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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is August 24, 1976.  Today's interview is with Mr. 

John Scott of 648 West Delavan Drive in Janesville, Wisconsin.  This is the first 

session with Mr. Scott.  And my name is Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Scott, I'd like to begin today by having you talk a little bit about your family's 

background, if you could, where your parents came from, your grandparents, and 

what their background was. 

A Well, at the present time I can give you the part of the background of my parents, 

but my grandparents, I have no records of, where they came from, what part of the 

United States.  But my mother, Tennie Rau Scott (phonetic) was born in 

Bloomfield, Illinois back in the 1800s.  My father, John S. Scott Sr., was born in 

Muncie, Indiana December the 11th, 1858, and he came to Oklahoma in the early 

territorial days, and that's where he met my mother, in Oklahoma.  And they were 

married in Coweta, Oklahoma in the County of Wagoner, 1905. 

Q So your -- now, this was your father who was born in Illinois in -- 

A Well, my father was born in Muncie, Indiana. 

Q Ah.  Okay. 

A And my mother was born in Bloomfield, Illinois. 

Q And you don't -- there's no stories in the family about your grandparents, or -- 

A No. 

Q -- any information about them? 

A No.  My grandparents were very seldom mentioned.  I just barely do remember 

my grandfather on my mother's side.  My father left Muncie, Indiana at the age of 

twenty-one years old and traveled to Lawrence, Kansas, where he was employed 
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at the Lawrence, Kansas Nursery.  From Lawrence, Kansas Nursery he went to, I 

think, Bangor, Kansas, and there from -- to Oklahoma back in the territorial days.  

He was first employed driving freight from Wagoner, Oklahoma to Coweta, 

Oklahoma.  And near as I can remember there was no railroads at the time in 

Coweta, but there was a railroad in Wagoner that he hauled this freight from 

Wagoner to the merchants in Coweta, Oklahoma.  And there is where he met my 

mother and married my mother. 

  And after the railroads of the Missouri, Kansas and Texas, then he settled 

down as a butcher and did odd jobs in Coweta.  As it was just a small community 

there was no work for anybody, only farm work.  And he was not much of a 

farmer, although he did a little farming later in years, trying to raise cotton, which 

he was not familiar with.  He was born on a farm, but he was used to using grain, 

raising grain, and not cotton, so therefore we was not very successful in being a -- 

he was not very successful in being a farmer in Oklahoma. 

Q Now, you were born in Oklahoma, then, right, in or around Coweta? 

A Yes, I was born in Coweta, Oklahoma, the County of Wagoner. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A Now, how long did you family stay in that area?  How -- were you raised there, or 

did you move elsewhere while you were young? 

A No, I was born, reared up there until the age of twenty-two, and then I went to 

Tulsa during the depression, where I married on February the 14th of 1932.  And 

a son by my previous wife, Rudolph Scott, who is now in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and 

with the Continental Carnation Milk Company, and has been employed there for 
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some several years, and who is a graduate of the Janesville High School, year of 

June of 1952.  And his name is Rudolph Scott, and he's still residing in Tulsa, 

Oklahoma with one of his daughters, and two granddaughters.  And one daughter 

who is now living in Houston, Texas. 

Q Now, where is -- where is Coweta in relation to Tulsa? 

A It's located in the northwest part of Oklahoma, which is known as the Creek 

Nation. 

Q Were there -- were there a sizable number of black people in that community? 

A I would say that the population at that time was between -- I would say about 150 

black people.  And if I remember correctly, with the white people and the Indians, 

there was a population around about 900. 

Q What do you recall about growing up in Coweta?  Are there any dominant 

impressions that you have? 

A Well, if I understand you correctly, we were born across the track in a white 

neighborhood, which there were three black families over there, a colored doctor, 

his wife and daughter, by the name of Dr. A.E. Carter.  And there was a farmer 

who lived on -- lived west of Coweta just on the city limits, inside the city limits 

of Coweta, Oklahoma, by the name of E.L. Britman (phonetic), who was a 

part-time farmer and who was the father of three daughters, and two of the 

daughters who are graduated at Langston University as school teachers.  On the 

other side of town, east of the railroad track, that was a mixed neighborhood, both 

white and -- both white, colored, and Indians. 

Q Okay.  You were discussing Coweta a little bit, and what you remember about 
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growing up there. 

