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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted
by Jane E. Knepler for the Oral History Office on July 8, 1975. Jane
E. Knepler transcribed and edited the manuscript. Thomas T. and Mary
J. Wilson reviewed the transcript.

Thomas T. and Mary J. Wilson were interviewed in their home in New
Berlin, Illinois about .the building of Bates Experimental Road. This
road was built to test different road types. There was a discussion
of farm life in the Bates area, i.e., butchering, livestock, garden
produce, and poultry. There was also a discussion of stores In Bates
and New Berlin, games, an icebox, and social life. Mr. and Mrs,
Wilson discussed the trailer court they operated in Jacksonville after
leaving the farm in 1954.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of this memoir, nor for the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, I1llinois, 62708.
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Thomas T. and Mary J. Wilson, July 8, 1975, Springfield, Illinois.

Jane E. Knepler, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Wilson, how far did you live from the site of the Bates
Experimental Road?

A. About a mile and a quarter.
Q. Will you tell me what you remember of the building of the Bates Road?

A. Well, now, to be honest about it, T don't remember very much; because
I was farming and I didn't have time to be down there very much. Of
course, I'd go down and see what they was doing, and I knew some of the
fellows working there. Now, Lloyd Loving, right here, (points to the
house next door) he just told me a day or two ago that he worked there

a short time and his brother had two teams on that deal. And, I don't
know where his brother lived, in south of Loami, no, south of Curran

some place. I don't know just exactly where he did live, but he passed
away a couple years ago.

But, as T said, Bill Foutch was the telegraph operator, and, I don't know
who took it over when he got through. A fellow by the name of Suter was
there quite a while, John Suter, lived over here in what they used to call
the Taylor house., You know where it is, over here by Doc Wichterman's;
and he rode a bicycle back and forth. He had a guide on, fit the rail on
the other side, you know.

Q. You mean that would fit the railroad track?

A. Yes, that's the way he traveled, on that bicycle. His bicycle was
on the track, but he had a couple bars that run out with another little
wheel on, that run on the other rail.

Q. And he rode from New Berlin to Bates to be the telegraph operator?

A. That's right. That's right, John Suter. I don't know how long, but
that's the way he traveled. We didn't have a very fast rate of travel in
those days, you know,

Q. That's right.

A. And, he could make pretty good time on that bike on that track; and
this other thing held it right with the track, you know. But, Bill, I
don't know how long Bill was there——quite a while., Then he come to New
Berlin, and he stayed in New Berlin until he retired, that's all.
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Q. Do you think that Mr. Suter was the telegraph operator at the
Bates Station when they built the road, or was J. W. Foutch still
there?

A. That was 1920, you say, they built that road?
Q. It probably was about that time.

A. Well, we moved there in 1901 in December. 8o I doubt if Suter
might have been operator. There might have been somebody else in
there too, but T don't remember who.

Q. Was J, W. Foutch the operator when you moved there in 19017

A, Yes., I'm pretty sure. I recall three or four of us older boys,
we'd go over to the depot and he'd take us back in the baggage room
and teach us boxing. You know he was quite a boxer himself. And, we
got along pretty good that way. Of course, we couldn't be there very
long. We had, oh, it wasn't half a mile from the school down there;
it was only a quarter, I guess. And, of course, they had a post
office at Bates at that time.

Q. Was the school located right in Bates?

A. Well, T guess so, it was, you know I guess where the depot was.

It was east of that, oh, a quarter. And it was there until just a few
years ago. The Taylors bought it. They closed it up you know. And T
don't know what I read about it. They burned it down or moved it off
or something.

Q. You mean about a quarter of a mile.

A. Yes. Yes, I had to walk down to the post office and get the mail
after school. Of course, then T had to walk home too. (chuckles) That
was the only way of getting home. In wintertime, in bad weather, Pa had
a man working for him and he just saddled up an extra horse and would
take me to school and then come after me. O0Of course, when the weather
was fit I walked.

