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Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by George Ingle for the Oral History Office on December 3, 1987.
Margaret Reeder transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the
transcript. Mearia Woods reviewed the transcript.

Mearia Woods was born in Jacksonville, Illinois on December 8, 1905.
She has lived most of her life in Beardstown, Illinois. Mrs. Woods
tells of her life while living in Beardstown and other locations. She
relates stories of major Beardstown floods, the railroad and the
strike of 1922, and her teaching jobs both in Alabama and Icwa. She
relates some of her experiences while she and her husband Paul ran the
two Beardstown theatres. Finally she reflects upon the town in 1987.

From her recollections Mearia Woods gives her own personal view of her
life and Beardstown during the fifty odd years spanning from the teens
to the 1970s of the twentieth century.

George Ingle grew up in Beardstown, Illinois. He earned his
bachelor's degree at Sangamon State University majoring in history.
His interest in early Beardstown life prompted him to interview a
long-~time resident of Beardstown.

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

The manuscrlpt may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without pennlssn.on in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Mearia Woods, December 3, 1987.
George Ingle. Interviewer.

Q: Mearia, when did you move to Beardstown, Illinois?

A: We moved in March of 1922. Moved to a farm about two miles off
Springfield road.

Q: That was a sort of a peculiar year to move to Beadstown, wasn't it
as it turned out?

A: Yes, it was to me.

Q: Where did you move from first of all?

A: My folks moved from a farm in Green County.
Q: Where exactly did you move to in Beardstown?

A: It's two miles out on the Springfield road. A farm just east of
the cemetery.

Q: How old were you then?
A: I was sixteen. I was a sophomore in high school.

Q: What went on during that year that made it a peculiar year to move
to Beardstown?

A: Six weeks after we moved here on account of the flood, the schools
closed for several weeks. Our farm was farther ocut and we did not
have any flood water on it. But schools in Beardstown closed and the
people had to travel in boats or in boots. (laughs)

Q: Did you have to move yourself? Did your family have to move
again?

A: No, never had any flood water out there on the farm.

Q: Were you able to view the flood at all? Did you get in town much?
A: No, I didn't. My dad used to come in but I didn't because we
would go just east of the city limits and they'd have to get a boat to
come into town.

Q: Iet's talk about your parents first. Wwhat did your dad do for a
living?
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A: Dad was a farmer.

Q: How long did you live out on this farm?

A: Well, my daughter and I still own the farm, we have a renter out
there. But I stayed out there, of course I went to college and then I
taught for a while. My parents still lived out there until Mother
died in 1968 and my dad died in 1974.

Q: So you lived out there in 1926 also.

A: My family did but I was away at college.

Q: There was another flood in 19267

A: Yes, there was a bad flood in 1926.

You were away at college. Was your family affected by that at

w0

117
A: No, the water never got out there,

Q: That is pretty far out then. Well, let's go on to the next flood
then. The next flood would have been in Beardstown after 19267

A: Well, in 1926, in the fall and in the spring of 1927 there was
another one, not as big but there was another flood.

Q: Your family still had the farm of course?
A: The family was out there on the farm.

Q: Were you in college?

A: I was in college, I graduated in 1928.

Q: You missed all the action, didn't you?

A: Yes, I did back there.

Q: Tell me about the worst flood you have seen because Beardstown has
had its ghare of floods.

A: I would say the most nearly dangerous flood was in 1943 but by
that time we had the sea wall and the govermment sent army men to help
protect us but all people had to move out. All the stores were closed
and everything, I can remember Mrs. Knight next door, she wasn't
going to leave Beardstown. She was born and reared in that house and
she was going to stay there. Since my husband Paul was the
coordinator of defense he called me. I was stay:.ng out in the country
with my folks then, they had all moved out. He said I should come in
and try to get Mrs. Knight to leave and so I did. I encouraged her
and she left and stayed with some people in Virginia. But over here
at Central School there was a sort of gathering place and these people
who had to leave town, they met over there. Then they were taken out
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by bus and cars and taken someplace out where it was dry, ancther town
or out in the country or somplace.