A So after a few years we lost our home over in this white area, in the white 

neighborhood, and we moved over across the east side of town, and our neighbors 

there was one Indian man who was a bachelor, one colored family by the name of 

Davis, Georgia Davis, and a white family by the name of Randous (phonetic), 

Homer and Ed Randou, and Belle Randou, a sister. 

Q Now, you -- your family's background had been northern, from Illinois and 

Indiana.  Was that typical of the black families who lived in Oklahoma, or did 

most of them have southern backgrounds? 

A They all had southern backgrounds. 

Q So your family was unique then in having a northern background? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay.  What -- do you have any recollections about the interaction between the 

black community and the Creek Indian community in -- in Coweta?  How did -- 

how did folks get along? 

A Well, we all got along fine, no problems whatsoever, because you take in the 

Creek Nation, they're all mixed up.  Their bloods are mixed up.  There are white 

people there who are half Indian.  You don't know whether they're Indians or 

white.  Then there are Indians there that you don't know whether they're white.  

There are colored people there that are -- have more Indian blood in them than 

colored, so therefore be a half Indian, half colored, but they could still be classed 

as Indians.  It all depends.  Some of them have thick black hair, some have curly 

hair, so there was no problems between the three races. 



JOHN SCOTT INTERVIEW  5 
August 24, 1976 

  Back in those days, there were only three races of people, and which was 

taught in our home, the white people, the Indian people, and the colored people.  

And today I still use the word "colored," I still use the word "white," because that 

was the way that we were taught.  We were brought up in the church's Sunday 

school, and we were not taught anything different between nationalities, who was 

the better, whether the whites were the better, the Indians were better, or the 

colored were better, because we all sort of socialized together at times. 

  There would be times that we youngsters would be having dances at a hall 

which was called the Nichols Hall (phonetic), and the white children would come 

over and they would dance with us on a Saturday night.  That was the young 

group's night.  And the adults did not interfere with us at all.  Just strictly a young 

group. 

  And then we had what they -- we called the Indian pow-wow, which 

would start in June, and would end in September.  And then in October the 

Indians would have their regular church meetings, as today of which now is called 

a camp meeting.  And their -- out there with the Indians, they did not believe in 

funerals in that -- in those days.  When one of their members died, an Indian died, 

whether it was male or female, we would have our feast, and then bury the body. 

  And in October, the 1st of October after the pow-wows, that's when we 

would have -- the Creek Indians would have this convention, and then they would 

have these funerals.  If it was a Indian squaw that had passed in that year, then 

they had a little squall in front of the pulpit.  Then they would have that funeral 

there during the day, and/or if -- then if the next Indian that died was a male, then 
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he would be dressed as a chief in a little casket.  So therefore, these funerals were 

held during the Indian camp meeting out west of Coweta about two miles, at the -- 

at an Indian church.  The pastor was Reverend Bennett. 

Q What about the -- so you don't seem -- from your youth in Coweta, you don't seem 

to have any recollection of racial antagonism, even though you had three distinct 

racial groups operating there.  Or maybe I'm reading too much into what you say.  

What about that?  Was there any ill feeling between the races? 

A No. 

Q You don't seem to have any recollection of any. 

A No, there was no ill feelings there.  There is no ill feelings there today that I know 

of.  Never was any ill feelings.  You take the white people there, regardless 

whether it's broad open daylight or at night, if they wanted to visit in the colored 

homes, they did, and nobody said anything about it.  Everybody knew everybody.  

And then they were all church people, and they -- we had -- the white people had 

their lodges, which was the Masonic lodge, the Knights of Pythias, and the IOOF.  

And among the colored people, we had the Masonic lodge and the Knights of 

Pythias.  And my father was a member of both the Masonic lodge and the Knights 

of Pythias. 

Q But the -- so the lodges weren't integrated?  They were separate lodges? 

A They were separate lodges, but they respected one another as brothers.  And then 

there would be times during the summer months that the white ministers would 

exchange pulpits with the colored ministers.  The white minister would come over 

to our church and he would hold service in the colored church, and the colored 
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minister would go to the white church and hold service in the white church. 

  Then we had a church there which was the Holiness Church.  We had a 

colored Holiness Church, we had a white Holiness Church.  The white people 

would come over and attend the colored Holiness Church, the colored people 

would go to the white Holiness Church and they would testify just like anybody 

else.  It didn't make any difference.  So therefore there was no problems at all 

between the -- between the races. 

Q That's interesting.  What about the schools?  Were the schools integrated, or were 

there separate schools?  Do you know? 

