldn't tell you
when, Of course that south end of the railroad, it was all abandoned
then at that time, They just closed it up. And then the C&IM took it
over and relaid all of the track from that mine clear up to Pekin.

Q: How long did you work as a messenger then?

A: Well, I worked as a messenger for, oh, maybe a year and a half, two
years,

Q: And then did you go out on the line?
A: No, I never worked on the road.
Q: Never did?

A: No, never did, on that line. And then the C&IM, I didn't ride on

the road on C&IM either, I was a yardmaster and then wound up as a
yardmaster and freight agent and assistant trainmaster. On some occasions
I worked as assistant trainmaster.

Q: What was there before the C&IM was there by Pillsbury Mill?

A: That was the CP & St. L then. Yes, and then the C&IM took it
over. The CS & S5t. L, that was another outfit, had the road Sprimgfield
south, The CS & St., L they called it. (interruption)

Q: Well, what happened then? When the govermment consolidated them
during the war, did that affect you in any manner?

A: Well, I wouldn't say that it affected the work any, I was doing the
same kind of work.

Q: What actually did you do after you were a messenger? What did you
do, what was your job? (pause) You say you were a messenger for about a
year. That puts you at about seventeen years old.

A: Yes, well that was with the CP & St. L and then, I guess I forget.
The C&IM took it over.

Q: That was in 1926, right?

A: Yes, 1926, that's when they closed up the freight house and they
moved out there to the yards. They had a freight office, yard office

and then they built that passenger station and freight house at Fifteenth
and North Grand. I don't know the dates,

Q: They're not important. You said you never did go out on the railroad,
you just worked in the yards, what were you a conductor, brakeman?
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A: I was the trainmaster at that time. , I never worked as a brakeman
other than the first few days I went to work over there., I worked on a
switch engine. And then they put me in 'the freight office and the yard
office and I worked there, Oh Lord, I dbn't know how long.

Q: What's the difference between a trainmaster and a yardmaster?

A: Well, a trainmaster has jurisdiction over the trains out on the road
and the yardmaster, he handles everything in the yards.

Q: In other words, one is not over the other one, is he?

A: Well, the trainmaster, he is supposed to have some authority over the
yardmaster. But there hasn't been any time when they did that, not
often. You had charge of everything in the yards that came into it, the
yardmaster, The trainmaster handled them through the yards.

Q: When you first started working, could you tell me where the trains
ran? They ran down to Taylorville, right?

At Yes, one from Pekin to Taylorville. That operated over the Illinois
Central tracks from Springfield to that junction down there, they called
the Cimic., C-I~-M-I-C, And then they went on over into Taylorville.

Q: Went to Pekin, how about Havana?

A: Well, they went through Havana going to Pekin.
Q: Is that the furthest they went, north to Pekin?
A: Pekin, yes.

Q: And it was mainly all coal, right?

A: Yes, that was the big item.

Q: And Pillsbury Mill, 1t was there at the time?

A: Well, yes, Pillsbury built there, I don't even remember what year it
was, Well that was when I started there,

Q: Did they have any wrecks back in those days?

A: Oh, they had a few. They had a wreck, a train stopped up in Havana
in some kind of trouble and another train came from behind, hit it from
the rear end and tore the devil out of things.

Q: Did they have many deaths, did many people get killed?

A: No. Wait a minute here. I was going to say they had a head on
collision but I could be all wet, I know right in that curve going into
Havana up in there the engine was out on the ground. I think there were
two in that. You know they just come with the engine. Now I'm afraid to
say. It's just that I can't remember.
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Q: When did they switch to steam, I mean diesels, when they got rid of
the steam?

A: Well, those diesels, I remember the first one to come in there, and I
don't know how long ago. God, I've been away from there for a long time.

Q: Didn't they, the C&IM, sort of hold back? Because right before they
came out with the diesels they had just put in all those coal shutes or
something like that and they were one of the last railroads in the nation
to go to diesels, weren't they?

A: Well, they were a pretty long time getting to them. I couldn't say
how long.

Q: How were the unions back then, were they pretty strong? When you
first started did you have to join a union?

A: No. I joined the union when I worked on the Illinois Terminal. But
when we came to the C&IM, I never belonged to the union. When they
organized the clerks, they wanted, well, like me, yardmaster and freight
agent, wanted me to join the union, but they never had anything to give
me. The only thing is that I was just paying dues into the union, that
was all but what 1t was doing. So I didn't join.

Q: Was there any rough stuff trying to get you to join?