Q: You said the sea wall was built at that time?

A: Yes, it was built at that time.

Q: How high was it at the time?

A: T really don't remember.

Q: Okay, but the sea wall, did it do any good?

A: Oh, it protected the town.

Q: Did much water get in the town then?

A: No, there was a seepage of course because there were lots of
places in the town that were lower than the range of the river and
that could seep up and lots of that would be pumped back in the river.
But the sea wall really protected the town.

Q: There is still a seepage to this day, isn't there in some places?
A: Yes, if the river is high there is still a little seepage.

Q: You know out on this Schmoldt Park I take it that the levee was
there in 1943 also?

A: This whole thing was there.
Q: And it held fine?

A: It held real good. As I say there was seepage but we didn't have
that awful rush of water.

Q: You told me that I believe you were living in Meredosia?

A: We lived on a farm near Meredosia from 1913 until 1918. 1In the
spring of 1913 had high water out there and we were the first farm
inside the levee district. Early one morning they came up and said
they couldn't hold the levee and if my dad had any stock out in the
low part to bring it up. Well, he had brought all the stock up and we
had about forty acres of high dry land. We looked out one morning and
saw the levee breaking and from then on I've been afraid of floods.

Q: You saw the levee break?

A: T saw the levee break.

Q: Did you parents see it?

A: Yes, they were there too, saw it from our back porch.
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Q: Tell me a little bit about it breaking, I mean does it just all of
a sudden break or does it little by little . . .

A: No, it just breaks all of a sudden, the water crushes the sand and
away it goes.

Q: You are talking about a flash flood too?

A: Well, for people in the lowland way north of Merdosia, the next
day they took a barge, I guess you would call it, and went out and we
went along too. And sometimes they would go to a farmhouse and people
would be upstairs and they would get them out of the upstairs window
into the boat.

Q: I wonder if you know anything about the history of the sea wall?
Did the govermment just one day decide that Beardstown needed a sea
wall and come in and put the darn thing out?

A: No, I'm not sure but I know that it was a long time deal and one
of the representatives that lived down in the southern part of the
state, Carlinville or someplace, I've even forgotten his name. He was
the one that helped get the sea wall, but it was a long procedure
before they got it.

Q: So they had to go to Washington and the whole bit I suppose?
A: Yes, it had to be a government affair.

Q: You were talking earlier about your husband Paul being coordinator
of defense. Does that mean defense of Beardstown in time of flood?

A: His job was to see that people go ocut of town and that the town
was protected. That was his job.

Q: That's a lot of responsibility really?

A: Yes, it was. The night before they were going to let the people
back into town we had a picture at the Princess Theatre for all the
army people and all the local residents who had helped with this flood
protection and I know I came into town that night too.

Q: Was this in 194372
A: Yes, in 1943.

Q: We were talking earlier, you and I, about the soldiers being in
town. Could you tell that story? I guess they were mostly black
soldiers?

A: Well, the first ones, that was in 1943, they were just a mixture
group. They housed them at what was thenh the Masonic Temple there at
Sixth and State Street. Then the next year we had high water again,
didn't really have a flood but we had high water and they brought some
more soldiers in and they were mostly Negroes. They wanted to stay
out at the school, at the high school. The town wouldn't let them so
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they put up tents back where the athletic field is now and they stayed
there. The people in 1944 didn't move out of town. The businesses
didn't close, they kept going. But it was just having those soldiers
in for protection in case something would happen.

Q: You and your husband ran then the theater during this time?

A:; The Princess and Gem Theatres.

Q: Both of them?

A: The Princess was an eight hundred seat house and the Gem was a two
hundred seat house.

Q: Did these soldiers ever come to any of the movies there?