A Those -- they had separate schools, although the white people had a better school 

than we had.  We were just across the track from the white school, which was just 

about two blocks.  And we had a old frame building there.  There was nothing 

ever done to this old frame building.  Then we had a red brick school.  In the 

frame building, we did not have any kindergarten school.  You started in as first 

grade to the fourth grade in this old frame building.  And then in the brick 

building, that was from the fifth grade to the ninth grade.  And when you were 

graduating from grade school to junior high, which would be the ninth grade, 

well, then we had to take what we called county examination. 

  The teachers -- at our final year exam year, the teachers could not grade 

our papers.  We had good marks with our teachers in school.  Outstanding marks.  

But when our final examination came up, well then we got very lower grades 

from the county, where we would average about -- on a percentage basis on our 

subjects, we would average anywhere from 95 to 100 percent on our subjects.  
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But when the children, students, would take their final examination, county 

examination, well, then they were graded so low, 68, 65, 63, 62 percent, which 

was not passing mark.  You had to have -- I think 72 percent was passing mark to 

be elevated to the junior high school.  So that was just about as far as you could 

go unless you had relatives that lived Muskogee, Oklahoma, or either Tulsa, 

Oklahoma.  That was the -- Muskogee is thirty-two miles from Coweta, which 

had a colored high school there, and Tulsa was thirty miles from Coweta, which 

had a high school, and they taught different trades, manual trades, and so forth 

and so on in Muskogee and Tulsa.  But parents was just so poor, and we had no 

relatives there, so therefore we could not go to any high school to try to get an 

education, so therefore we had to settle on the farm. 

Q Now, did that affect you too?  Did you not get to go beyond the elementary year? 

A Yes, that affected me also. 

Q Now, what did you attribute these low scores too, in your own mind?  Or, you 

know, what did your parents say about the low scores that black kids got?  How 

did that happen? 

A Well, they did not say anything about it because my mother only had a third-grade 

education, my father only had a fourth-grade education, so they didn't say too 

much about it.  The only thing that they would see to -- that after we did our 

chores, they would see to it that we stayed at home and we got our homework out 

for the next day for school.  But as far as our grades is concerned, well, they did 

not know too much about whether if our grades were up or down, because their 

education was very poor too. 
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Q Now, how did the Indian children fit into this situation?  Did they -- did Indian 

and black children go to the same school, or were there separate schools? 

A No, the Indians went to the white schools.  And then the Indians -- 

Q Well, how did that happen?  It would seem that the Indians would be considered 

as a, you know, a separate race, or the colored race, and that they'd go to the same 

school as black folk.  Did that -- did you ever inquire into that or wonder about it? 

A Well, now, I never did give that a thought.  I -- 

Q Yeah.  That was just the way things were in Coweta? 

A That's just the way things were in Coweta.  The schools were open to the Indians 

to go to this white school.  And at my time of coming up there were only two 

Indians who graduated from that school.  There was Buddy Howard that 

graduated from high school there, and the last I heard from him, he was a printer 

at the Muskogee Daily Phoenix.  And then there was the Brunner (phonetic) girl.  

I can't think of -- Lotte Brunner, I think is her first name, Lotte, who just passed 

just some two or three years ago, who graduated from the high school and was a 

secretary of two attorneys there.  So those are the only two Indians that graduated 

out of high school, which they had a good opportunity of going to college, 

because in the Creek Nation they had an Indian college at the Indian -- their 

reservation in Muskogee, Oklahoma, which was known as Bacone College. 

Q So, but you're not aware of any black kids from Coweta who graduated from the 

local high school then? 

A Well, there were a few.  There was Gertrude Hayes. 

Q I guess what I'm trying to get at is that it was possible, then, for black kids to go to 
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the local high school, it just wasn't -- wasn't likely? 

A Well, it was possible if -- if their parents were able to send them.  So Mr. Hayes 

was an outstanding farmer, so therefore he could send his -- he could send his 

children to college if they wanted to go, and which they did attend college.  They 

attended Langston University and -- 

Q But they went to high school in Coweta, though, the junior high -- they -- they 

went to junior high and high school in Coweta?  What, they passed -- they got -- 

A No, they -- 

Q They passed the test, or -- 

A They passed -- 

Q -- or they had to go elsewhere? 

A They went to Tulsa. 

Q Oh, I see.  Okay. 

A They attended a high school in Tulsa. 

Q All right.  All right. 