A: Well, no rough stuff, I just told them, "You show me where you do me
any good, what it will amount to, and I'll talk to you. Until then,
forget it." So, they didn't show me where it was going to do a bit of
good or protect me in any way, so they just gave up. I have a strict
code of my own,

Q: That one guy over there, I can't remember his name, he was sort of
strong in that union, wasn't he? Guy, I believe his name was.

A: Oh, yes, you mean Guy Senior, or, I mean Junior, Guy, Jr. Oh, yes,
he was a pretty hot man to handle, that dude. His dad was an engineer
over there and then he was the chairman, the head wheel of the
organization over there for the firemen and enginemen, And then Harry
Baron was the head man for the freightmen and conductors,

Q: You said he worked for the Illinois Terminal too?

A: Yes,

Q: How many trains did they have in Springfield?

A: How many roads you mean?

Q: Yes. Oh, you've already mentioned a bunch of them.

A: Well, I have. They had the C&A, the Illinois Central, the CI&W, the

CP & St. L, now this 1s a way back, see, CP & St. L and the GM&0O, well
that's the C&IM. The CI&W ran through here too.
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Q: Okay, you sald the C . ., .

A: Cincinnati, Indianapolis and Washington.

Q: Okay, you mentioned the C&A. What was that, Chicago & Altom?
A: No, Aurora,

Q: What was that? Was that freight or passenger?

A: It was both.

Q: And it's just defunct now?

A: No, it runs right over here even now.

Q: The GM&O?

A: Yes. Wait a minute, now, wait a minute. That was C&A, Gulf, Mobile
and Ohio. Well, yes, Gulf, Mobile and Ohio, it's operating now.

Q: The Illinois Terminal, who is that affiliated with?

A: That was the Traction, Illinois Traction System. All wound up the
Illinois Terminal. It operated between St, Louls and Peoria. Then they
had another line went over to Danville, the ITS.

Q: Now, that wasn't what they called the interurban, was it?

A: Yes, that's what they called it, the interurban.

Q: Did they have a yard here in town?

A: Oh, yes, that's out where the ITS yard is out there just along side
of the IC tracks out there,

Q: What was that other one you said, Minnéapolis? Did you mention that?
At Indianapolis. CI&W.

Q: CI&W, what Chicago, Indianapolis and . . .

A: And Western.

Q: What else did they haul besides coal? Was it just all kinds of
freight?

A: All kinds and any kind, merchandise of all sorts.

Q: ‘Who were some of the people that you--when you first started, you say
you were born in Bissell?
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A: Yes.
Q: Where did you go to school, grade school?

A: Well, we moved into town the year that I started to school. We moved
out of Bissell and lived down there at the corner of 8th and Garfield
Avenue, that's when I started to school at St. Joe's,

Q: Who were some of the people that--when you first started-—did you
ever meet any of the Pillsburys?

A: T knew a lot of the help over there through handling the switching at
the Mill,

Q: But you never did actually meet any of the Pillsgburys?

A: No, no, I'd get away whenever I could. You mean the direct Pillsbury
people.

Q: Yes,

A: No. I met a lot of the help over there running the Mill. But as far
as running in to the Pillsbury people, no.

Q: How did you get a job on the railroad? Just go over there and apply?

A: Well, I got a job starting with the CP & St. L through Beaton, John
Beaton. I worked at the CP freight office. I was delivering bundles on
a bicycle and pressing suits for Schnipp and Ox Tailors. Beaton, he come
in and asked me one day what kind of money I was making. I said I was
making $4.50 a week. He says, "Do you want to go to work on the railroad?"
I says, "I'll go to work anyplace." And he says, "I'll get you a job at
the CP freight house." And I went down there and they gave me a job as a
clerk and messenger kid. I was with them for--well, that was during the
war, they consolidated. That's why I was with the Illinois Central.
After the war was over, they operated a short time and the C&IM took it
over, the CP, Now, what year, I couldn't even begin to tell you.

Q: What kind of money did you make then?

A Well, I was making around $110, $115, I was making $120 a month.
After I'd worked there, I don't know how long. I was playing a lot of
baseball then, see, I come home from work one night and just as I got in
the telephone rang. They wanted to know if this was Jay Wilkin. "Yes,
it's me." "This i1s Frank Donnely in Havana." Could I come up and play
ball with them tomorrow, and stay up here for a week with my board and
room and transportation paid at $7.50 a day. I said, "I'l1l be on the CP
& St. L in the morning. And if it's for one week or six months, I'll
stay.

Q: Was that semi-pro or what?




Az

J. Wilkin 7

Semi-pro, yes.
Which position did you play?

Outfield, mostly, Once in a while, they put me on third base, but I

did better in the outfield.

Q:

A

What kind of league was that?