A: Well, in the 1943 flood, of course the theatres were closed. But
in the second flood one night they called me from the army and asked
if it would be all right if these soldiers would come to the show.
They wanted to come to the Gem. And I said, "why sure," and they
said, "Well, these were darkies, Negroes." I says, "Well, that's all
right." So I had them come and I let them all in free.

Q: There wasn't any demonstrations at all?

A: No disturbance. I had some boys come to the Gem but I was over
there most of the time and there wasn't any disturbance anyhow.

Q: Were you expecting any?

A: I was afraid there might be. If there had of been I would have
kicked them out. Not the soldiers but the disturbances.

Q: If we can talk about the Princess and Gem for a little bit. What
year did you and Paul get married?

A: April of 1940.

Q: Was Paul already running one of the two or both?

A: He was projectionist at the Princess Theatre.

Q: When did he become manager?

A: In 1941, the fall or winter.

Q: Was that the manager of both theatres then?

A: Manager of both theaters.

Q: It seems a lot of work to run two theatres at one time?
A: Yes, it was sometimes a twenty-four hour a day job.

Q: You would get of course two or three films for each theatre?
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A: The Princess usually had a film on Sunday and Monday and the Gem
ran on Sunday. We opened at one o'clock ard ran through eleven at
night. Then that film ran Monday, two shows. For several years we
had bank night on Tuesday nights, just one night. Then Wednesday and
Thursday we had another film and then the Friday and Saturday films
were usually double features and one of them was always a western. We
had a matinee on Saturday, a three o'clock matinee. The Gem usually
ran on Sunday ard Monday and sometimes if we had a £ilm that was
supposed to run three or four days instead of two why they would
transfer it from the Princess over to the Gem.

Q: You said the Princess was a bigger theatre?
A: The Princess was an eight hundred and fifty seat house.
Q: Which was your favorite theatre?

A: Well, I think I would say the Princess because it was a bigger
house and it was better designed, the acoustics were better. At one
time we had to have an acoustical engineer come to the Gem and do some
repair there.

Q: Did it pack up pretty good in those days, let's say in the
forties?

A; Yes, we had a good house. There were sometimes, especially like
on bank night before the box office was open, they would have a line a
block long waiting to get in.

Q: What's bank night?

A: Bank night, people had their coupon and the manager or somebody
would go up to the stage and pull out a number out of the basket we
had there. If somebody had that number why they would get whatever
the money was. I think it started out with ten dollars a night and if
they didn't get it that week it would increase. I just can't remember
too much about it.

Q: As a sort of inducement of course?

A: Yes, and it was not a real good film that night. The best films
were on Wednesday and Thursday and Sunday and Monday.

Q: I want to ask you, you have seen prcbably thousands of films
between the two theatres and since then. Name some of your favorite
films.

A: Well, to me the favorites were usually the musicals. Of course
there was some other good historical films too. I didn't care about
the crime pictures and I still don't. I wasn't too interested in the
westerns either.

Q: You've already said that the sea wall kept the water out in 1943,
So there was very, very little, if any, damage to either of the
theatres, is that right?



Mearia Woods 7

A: No damage to the theatres. Of course they were closed during the
time when all the citizens had to leave town. The stores were closed

and everything.
Q: Almost martial law in Beardstown wasn't there?
A: Had to be.

Q: Just to get back to that. Was there any looting or anything like
you see in the cities during riots?

A: I can't remember that there was any. Of course the police stayed
in town and of course the army was here but I can't remember any
damage or any stealing or anything.

Q: What exactly did the army do? Why were they even in Beardstown in
19437

A: They were here to just guard things and guard people. If they
would see somebody that they didn't think belonged to town, they
questioned them and find out why they were there.

Q: That was probably the national quard, is that right?

A: I quess that's what it was. It's been so long ago I can't
remember.

Q: You would think they would have to have a company of people in
Browning possibly or some soldiers in Browning, was there?

A: I don't remember.

Q: I'm just curious. You and Paul ran the theatres from 1941 until
1973 or 1974.