A And then after graduating through high school in Tulsa, then they went to 

Langston University and they got their degrees from Langston University.  And 

then -- I can't recall the name now, but there's some school that they went to in 

Kansas and got a degree in Kansas.  Quindero, Kansas.  That's the name.  They 

went to Quindero, Kansas. 

Q Now, you mentioned earlier that your family lost the home that you had that was 

in the -- located in the white section of Coweta, and I was wondering how that 

happened, or what -- what do you recall about that? 
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A Well, it was -- just happened, as I said before, that there was no work there to 

be -- for colored or white people to do.  It's just farm work.  We picked cotton 

through the summer, worked on the farm, and through the winter months, there 

was not much to do, so therefore he got behind payments on his mortgage.  That's 

how he lost the home. 

Q I see.  Okay.  Yeah, the way we left it there it might have looked like white 

families forced him out, or something like that. 

A No. 

Q There wasn't any -- 

A No.  No, because -- 

Q Okay.  I just wanted to clear that up. 

A Two -- this doctor, Dr. Carter, and Dr. Bittman -- well, the Bittman family died 

out in the white neighborhood, white and Indian neighborhood.  That was a mixed 

neighborhood of white and Indians.  And then Dr. Carter moved from Coweta, 

Oklahoma to Haskell, Oklahoma to practice medicine.  But he had no problem 

with the white people whatsoever.  Matter of fact, we had another white doctor 

there by the name of Dr. Carder.  He spelled his name -- they had the same initial, 

same first name, A.E., Albert E., but he spelled his name as C-a-r-d-e-r, whereas 

the colored doctor was Albert E., and he spelled his last name as C-a-r-t-e-r.  But 

they both practiced together.  They worked together.  And if they had a problem, a 

case that they wanted to diagnose, they would work together and try to diagnose 

this case. 

  Then we had another doctor there many years ago, right after -- during 
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World War I, who was Dr. Johnson, another medical doctor.  So there was two 

that lived in the -- over in the colored district.  But the three doctors, during his 

lifetime, worked together, until his death. 

Q I wanted to ask, too, about your family's religious background. 

A Well, we were members of the Mount Rose Baptist Church.  My father, he 

believed in the churches, and he would go to church, especially of nights, because 

he worked all through the day there on the farm there, and he only went to church 

of nights.  But he believed in the churches, but he had a reason for not joining 

the -- joining the church.  And maybe I should not say this, but it's just true that he 

made this remark.  There was just some things that people was doing in the 

church that he did not think that was right, and which kept other people out of the 

church too.  Because I feel if a person is a Christian, they should live a Christian 

life and not try to be a Christian and a hypocrite at the same time.  In other words, 

what I mean, if you are a Christian, live a Christian life.  But if you are going to 

be a sinner, then live a sinner life.  Don't try to use the church as a front, and then 

serve the devil after night.  That's what I'm trying to say. 

Q Well, that's quite a common reason, I think, for -- for people being, you know, 

kind of turned off by church.  I don't think your father was -- was all that unusual 

in that regard.  What about the political background too?  Do you recall anything 

about the family's politics? 

A Yes. 

Q First of all, were you allowed -- were you able to vote?  Was -- were your parents 

able to vote? 
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A No, we could not vote.  We could not vote in Wagoner County, but we -- my 

parents were forced to work the poll tax.  We had to work poll tax, but we were 

not allowed to vote.  Now, for many years there was an attorney in Muskogee by 

the name of Mr. Cline, who worked awfully hard in trying to get colored people 

to vote in Wagoner County.  And all the years that he had worked, and we would 

try to raise money to try to -- to go to court in order to give us our voting rights, 

they still had not gained their voting rights when I left there on the -- left 

Oklahoma on the 26th day of April, 1936.  They still could not vote in Wagoner 

County. 

  They -- when they gained their voting rights, what year they gained their 

voting rights there, I do not know.  But after gaining their voting rights I noticed 

that the colored people had electric lights, whereas they never had electric lights 

before.  They never had sewage before, they had back-houses, but today you go 

there, they got bathrooms, they got electricity, they got radios, they got TVs, they 

got everything that the white people have got.  But before that time, we had 

nothing. 

Q Funny how those things work like that.  Was that a source of resentment for your 

parents, do you know, that they couldn't vote? 