Oh, it was just--it wasn't really a league, Just a lot of towns had

ball teams and they'd make up games between them, Now, when we was up
there at Chitaqua that time, I played with Havana then. I played with
Petersburg a few times too.

Q:

A:

That Chitaqua was in Havana?

The Chitaqua part was out of Havana, yes. That's about a mile and

half or so.

Q:

A:

Do they still have those meetings in Chitaqua?

Hell, no. I seen them on plaques every once in a while or on a car

in Chitaqua, here and there, but I don't know whether they hold any of
them up there any more or not.

Q:
A:
Q:
A:
Q:

A:

Have you ever been to one?

No. Just go playing ball.

Were you any good?

Well, T was making money at it., I wouldn't go without it,
I didn't know that. I didn't realize that.

Well, I guess I told you about me--the boss wasn't going to let me

off. He said, "Hell, we can't let you off to go and play a game of
ball." So, I said, "Okay." The next morning, I went and got a pass on
the CP, (that's who I was working for) to Havana, I went up and got the
dispatcher to give me one and he did. Then I went to the telephone and
called my boss., And I says, "I won't be in for a week." He says, "You
won't what?" I says, "I won't be in for a week. You say I've got no
vacation coming, but I'm going on a vacation.”" And I hung up. Got on
the CP and stayed up there for a week, come back and with $140-$130 in
the pocket I had it all rolled up and I went to the office. He said,
"What the hell are you doing here?" I said, "Come up and get the money,
you told me I was fired." He looked at me and he says, "You beat any
goddamned thing I've sever seen." I said, "Well, that's it, I quit my
job to play a game of baseball.," I says, "Well look here, here's more
money that I make here in 30 days and I made it all in a week.," He shook
his head, he says, "Well, take off that goddamned coat and tie and go to
work." And so I did.
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Q: It was worth your time to play ball?

A: Why, yes. Well, that guy in Havana, he gave me a chance to go to
spring training over at Cleaveland, Cleveland or Cincinnati, I don't know
which, and play league, He was a scout, you know. But I
said, "Nuts, I'm playing over my head." He said, "Well, you got it in
you." He wanted to know, "Well, I'll take care of it, if you don't say
so." I said, "Well, just forget it." So I didn't go any place. I
played for him the next year on Sundays and holidays.

Q: Did you know anybody that made 1t real big?

A: Oh, I knew a few. I can't think of some of them now. None of the
names register,

Q: How old were you when you got married then?

A:  Twenty-four.

Q: You lived here in the north end of town?

A: 1 never lived any place else but the north end. 1 lived over on
Garfield, 612 Garfield Avenue when I got married. And lived over here,
Eleventh Street.

Q: What year was that,

A: 1924,

Q: Did you work straight through the depression?

A: Yes,

Q: Did people really have it bad back then?‘

A: Yes (laughter), it was bad, I hope to tell you.

Q: Hurting for food?

A: Yes, well and one time the banks all closed, and you had to go apply
for a plece of paper from somebody before you could get any groceries. I
don't know where. I always had it around, well, like gasoline for your
car. I got gasoline all the time, because I went to the superintendent
over there and I said I was working this job and I had to have my car.
He said, "Well, I'll take care of it." And he got me a big sheet of

stamps. That's the way you got your gasoline.

Q: Was there ever any threat of your losing your job on the railroad
during the depression?

A: Not that I know of,

Q: How about hobos, did you see a lot of hobos?
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A: Yes, I've seen quite a few., I put a couple on a caboose, gave them a
ride, They were riding up there in a box car. I was working on the ITS
then, We stopped down there around Beneld some place and I knew these
two guys were in there, I said, "Come on get back in the caboose before
you freeze to death." So they go back in the caboose immediately.

Q: Did they have a camp, were there any hobo camps around?

A: Oh, there were. There was one out north here, it was a dandy. It
was out there by the river. Oh, hell, they'd come to town and mooch and
steal and there was quite a few of them. I know, one day, I was over
here in Bob Ford's store, some guy came in there, pretty kackie looking.
He said, (they were trying to make a batch of stew or soup) "Give me a
soup bone and a few vegetables.”" O01d Bob give them a big table full,
soup bone, a few potatoes and carrots and stuff you use and poor old
son-of~a-gun went on. That was right over here where Hoods is at.
(Harry Hoods' store on Peoria Road)

Q: Before the Hoods took over.
A: Yes, well Hoods was a partner with Bob Ford.

Q: Well, they were telling me that, you know where Campion Garage is at?
There was a restaurant there? Was it a restaurant or grocery store?