Q. What would happen if a storm came up while you were at school?

A. Nothing . . .

Q. You walked home in the storm?

A. Well, Pa made him come after me.

Q. 1 see.

A. There was a family by the name of Haughs. I understand they called
them "hawk" in Springfield now, and they just lived a half a mile south

of us. They had two or three kids my age in school, and I guess they're
about all dead now. '
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Q. Was Joe Haugh one of them?
A. What?
Q. Joe Haugh.

A. No, it was Joe's uncle--cousin of these others. Yes, I knew Joe
and knew his father.

Q. You said that Mr. Loving's brother had a couple of teams when they
built the road. Did they use horses and mules?

A. It was mules. Yes. Yes, that's what it was done with.
Q. What did they use the horses and mules to do?

A. Well, they used . . . Of course, they had to plow it up and work it
down. Then they had what they call slips and move the dirt, you know.

Q. What would a slip look like?

A, Well, it . . . Of course, it was a lot smaller, but they were, oh,
so wide. ‘

Q. About a yard wide?

A. Yes, and then, well, they would slide them right along and then slide
in under the dirt, you see, and take them where they wanted them to go
and then dump them.

Q. Sort of like a scoop shovel, but it was [wider]?
A, Yes,
Q. But a large scoop that was . .

A. Of course, something on the order of they have now on the front end

of a tractor, only of course, not so big. And there weren't hydraulic
1lifts or nothing, but just manpower, And, of course, there was an awful
lot of just shovels, scoop shovels. Now, George Marr over here, I have

an idea that he worked on there. Of course he was pretty young. I don't
know how old George is, but he's in his early seventies. Of course, that's
fifty years ago, he'd still be up around twenty years old, you see.

Q. Did they . . . Excuse me.

A. Oh, they called him Squire. I didn't know what his name was. That's
all I ever knew, Squire Londrigan, run the post office and a little store.
Of course, they didn't handle anything but a little canned goods. His
wife's name was Bridget. The old man just had one arm. Of course, the
post office didn't amount to much either, you kmow. But, they run, T
guess you'd call it a store, in connection with the post office. But
that's where we got our mail. Of course, I remember when we, I don't
know just when, we got our first rural delivery.
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Q. Was that before the road was built, the Experimental Road?
A, Yes, I would say it was.

Q. They closed the Bates Post Office when you started getting rural
delivery, or did they continue it in Bates for . . .

A. No, they just closed it up. It didn't amount to a darn anyway.
Q. Did the store continue operating?

A. 0Oh, no. The old building is all gone. There used to be several
houses around there. It was kind of an old shack of a thing when I
grew up. And there was several houses around, some three or four at
least, on that square it was on.

Q. You talked about Mr. Suter traveling from New Berlin on the railroad
track by bicycle. What condition was the road in between New Berlin and
Bates most of the time.

A. On, he was on the railroad, you see.
Q. But, what were the road conditions, do you remember?

A. Oh, just a country road, that's all. It wasn't oiled, blacktop or
nothing, just a country road. And, he made a whole lot better time than
he could trying to ride a bicycle up and down that road. And a lot of
times he couldn't get through. Now, when I went to high school, in the
spring or in the fall, when the weather was good I drove. Through the
winter I rode horseback just as regular as clockwork.

Q. You say you drove. Did you drive a car or did you drive a horse?

A. No, just a horse.

Q. A horse and buggy?

A, You see, I graduated from high school in 1910. That was, you might
say, before, well, there was a few automobiles, not very many though.
Now, Birch Warren had one, that was one of the first ones around here.
And, the two Washburns, George and Arthur, they had one each. But there

just wasn't any automobiles then.

Q. Were there very many automobiles in the community when the Bates
Experimental Road was built?

A. Not many. Oh, I guess there was quite a few, but nothing like there
is now, of course.

Q. Do you remember who farmed the land through which the road was built?

A. Well, I suppose that [was] George Colburn. There was a family that
lived there when we moved there by the name of Kerr. There was an old
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lady, the mother, and two sons and two or three daughters. And well,
the old lady died and one of the boys was, well,he just wasn't right
on balance, and Colburn married one of the girls and they took farming.
And he farmed it. He sold out in 1933. When he left there he come to
Berlin., You know where Meta Eiler lives, down the street here.