A Well, it sort of hurt us a little bit.  We thought that we could -- they thought that 

they could accomplish something to better themselves if they could vote, but they 

did not try to push it.  They just did what they thought was best, and let this 

attorney be their -- their guide, whatever this attorney told them to do, and then 

that's what they did. 
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Q Now, earlier you indicated that you thought, while you were growing up in 

Coweta, race relations were pretty good, and that there was not much antagonism 

between the races of people, and yet here you have a situation where black people 

were not allowed to vote.  Now, how -- you know, which is a pretty serious -- 

seems to be a pretty -- that's a very serious deprivation of rights.  Now, how do 

you -- how did you -- how do you square those two remembrances, there? 

A Well, that question, I don't -- I don't -- really don't know how to answer that 

question, why they did not want the black people to vote.  There was -- did not 

seem to be any hard feelings during the election.  We would go up and sit around 

the courthouse.  And white people that I knew that couldn't even read and write, 

they could vote, but we black people couldn't vote.  I use the word -- sometimes I 

use the word "colored" because that's just the way I was brought up in my home. 

Q No, that's fine.  Yeah. 

A And as far as just using it, not that I resent being called black, but I am just not 

adjusted to -- getting myself adjusted to using the word "black," because that is 

just something that just started up here in the years, of saying "black" people. 

Q Sure.  Yeah, I understand that. 

A And so I'm still -- I still use the word "colored," because that's just the way my 

parents taught me, colored, whites, and Indians.  There were only three races, so 

that is still in my -- 

Q Well, it wasn't very long ago that the term "colored" was the progressive term, 

and the term that people who were -- who were in the know used, you know.  So 

that -- that's no problem at all. 
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  Now, I wanted to ask too about your own -- your own family's place in the 

community of Coweta.  Where did you see your family fitting into that, that 

community?  Here in class terms, I guess is what I'm really getting at.  You know, 

what kind of class awareness did you have, if any, when you were growing up? 

A No, there were no classes.  Everybody -- everybody was just one -- was just like a 

family.  Everybody was just like one family, one family, not thinking that they 

were better than the other.  They were all classed the same. 

Q And yet your branch, your branch of the family couldn't vote, though, and you 

couldn't go to the local -- you couldn't go to high -- you couldn't get beyond 

elementary school, so it seems like part of the family was not on a par with the 

rest of the family.  Did you ever have that feeling? 

A No. 

Q Okay. 

A No.  But there is one thing I would like to add, that another thing that kept the 

black children, their grades low in school, we did not have a library like the white 

schools had.  Matter of fact, I was in the -- was transferred -- I finished grade 

school as fourth grade into fifth grade when I went into this red brick school, and 

that's the first time I ever seen a -- well, matter of fact, we did not have a 

dictionary in the school.  We just had just a little bookcase just like we would 

have at our home, with just a few little books there.  No encyclopedias or nothing.  

So there are times that we'd have to go up to the white school to borrow a 

dictionary for the students to use, and some few years later they did give the 

colored school a dictionary after we got a teacher in there by the name of 
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Professor Harris from Nowata, Oklahoma.  He did get a dictionary then in our 

school. 

  And we could not get crayon or erasers when we wanted it.  That was 

limited.  We could get just so much crayon and erasers.  And when we had used 

our quota of crayon, and we went back to the John Gibb (phonetic) variety store 

to get crayon with our order from our professor, and they would turn it down, that 

we had our quota, well, then we had to go to the white school and see the white 

kids who were there, so they gave us the broken crayon which they had thrown 

away, and saved it for the colored schools, that they run -- if we need crayon, 

well, then they would give us the broken used crayon that they had. 

  And they never did do anything as far as remodeling our schools, try to 

remodel our schools.  After the old frame building just about as well say 

collapsed, then they moved all these children into this one red brick school, which 

was overcrowded.  I would say there was about in the neighborhood of 175 or 200 

kids in this one brick school, so we were doubled-up on the seats, we had chairs in 

the aisles, and we only had two teachers for all of these children.  You'd take one 

teacher would be on one side of the partition.  I think what they did is, they call 

Epsom board, partition in between, to separate the two rooms.  So the first and 

fourth grade was in one side of the building, from the fifth to the ninth was on the 

other side of the building, in the same building, but there was a partition in 

between there, with a door where the teacher could go in and out.  So the teachers 

really had more pupils than they could handle. 

Q I guess so. 
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A And we only could have a fifteen-minute class for each grade, so therefore we 

were not given enough time, you know, to discuss our subject or anything.  We 

had to bring everything in on writing in order that the teacher could sort of give us 

a grading on our subjects. 