A: Not where the Campion Garage is at, no. It's where the dairy is now
(Eighth and Peoria Road) here, that used to be a triangle bullding. The
wide part was on this end and comes down more or less to a point, the
people that operated and ram it lived upstairs above it.

Q: I didn't know it was a store, I remember the house there,

A: Well, it was a store., An old man named Antanan, he was operating it
and he and old man Connelly were sitting in the store one evening, it was
dark, and two kids come in, stick up. The old guy he showed fight and
they just shot him, killed him. 0l1d man Connelly was in with him and
they picked up Shoes Connelly, (that was what we called him, Shoes) and
Donahan and locked them up and seems like he said something like old man
Connelly should have reported that., And he said, "Well, if it was one of
yours, what would you do?" Well, neither one of them ever amounted to a
darn after that. Shoes Connelly, he died in the penn. Calahan, he went
to Detroit and got shot in one of these gang wars up there, killed him
right there in the street, Well, those two, I was coming home, 1t was
before Ann and I were married, I was coming home from her house and I came
down Converse, by the Converse School which 1s Griffin now, or whatever
you call it. (Springfield College in Illinois East Building) and this
blg tree, a large tree and I seen this guy walk out of there and I got my
back up to the curbing and here was the other one coming around the other
side of the tree, I said, "Now you two birds better get going, just as
sure as you're standing there." "Oh well, here and there, we didn't do
anything to you." I said, "No, but you better not get in my way." So
they went on and let me alone.
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Q: You don't by any chance remember that race riot they had here?
A: Yes, I was just a kid.
Q: 1908, I believe.

A: Yes, Grandmother would have lived out by the corner of Cleveland and
Lawrence Avenue, About a week after that thing started, my sister and I
got on the Ninth Street car and went out to her house and there was all
them houses all burned along the way. They just ran in with matches,
threw gasoline in it, threw a match in it. Oh, it was awful, Old houses
burned out there, Then I was up here at Ninth and Ridgley and here come
a nigger down the road running and about twenty or twenty-five behind
throwing and a howling, "Stop that son-of-a-gun." Trying to kill the
poor devil, but he out run and got away.

Q: That was here out north?

A: Right here on Peoria Road.

Q: Do you remember seeing the National Guard?

A: 0Oh, Lord, yes. I1've seen them a lot of times.
Q: No, I mean in that race riot?

At Yes, 1 saw them. You know they were derailing streetcars and
everything else and T saw them stationed along the different places.

Q: That was along Madison Street, wasn't it? You mentioned where they
were burned out and they lit everything, was that on Ninth and Madison?

A: There were some of them on Madison and then out on the west end of
town there was a bunch of colored people, can't remember the name of what
street it was on now, but they burned them out too, 8ix or eight houses
of them. They just ran in and threw matches, put a little gasoline, Oh,
it was a hell of a mess.

Q: I heard a lecture about that, the race riot, and I was talking to
Mrs. Keefner's cousin or something and she said she remembered she lived
out east of town. Her parents got her upstairs and they had to stay down
on the floor all night, She said they were afraid they were going to
come up there. It must have been something then?

A: It was something then.

Q: You mentioned the streetcars, did they run all over town?

A: Well, yes, pretty much so all over town, we could get on the Ninth
streetcar right here at Wood Avenue, Ridgley clear to the fairgrounds and

ride it clear out to West Lawrence to Cleveland. That's where my
grandmother lived on the corner of Lawrence and Cleveland.
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Q: Your grandparents did?
A:  Yes,
Q: Were all four of them from Springfield?

A: No, my mother's father and mother lived on a farm out east of town
here, close to Bissell. Yes, he owned a farm and then his wife died, my -
grandmother. Well, his son, my uncle, the two of them operated the farm.
They hired a women, she was the housekeeper and the cook and so omn.

Well, she done that for about a year and her and my uncle got married.
They stayed there quite a long time and then they decided they wanted to
move into town, so Grandpa sold the farm. That hard road that goes north
and east, can't even think of it now. It rums right through the spot
where my grandfather's house was.

Q: You don't by any chance remember the downtown area, around the square.
They had those big iron deals,

A: Yes, I remember them, those arches on all four corners of the square,
Lord, yes. They had them all 1lit up at Christmas for a week or so.

Q: How about the fair back then, did they have pretty good sized fairs?
A: Well, of course that fairgrounds has been enlarged a lot since then.
Q: Do you remember that fire when they had that dome building?

A:; I remember it very well, I stood and watched it from over there at
Garfield Avenue. Well, Ann ugsed to live out there east of town, where
the stockyards are now. They could see that blaze just as well as we
could in here,

Q: Getting back to the railroads, you say you never belonged to any
union at all?