Q. Approximately.

A. Well, she worked for Colburns, and she could just take a team of
horses and go to the field like a man. And Mrs. Colburn died, why
George and her moved in and bought this little place. Then he passed
away. He was from Loami originally.

Q. You did go dowm to watch when they were building the Bates Road?

A, Oh,yes. I didn't have much time. On the farm I was pretty busy

in those days you know. Of course, I was just farming 160 acres, but

it was more than I could swing by myself all the time. Well, my father
left the farm in 1919, and he had been crippled up. And he wasn't, well,
he really couldn't get to the field to see what was going on. Only they
had an old horse that Mother used to hitch up and they'd drive out after
he got to where he couldn't get on and ride it, you know. He had the
horse pretty well broke and he couldn't get on the horse's back from

the road. But he'd get up on the fence or on a gate and the old horse
would just sauntered right up and Dad would just slide over in the
saddle and away they'd go. (chuckles)

Q. How many horses did it take to farm 160 acres in.those days?

A. Well, about six. Of course, four horses at a time was all we used,
if we used that many. But six was about all that we would use in farming
160 acres. It was about, well I would say, twenty acres of it in grass.

Q. Was that grass primarily for the horses?

A. No, it was just grazing land. Of course, we had a few cows, I don't
remember, not very many, but we had some.

Q. Did you raise the calves for your own meat or did you sell them?
A. Well, we usually raised them for market.
Q. You didn't butcher any beef then?

A. No, T finally got to while I was still on the farm. We'd kill a beef.
But, my father always raised Shorthorn cattle as close as I can remember.

0f course, I did too. And then finally, we bought a Jersey cow for rich
milk. Now, of course, she'd have her calf, well, we didn't think they was
worth a darn to feed out. And we'd usually butcher them when they was, oh
say, seven hundred pounds or such a matter, and then we got beef. We didn't
have refrigerators and deep freeze, nothing like that. So I remember a
quarter of beef hanging in the smokehouse out there, just hang there, in

the fall of the year. I don't know what kept it from spoiling. We'd want

a piece of meat, we'd just go and whack her off.
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Q. Did you have any means at all of preserving any of that meat other
than ‘just letting it hang?

A. Did what?

Q. Did you have any means of keeping the beef other than letting it
hang?

A. Well, yes, we finally got to, I guess you could say cold-pack it,
you know. We had to.

Q. By cold packing, you mean keeping it in a container?

A. Yes, I don't know. You know what cold-packing is. My wife could
tell you. Of course, we butchered hogs, and we salted the meat, you know.
Yes, we had pork. It was the main meat.

Q. About what part of a hog would you salt down when you'd butcher?

A. What we call the hams and the shoulders. We'd just put salt on and

rub it in. Then, finally, somebody come up with a mixture of different

other things that we mixed with it and made it work better and gave it a
better flavor. Of course everything else went in the sausage or lard.

Q. How about the bacon?

A. Well, it was salted, too.

Q. After the saltingwas it ready for use, or did you smoke it?
A. We smoked it.

Q. How long would you smoke meat?

A. I really don't know. I remember them smoking it all right. It hung
up in what we call the smokehouse, and T forget now what they did have
their fire in, but there was just enough fire to make smoke, And, yes,
they'd smoke the . . . of course, we called them the joints, that was the
ham and shoulders, and the bacon. You know what we call pork chops today,
at that time was ribs and backbone. And the meat that's in your pork
chops, we ate it, a good part of it went in the sausage, and then they got
to cooking it by itself. Then the backbones all went into pork chops.
That's where you got your pork chops, part of the backbone and the meat.
And all of the jowls and so forth like that, the lean went into the
sausage and the fat went into the lard. Now, you can get bacon out of
the jowls. Yes, the butchering was done right there on the farm. The
neighbors helped each other butcher.