Q Do you recall your parents ever -- you know, your parents had come from the 

North, they'd come from Indiana and Illinois, where presumably, now -- and I 

don't -- you know, can't say this for sure, but presumably they did not face a 

segregated situation.  Now, how did they react to Oklahoma along these lines?  

Do you ever hear -- did you ever remember hearing them compare their life in 

Oklahoma with how things had been in the North?  Did they think they were 

better off in one place or the other? 

A No, they didn't compare that at all.  No, it -- they just dealt life as they -- as they 

saw it.  They didn't seem to be offended by anything by leaving Indiana and 

Illinois at all and coming to Oklahoma.  They seemed to be well satisfied there. 

Q Now, you were growing up in a situation where you were having to accept 

inequalities.  Your schools were not as good, and you surely saw that when you 

were young, and your parents couldn't vote, and some of these things.  Now, what 

did your parents teach you about that?  I mean, you know, a kid might react 

against that.  What do you recall being taught about that, if anything, you know? 

A Well, that -- I don't think I'll be -- I can answer that question.  If I understand you 

correctly, as I said before, my parents, they did the best they can, and they tried to 

raise we children to the best of their knowledge, and church and Sunday school. 

Q I guess what I'm getting at is, how did they train you to deal with this -- this 
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separateness that you -- that you lived with, but that you don't seem to -- 

A You mean between the whites and the -- 

Q Yeah.  Right.  You know, you were at separate schools.  Your schools were 

inferior. 

A Oh, they -- we thought nothing about it.  We played together. 

Q Yeah. 

A We white and colored kids, we all played together. 

Q It was just the order of things then, in your -- 

A It was just the order, yes.  Uh-huh.  Oh, I guess you'd run into that problem I 

guess just about everywhere.  You see a lot of black and white kids even the deep 

South can get along together. 

Q All right. 

A But as long as they -- as the adults did not interfere.  If they would leave this 

younger generation -- let the younger generation alone and let us have our way 

about doing things, play together, whether we went to the same schools or not, 

there was no hard feelings. 

  Now, you take Sunday afternoon, there's another afternoon for -- that we 

could have to ourselves.  We would go out to the Walken Diller Ranch (phonetic) 

after church, and go out there at that pond.  And that's the only place that we had 

to swim, so we'd just all go swimming out there that Sunday afternoon.  And we 

thought nothing about it.  And we laughed and joked to each other. 

  Oh, we had our little fights over marbles if we thought one was cheating, 

or something like that.  And then we had the -- back in those days we had the old 
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spinning tops, and some of the boys who could afford a 15- or 20-cent top would 

naturally be betting hardwood, hardwood tops.  And we kids, where we had to 

hustle up rags, and bones, and worse things to take to the junkyard, well, we could 

only buy a 5-cent top, which was softwoods.  So the -- we'd have a big bull ring 

when -- during recess at school, and then we would spike tops.  Well naturally, 

with the bigger boys who could earn a little bit more money, why, they bought the 

hardwood top, and when they burst our tops with the softwood tops, why, 

naturally we'd get -- we were very much hurt.  And of course, they got a kick out 

of it. 

  But we would jump on these big guys, even the colored guys as well as the 

whites, for busting our tops, and then laughing about it, because we knew we 

couldn't buy any more, not unless we could go out and go up and down the alleys 

somewhere and buy some more -- find some more scrap iron, or bones, or rags or 

something, or some of the housewives would give us some clean rags that we 

could take to the junkyard to sell.  But we got along fine.  I can't complain about 

the childhood of growing up there. 

Q Yeah.  That's -- that's good.  I wanted to ask too about your own -- your own 

hopes as far as your -- the work that you wanted to do.  Do you recall what your 

aspirations were, what kind of work you wanted to do? 

A Yes.  I really wanted to be a doctor, a medical doctor.  I would make calls with 

Dr. A.E. Carter, a colored doctor.  And at times, I would go out with the white 

doctor on calls.  And they both treated me just like a son.  There were times that I 

would go into their library and they would explain this case to me, and that case 
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to me, so therefore a lot of this is in me right today, as being a doctor.  I wish I 

could have been a doctor, because I love to be around sick people, to help sick 

people.  And I would say today if the Lord would have blessed me that I could 

have went to high school and to college and received a degree in medicine, I 

would still be a residential doctor today. 

Q Yeah, I'm not surprised, because I'm aware of the work you're doing in Janesville.  

So that -- yeah, that's good.  Now, you eventually ended up working with the 

railroad a good deal. 

A Yes. 