A: Oh, I belonged to the Brotherhood of Railway Clerks, that was when 1
was with the IC,

Q: You always lived in Springfield, did you always work in Springfield?

A: Well, I was born in Bissell and lived in Springfield all my life and
moved in here when I was five or six years old. We lived there where Ed
Smith lives now at Eighth and Garfield and then Pop built that three
story house at 612 Garfield and we moved down there and that's where I
was until we got married.

Q: So then what did you do, buy a house?
A: Yes, I bought that house across the street from you. (Eighth and

Keys, northeast corner) We lived there, I don't know how long, until we
came here, twelve, sixteen years 1 guess.
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Q: Can you tell me all about when they were having that coal mine
trouble?

A: I was working one night over there as yardmaster and they had a train
of coal coming to Sprinmgfield from Taylorville. I got a call to get the
‘wrecker and this, that and the other, And they blew up that coal train
down there, just the other side of the lake bridge where the railroad
crosses it, Yes, I was working that night.

Q: Did you get up and go out there?

A: No, I had to stay there and get the wrecking outfit and coal crews and
section men and the whole outfit. Yes, I was working that night. I was
working also when they blew up out north of town here too, up by Andrew.
Yes, blew a train up out there too,

Q: Did they ever catch any of them?

A: Yes, they caught a leot of them, I don't remember now but they ran
them down. .

Q: Were you afraid to go to work then? How did the people feel that
worked on the railroad then?

A: Well, T don't know, Just a day's work, you might just as well go.
You don't know if they're going to blow up any other time than you do
now.

Q: I don't remember my dad ever mentioning that., Do you remember him
when he first came there?

A: Well, now you've asked me something there, I don't know whether he
was there ahead of me or behind me, the time he started there. I just
don't remember, because he was in the engineers, firing, and I was always
in the yards, the freight office,

Q: How long were you traimmaster then?

A: Oh God, I don't know. Well, I was really an assistant trainmaster,
Ed Medlin was the trainmaster, They had me up in Havana wore than any
place else, where they were unloading that coal and operating their
freight, They had me up at Pekin a while, I called them up and told
them . . . {(garbled tape) . . . got that first finger just peeled,
nothing on there up to that knuckle but the bone sticking out, Bill
Polk, and I had to get him down to the hospital and get a doctor and Art,

End of Side One, Tape One

Q: Did you ever stay over night in Pekin in that house where they have a
bunk house? '
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A: No, I never stayed at Pekin. I stayed in Havana several times, two
or three days at a time.

Q: Did they have a bunk house there?

A: No, I went to the hotel. I might as well have been at a bunk house,
That was the poorest excuse of a hotel that I ever got into, (laughter)

Q: Well, Havana is supposedly a rough river town.

A: Well, they did have good hotels, a couple of them up there. Not
overly big, but they had pretty good hotels.

Q: Did you ever see any fights on the railroad?

A: Oh yes, I saw them right there in the yard office, fist fights, Of
course, they didn't last long but they had them.

Q: Those guys pretty mean?

A: Oh, some of them guys were mean, yes. Well, if they were ever caught
fighting, fighting each other on the railroad they'd fire them,

Q: How about drinking?

A: Yes, that's another thing. I've seen many a guy. Well, I hid several
of them myself. Get themselves all tanked up and if the circumstance
were that I could put him to bed or sleep where the rest of the crew

could go ahead and do the work, that was all right, (tape stopped)

Inspecting cars and you know the inspector, he had to see all them car
doors were closed when they go out. Well, he and his buddy went up to
close this car door and some bird inside there, some tramp, he says,
"Hey, get away from that door." And he kicked it, Bill did. So Bill got
his buddy and they left for a few minutes and they went back and slammed
the door shut. Then they got the switching crew to get a hold of a
couple of cars and kick them up against it, (laughter) They heard that
car running, they wrapped that thing. I mean it jumped that high. And
them guys were knocking and rolling around in that thing they shook it
and every other thing. So Gillard opened the door, He got the detective
over there, and one of them tried to jump on him., He missed him. As he
hit the ground that detective, he hit that guy and knocked him colder
than a turkey. Yes, he hit him, His name was Morgan, the poor son-of-a-
gun died. He (detective) took up boxing and wrestling. He was heavier
than I am, but not a whole lot. But that son-of-a—gun hit like a mule
kick. He knocked that guy colder than a turkey.

Q: Don't they get on them for knocking those cars like that?

A: Well, yes, the yardmaster is supposed to keep them tamed down but as
long as they're doing the work they never bothered them.

Q: Tell me about the different engines you had, the different sizes.