Q. How would you go about butchering a pig?
A. Well, of course, the first thing you'd usually do is to shoot him.

Q. Where would you shoot him?
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A, Right in the head.
Q. What kind of gun would you use?

A. Usually about a .22 rifle, and then we'd stick him under the throat,
and run a knife in there, and if you was on the job, you could puncture
the heart and it would bleed, and you'd get rid of all the blood that way.
But, they didn't skin them at all.

Q. What did they do with them?

A. Well, they just cut down to the hide, I guess you'd call it, and
that was it. When they cut this meat up. Then, of course, especially
the hams, some of the fat on the outside was, oh, I say that thick
(shows about three inches with his fingers). And, of course, we always
trimmed a lot of that off and put it into the lard, you know, made lard
out of it.

Q. Then the ham wouldn't have any skin on it at all when you salted it
down?

A. (nods)

Q. In later years did you leave the skin on the hams?
A. (shakes his head negatively)

Q. You had most of your own meat on the farm then?

A. Yes, a piece of beef, you'd have to go to the butcher shop to get that.
That was something! That you didn't pick up every day. Of course, it
didn't cost you nothing like it would now. That reminds me of, way back
in my mother's day, I think it was the Bates Church, made up a cookbook;
and Anna Ryan gave them the recipe for something, I don't know what now,
that called for so much meat, beef. And (chuckles) what everybody always
laughed about she just put in how much of everything and says a quarter's
worth of beef steak. Well, a quarter's worth of beef steak wouldn't be
as big as a quarter now, you know. It was a quarter, I remember that
very well, it was a quarter's worth of beef steak. Of course now, the
beef we'd get was either steak or roast. That was what you got.

Q. Did you keep chickens or any other poultry on your farm?

A. Oh, yes, we kept chickens. Well, they had quite a few chickens. They
was mostly Plymouth Rocks. They weren't pampered like they are today or
nothing like that. Then of course we had eggs from them, and naturally
maybe I guess as many eggs as we used; or we rationed ourselves to what
eggs we had. I don't know which. Yes, we always had chickens.

Q. Did you buy the baby chicks or hatch them yourself?

A. Hatched them.
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Q. Did you use any kind of incubator or let the old hens hatch them?

A. Let the old hens hatch them. Yes, an old hen would lay about so many
eggs and then she'd take a notion to set, as the saying is. They'd give
her about twelve or fifteen eggs, and she'd set them out, hatch them out.
And then they'd put her outside in a chicken coop with her brood. And
that's the way they was raised.

Q. What did those chicken coops look like that she stayed in with her
brood?

A. Oh, they was just, of course, in those times they was mostly made out
of boards. They'd be like a so big square, and the roof would be just
sloped one way, you know. And a little door in it they could get in.

Q. About how big a square, maybe two foot square?
A, Yes, bigger than that.
Q. A yard square?

A. Yes, I expect close to three feet square. The old hen, we'd put her
in there with these baby chicks. She'd take care of them until they was
big enough to get out and kind of forage around for themselves more or
less. Until they got up to, let's see, what was the size of them? I
forgot how big they wanted them before they killed them.

Q. What would be the season for setting the old hen?

A. There wasn't any particular season, only the most of it was in the
spring. See the old hens they just run, as the saying is, wild. They
was around over the place, you know. Of course, they had what they called
the chicken house for them to roost in., But they just had the run of the
farm.

Q. When you say roost, they were on some sort of an apparatus that they
could roost?

A. No, there was just a two by four or something like that. It just
come down from off the ceiling just down to the floor and every so often
there was a board across there or a pole, whichever you happened to have.
That's where, they roosted on them.

Q. Sort of a rectangular affair at the end, with poles across, and the
chickens stayed on those?

A. Yes, the old hens and the roosters,

Q. Did you have any problems with varmints when the old hens were raising
their chickens?

A. No, not particularly. See, we was right out on the prairie, where
we lived. You may know where the place is, I don't know.
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Q. Yes, I know where it is.

A. It was just right out on the prairie, and of course, we weren't
bothered with varmints out of the timbers and stuff like that.