Q Did you ever have -- did you have a special feeling for railroads while you were 

growing up, or is that something that developed later? 

A Well, no, I had not decided going into railroad.  You take when the depression 

was just about over, all of a sudden the industrial -- I was living in Chicago at the 

time, and I was driving a jitney, a 10-cent jitney.  And there were times that when 

I paid the fee for the rental of this cab, well, I had no money to take home, maybe 

50 or 75 cents.  And that's all my wife and I had to live on and pay our rent and 

buy food.  And some days I wasn't able to take home anything. 

  So eventually in October -- I think September or October of 1940 the 

Pullman Company began to hire help, and I heard about it, and I went over and I 

made out my application for the Pullman Company.  And then I was called in for 

a interview, and then I went to class.  We were trained.  You had to be trained 

before going out, and serve your probation.  So that's how I got into railroad, with 

the Pullman Company.  And -- 
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Q Why did you move to Chicago in the first place?  What -- and where was that 

from? 

A Well, I had traveled around here and there.  Every time I'd hear some -- some of 

the fellows are riding freight trains, and hitch-hiking, which back in those days, 

your main highways was 51, 64, 66, and 75.  As long as you stayed on those 

highways, well, you had a pretty good chance of getting a ride.  And if you got a 

ride hitch-hiking with -- back in those days they called them "drummers"; today 

they call them salesmen.  But they were drummers, and a drummer would be too 

glad to pick up a hitch-hiker, because there are times that he would be tired 

driving himself, and it'd be a relief to him if he could pick up a hitch-hiker to help 

him drive.  And that's how I earned my little money.  I would drive just so far, 

maybe to his destination.  Well, when I would thank him for his drive, well, he'd 

probably give me 25 or 50 cents for driving for him, to rest him up.  Well, 25 or 

50 cents went a long ways in those days, so that's how I made it over the road. 

Q Now, what period of time is this that you're talking about that you traveled? 

A Well, that was in the years right after I came out of grade school in 1929. 

Q And you were how old at this time? 

A Oh, I was about fourteen years old.  I would say about fourteen.  And you would 

take -- sometimes I would go to these farm homes for a little handout or 

something, and I would offer to cut wood.  Well, the housewife was not afraid of 

colored people, or white people, either one, of coming to their house asking for 

food, because -- I don't know if people were just different then than they are of 

today.  The housewife, if you go ask for food, she'd be too glad to give you food, 
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or if it was round-about noontime for her husband, the family, come in off the 

farm, well, they would just invite us all -- invite me to eat right there with them.  

And I would offer to cut wood.  I'd do whatever I could to try to help pay for the 

meals that I had got.  But instead, if it was still early in the day, why, she would 

pack me up some more food in a little bag, and then I'd be on my journey, not 

going where -- I wasn't going anyplace, just wherever I thought I could find work. 

Q Now, how far did you range in these travels?  You know, where were the farthest 

points, north, south, east, and west that you traveled, if you remember? 

A Oh, in the deepest part of the South, all out West, the eastern states.  And once in 

a while I would get a penny postal card -- you could get a postal card for a penny.  

I would drop a letter home and let my parents know where I was and that I was 

getting along fine, because I knew that they were worried about me. 

  My motive was, for leaving home, to try to find employment.  I was trying 

to get to go to school, or either try to earn money so I could send money back 

home to my parents, because I knew that in the situation there, and during the 

depression, that they could use every nickel that they could get in order to try to 

pay rent and buy food.  But as it happened, well, in those days, well, you take the 

rich people, they had servants, they had chauffeurs, they had maids, so therefore it 

was pretty hard to get in a private home in the city to work for my -- just to work 

for my room and board in order to try to go to school.  That's what I had in mind 

when I set out, is try to get with some wealthy family just to work for my room 

and board and let them put me through school that way. 

Q Now, did you ever -- did you ever manage that? 
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A No.  No, simply because they had these couples on the job. 

Q Oh, yeah. 

Q And as I was just a young boy, single, well, through the summer months, well, I 

could get a few jobs here and there cutting lawns to earn a little money, or 

polishing or waxing an automobile.  So that's how I made my living.  And then 

sometimes I would go to a bakery shop or a restaurant, and maybe I'd pick up 25 

or 50 cents there washing dishes and pots during the rush hour, then scrub up the 

floors, kitchen floors, after meals.  So maybe I'd get 25 or 30 cents there, maybe 

50 cents.  It's all depending on the business, just how the business was doing at 

noon rush hour. 