A: Yes, in 1973 it closed. He had his stroke in 1972 and I took
over management. Then we had the drive-in theatre later after the two
theatres in Beardstown close.

Q: Why did, in thirty years that you managed it or even more, did
movies suddenly become unpopular in Beardstown?

A: No, these theatres here were owned by the Pirtle Circle Theatres
out of Jerseyville. They had eleven theatres in the circuit and they
sort of retired. The theatre they had in Jerseyv:Llle they sold to a
chain theatre, and then they offered us the Princess for almost
nothlng but we just didn't take it. I'm glad we didn't because the
films weren't so good and the price of the shows went up to where
people just couldn't afford it.

Q: What year was this?

A: In 1973 and so they sold the buildings, the Princess and Gem
buildings and they have never been reopened. Then I took over the
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drive-in in 1973 and ran that for two summers and then I sold it to
Don Moran.

Q: Did the drive-in do any business?

A: Yes, back in the early 1970s the drive-in did a pretty good
business in the sumertime.

Q: I'm sure you've seen it lately, it looks pretty.
A: Yes. A piece of the screen blew out.

Q: I saw that.

A: Tt hasn't been run for two years now.

Q: We've talked of your business, the theatres and we've talked of
the floods. Was there ancother flood in early 1950s or late 1950s7?

A: Nothing, no damaging flood. We had had high waters at times but
they've never got into Beardstown or did any damage to the area.

Q: If we can charge the subject for a minute. The railroad used to
be big in Beardstown in the early 1920s and it was a major employer
and it really helped make Beardstown a spot on the map I quess. What
happened to that, do you know?

A: There was a strike in the summer of 1922.
Q: The same year of the flood?

A: Yeg, the same year of the flood. There was a repair shop. It
wasn't a car shop, it was a repair area down beyond Fifteenth Street
and all those workers decided to strike and some of the work was moved
to another town. That's when the Beardstown Railroad started to go
down and of course the trains used to come through town. We had a B&O
depot there and it did cross the river. It went from Beardstown on
east to Springfield and I don't know where from then on. They ran
probably two passenger trains a day and there were some freight trains
that came through too. But the CB&Q, they had big business. Their
freight trains would come through from St. Iouis and on north and then
go up to Galesburg and on the Chicago. The passenger trains, there
was one that left at six o'clock in the morning, I think during the
weekdays not on Sunday. It went through Jacksonville and on down
there and it came back around four o'clock in the afternoon. But the
big train business was at noon. One would come into Beardstown from
St. Louis, they'd stop in Beardstown for lunch and at that time there
was a couple of restaurants right down in the Fourth Street block.

Q: Down by the old depot?
A: The old depot, yes, ard the train would stop for around twenty

minutes and they would call and say they were going to stop. Then
there was one train that came through Galesburg about a half an hour
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later on, went on down to St. Louis and then at midnight there was the
same thing, the two trains came through Beardstown.

Q: This was before the strike?

A: Oh yes, even after the strike for several years because I know a
few times when we had films and the man who delivered the film
couldn't drive up to Beardstown for some reason or other or the f£ilm
was running a different night, they would send them up from St. Louis
on the train and I'd have to go down to the train to pick it up.

Q: Well, it sourds like Beardstown was a major geographic area then?
A: It was certainly a major railroad town and a hunting town.
Q: A hunting town?

A: Yes, we used to have a lot of duck hunters come to Beardstown in
the fall.

Q: What would the population have been say about the year you moved
here for instance?

A: Over seven thousand.
Q: Sounds with a town with a lot of potential though?

A: Yes, it did but when the railroad started to fall part of that
fell too.

Q: Did the railrocad move out? Is that what happened?