Q. Did you have any problems with chicken hawks?

A, Not particularly, no. We had chicken hawks. If we could, we tried
to shoot them. But we never had enough of them to be a pest.

Q. You said you went to the site of the Bates Experimental Road when
they were building it. Did you ever go down there when they were
testing it?

A. No, only just at the end of the road to see the trucks and see the
way that they put down so much, I forget how much now. I forgot how far
east that road went, but what they was doing was testing different stuff.
Now just like we have our concrete today. Well, then they'd have a
section of, it would be like concrete, but it was made up of other
different things in it, and I forget how long those were. These trucks
run up and down them, and the idea was to see which one of those sections
that had been put in there would stand up the best or would break up.

You see that was the idea, to find out which would be the best for
permanent.

Q. What did those trucks look like?

A. Well, I really can't tell you. They just . . . just old big trucks.
That's all I can tell you. And, of course, they were loaded, they
wanhted the weight you know, and tear those roads up if they could.

Q. Would they have sideboards on them?

A. Well, some, but not much, and I really don't know what they put on
them for weight now. I think mostly gravel and rocks and things like that.
They'd go to the other end wherever that was, I forget how far east it
went, and turn around and come back. You see it ended there at the road
that, well, it goes to Loami, and turn around and go back, back and forth,
just to wear this road out. Now, how long it took, I couldn't tell you.

Q. These trucks were more or less a flatbed truck?
A. Yes.

Q. The cab was connected to the body of the truck, or did they have a
cab on them?

A. Yes, if I remember right they had a cab. Of course nothing like the
‘cabs today, but it was more or less of a cab. If he remembered it, of
course, he lives so far away, he could tell you the most about it. Do
you know Ed Burns, Lee's brother?

Q. No.
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A. He's ninety years old. He's in a lot better shape than me yet.
Did you tell the wife you went over to Lee and Molly's yesterday?

Q. I talked to Molly yesterday.

A. Yes, you talked to her. Well, you see they celebrated, they didn't
have any celebration, their sixtieth wedding anniversary last September.
The thirtieth of September they was married sixty years. And Molly is
just, can't be over a year or so younger than Lee. And Lee is, I'm
about four months older than Lee.

Q.. Where does Ed Burns live?

A. Mary, where does Ed Burns live? (calls to his wife, Mary Jane, in
the kitchen)

MW. Peoria.

A. Tt's up in that area somewhere.

MW. Eureka?

A. No, it could be Peoria.

MW. I believe Peoria.

A. But it's some smaller town that he did live in.

Q. Did he work on that road?

A. 1 doubt it very much. He may have some. But he's about one of the
oldest. Of course, Tim Stapleton down here, I don't know whether you
know him or not.

Q. Yes.

A. See, he's ninety.

Q. He didn't live in that area though, did he?

A. No. Of course, Ed Burns didn't either, You know where the Burns
place was, where Ed Puls lives now?

Q. Yes.

A. That was Ed's old home.

Q. You think he would have good memories of the building of the road?
A. Yes. The way they talked, he would, yes. T haven't seen him for
several years myself. But, he's pretty healthy and pretty spry. He

and his sister, Cora, and well, they had an older sister, Lucy. She
had the one daughter. Of course, she had a son and he died when he
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was just a little fellow. They live there on Edwards Street, West
Edwards, and Ed would walk downtown every morning. He stayed there
part of the time. Pretty good for a man getting around ninety years
old.

Q. Did the people building the road buy any supplies of any kind from
the people around there?

A. Well, yes. Now I sold them hay to feed their horses and mules.
And T suppose likely maybe somebody else sold them corn. That's all
they fed horses and mules then was hay and corn, and I suppose they
bought corn someplace. I know I sold them hay. And I don't know who
to now. They just come up to the farm and got it.

Q. Did they use horses or mules that belonged to local people as a
general thing?

A. Yes, they'd hire these teams. Just like Earl Loving. He had two
teams on that. He was paid so much for the use of that team, see.

Q. Did he furnish the driver, or [did] the contractor?
A. I don't know that he furnished those. His brother Lloyd lives
right here next door, and he told me the other day that Earl had two

teams on that job. Now whether he, who the drivers were, I don't know.

Q. You don't know if they fed the teams or if the people that were
using them fed them?

A. Well, no. I presume that the drivers usually fed them. I think so.

Q. Did they have any barns or places to keep the horses or mules there
while they were building that?

A. Not that I know of.

Q. Did most of the construction take place in the summertime?

A, Yes.

Q. Was the testing done in the summertime or was it done year round?
A. Well, most of it, I think, was done in the summertime or when the
weather was good, you know. I couldn't say for sure. I was never down

there very much. I'd just ride down there and look. I didn't have time
to be fooling with them.

Q. Did they stop the testing during a rain or anything like that, or was
it just generally maybe a snowstorm that would stop them?

A. Well, they didn't let rain or anything like that stop them, but a
snowstorm would stop them. But, I doubt if they run them during the
wintertime.
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Q. Do you know if any people who worked on the road stayed in the
immediate area there with any families?

A. I don't know of anybody that, as you say with a family; course
like I say now, George Marr over here, he's in his early seventies,

I think. I think he worked on the road. Well, of course, he was a
young man then, and Lloyd Loving said that he worked there a short
time. He didn't say [how long]. And I think George was, I think the
boy, if I remember him telling me right, I think he's seventy-two
years old now.

Q. Where did he live at that time?
A. Who?

Q. Mr. Loving.

A. Well, it was southeast of Curran.
Q. And where did Mr. Marr live?
A. I don't know.

Q. He didn't live in New Berlin at that time, did he?

A. Of course, T knew the boys. There was three or four or five of
them, but I never knew their parents.

Q. They did live somewhere nearby though?

A. Yes, they either lived or boarded or something around the community.
0f course, there was one that did live over here. He's been dead about
eight or nine years, I guess. He'd be about ninety years old. I think
he was eighty-one when he passed away. Her and I used to, we visited
back and forth a lot when he and his wife were both living. They're
both gone now.

Q. You said you came to New Berlin to high school?
A. Yes.
Q. How many vears did the high school go at that time?

A, Three years.

Q. How many years did you attend the country school at Bates before you
came to the high school?

A, Well, T was nine years old when we moved to Bates, and I guess I was
about maybe fourteen when I started high school. BSo that would be about
five years, wouldn't it? I was seventeen when I graduated from high
school. Of course, now they're eighteen but they have four years of it,
you see. But we just had one teacher for the whole school. It was a
country school, you know. And that's where my kids went, to Bates to
school.
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Q. When you were in the country school before you came to high
school, what were some of the things that you studied, or do you
remember that?

A. Not particularly. Just a general [course]. No, nothing particular
like you do in high schools.

Q. What did you study in high school?

A. Oh, geometry and Latin, history and English and stuff like that.
I had, I think, two years of Latin. That was about my easiest subject.
I could just pick up a book of Latin and read it like . .

END OF SIDE ONE

Q. Mr. Wilson, can you tell me what the people in the area thought
about the building of the Experimental Road?

A. Well, T think they thought that the government had gone nuts,
spending all that money. They [were] just like they are today, spending
too much money. They couldn't figure that they needed that road.

Q. Do you think that the feeling about it changed as the testing went
on?

A. No, I don't think so. I never heard much about it myself.

Q. Do you remember the building of the main hard road that followed
along that right of way later?

A, No.
Q. Do you think it proved as interesting to people in general?

A. Oh, yes. Of course, people in general after those others, thought
they was going to have something when they got a hard road through
there, you know. I don't know whether that Experimental Road went as
far east as Curran or not. I really don't know. Of course, there's
people that, Russell King was born pretty close to it, but Russell is
seventy-two years old, Whether he'd remember anything or not there.
They lived pretty close to it, I know,

Q. You didn't pay any particular visits to watch the building of the
main road then?

A. (shook his head no)

Q. About how long after the finish of the testing did they begin the
main road through New Berlin?

























