A: All railroads sort of went downhill you might say because people
weredrlvmgcarsamitherewerebusesandplanes. I think all
railroad towns, for instance the railroads CP & STL ran from
Jacksonville to Havana. My grandpa was a fireman on that train, left
Jacksonville around seven thirty in the morning and went to Havana and
came back at noon. Then it took off the middle of the afternoon and
went back to Havana and then came back to Jacksonville at night., My
granddad had worked on that railroad for a long time and in 1922 he
said he knew that the railroad was going bad =0 he quit and he bought
same ground out here at Beardstown and moved here.

Q: Out on Springfield road?

A: Springfield road yes. But he realized that the railroad business
was in a bad way.

Q: It's hard to believe today that they had one line going from
Havana to Jacksonville.

A: From Jacksonville to Havana.

Q: Isn't it hard to believe? I gquess maybe it isn't for you but it
is for me. So there was a major strike in Beardstown?
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A: In 1922,

Q: When they struck were they already union or were they trying to
get a union inside the railroad?

A: I really don't know but we had just moved here and we lived out in
the country and I wasn't too up on the railroad business. But I know
that they called some scabs in to work and the railroad business
didn't continue long after that.

Q: You went to high school in Beardstown?

A: My last two years, yes. We moved here in March of 1922. I was a
sophomore and I finished that year and my junior and senior year.

Q: Was it hard to get to know everybody in school and all that?

A: No, it was a small school and our school was out here at Lincoln
School. Of course it's been torn down now. That was the high school.

Q: Where is that?

A: Monroe and Ninth. Between Eighth and Ninth on Monroe. That was
the high school when I was here and it was pretty crowded business
because I think they had two grades down on the first floor. Two
grade classes and we didn't have a gym and the classes were crowded
and the science labs were almost nothing.

Q: That seems a relatively small school for such a big town, I mean
it was a pretty big town.

A: When we had our assembly, we had study hall in the same big room
there. They had two seats pushed together and some of them had three
people sitting on them. Three students, yes. When I came here in
1922 T sat between ILydia Carls and Hazel Miller. (laughs)

Q: In one chair?

A: In two seats pushed together.

Q: Who was the principal then, do you remember?

A: The principal was Mrs. Russell and the superintendent was Mr.
Russell and they ended that year and I've forgotten the name of
whoever came in after that.

Q: What year did they build the high school?

A: That was I guess in 1926 or 1927, I'm not sure, see I was gone
then. I graduated from high school in 1924,

Q: Oh, I see,

A: In 1924 they were pushing this business to get a new high school
and I think they built it in 1926 and 1927, I'm not sure.
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A: Yes, lived at the farm.

Q: What did you think of or did you even know much about Franklin
Roosevelt's policies, the New Deal and . . .

A: T didn't approve of the New Deal at all or Franklin Roosevelt's—-
let's don't get into that. That's politics and too much.

Q: COkay.

A: Same people lived high and others lived at the bottom of the
ladder,

Q: Was there a lot of umemployment in Beardstown during that time?
A: Oh yes, there was unemployment in Beardstown as well as every
place else. ILots of school teachers were laid off and beings that
people didn't have money to buy lots of things, lots of clerks in the
stores had to be laid off too. Like the buildings weren't going up,
carpenters didn't have 9jobs.

Q: This was really when welfare started, wasn't it?

A: Yes, that's when it got to the place where people had to be
helped.

Q: That was during the whole decade of the 1930s really while all
this was going on.

A: Tt was pretty bad.

Q: Then World War II came around.

A: Things picked up.

Q: Things picked up in Beardstown also?

A: Yes. Some of the boys had to go to the army and they were boys or
young men who had jobs and somebody else would take over their jobs.

I think the railroads picked up a little bit then too.

Q: Was there like a munitions plant arourd Beardstown at all?

A: Not that I know of anyplace close.

Q: Was there any govermment contracts around Beardstown at all?

A: I wouldn't know.

Q: What were you doing during World War II?

A: Well, I was a housewife and then when Paul was taken into the army
why I took over the job of managing the Princess and Gem Theatres. I

went from my music teacher to theatre manager in one easy step through
the kitchen.