Q Now, how long did you continue traveling around the country like that? 

A Well, let me see.  I left there in '29 I think, as near as I can remember, May of 

1929.  And I returned home the latter part of 1931.  And as we lived in Highway 

51, just as I came around a little curve there I saw my father sitting on the front 

porch, and he looked up and he saw me coming.  My feet was awfully sore.  My 

feet was swollen up.  I was barefoot, and it was a gravel road, and my feet were 

awfully sore.  And I remember so well when I walked up to the porch he was glad 

to see me, and I was glad to see him.  He knew I was hungry, so he said, "I know 

you're hungry."  He said, "John," he said, "there's a pot of beans in there on the 

stove," he said, "go in there and eat."  Well, that's just about all we did have back 

in those days to eat was beans, and rice, cornmeal, regardless of whether you were 

white, or black, or Indians.  We were just poor people, and we ate what we could 

get, what -- I would say what they kind of would give us to eat.  And so I had my 
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dinner.  I came back out on the porch and I sit and talked with him.  And I was 

just so tired, and all of a sudden I just laid back on the porch and went to sleep to 

get some rest.  I was just tired. 

Q That's understandable, I think.  Did you say before that you also -- that you also 

rode the freight trains occasionally -- 

A Oh, yes. 

Q -- in your travels? 

A I rode the freight trains a lot, and I know about the hobo jungles.  And I would 

listen at these hobos talk about the places that they had been, and what was going 

on in this city, what was going on in that state.  But I'd heard so much about the 

West, and there was supposed to have been a lot of work out West, out in 

California.  And I picked up these pamphlets just like a lot of other people did, 

white people too.  So they all started going West, so there is where this -- that's 

where this old saying started among the people, "Go West, young man, go West." 

  But after we got out to the West, we found out there was no more out there 

than there was back here in Oklahoma.  Oh, they had the season there for -- for 

fruits and vegetables, but when the harvesting was over, there were so many 

people out there, it just didn't last long.  And a lot of people did not get any -- get 

in on the harvest at all.  They were just stranded out there. 

  But myself, I just kept moving, and I had my railroad maps, and I had it 

marked off.  These hobos would mark it off for me where to get off the -- try to 

get off the train before getting into this yard, because the railroads dicks were 

there, and they were pretty tough on you.  And some places that you would -- say, 
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that you would go to, they had what they called a work house.  If you were caught 

riding a freight train, you were classified as just a loafer or a bum, so therefore 

you were taken off a freight train, you were taken to court, you were fined, and 

then we would -- if we had no money to pay our fine, which the average hobo did 

not have any money, so we'd have to work out our fines.  There was no Huber law 

or nothing.  We knew nothing about any Huber laws, so we worked out our fines 

at a dollar per day.  But it just so happened that the Good Lord was with me, and 

the railroad dicks didn't catch me. 

Q You never did have a -- did you ever have any run-ins, any close calls? 

A Only once.  That's when I came into Chicago, and I remember very well.  I had 

developed a stomach problem, and I had some pills called Indian Root Pills.  I had 

that in my pocket.  And there was something else I had in my pocket because I -- I 

developed some kind of a stomach ailment, and they told me to carry that in -- it's 

something in peppermint, which I carried peppermint candy, bologna, and cheese.  

Something that was stable, you know, that wouldn't spoil.  I used to carry that 

around in my pocket.  If I got hungry, I'd nibble off of that. 

  And then I had a sack of Bull Durham.  Usually if I had a -- could get a 

dime, then I'd get a sack of RJR, which they called "Run Johnny, Run."  R.J. 

Reynolds was really the name of the tobacco, but we called it RJR, Run, Johnny 

Run, but that was a big sack.  So that's where I took up smoking.  I'd be so 

hungry, I'd roll me a cigarette and -- to try to kill this -- this hunger spell, to settle 

my appetite. 

Q What were the worst towns or cities as far as having to be afraid of railroad dicks, 
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and workhouses, and that sort of thing?  Do you recall what towns were 

considered the ones to stay away from or to be careful in? 

A Well, in the State of Alabama, Mississippi, Texas, and Kentucky.  Those were the 

places I was warned to be careful. 

Q All right.  So the whole state in those places you had to be careful? 

A Yes. 

Q Oh.  Uh-huh. 

A And, well, anywhere through the Southern states, North and South Carolina, 

Virginia, all those Southern states seemed to be much harder on the hobos than 

the Northern states because they had all these workhouses, work farms.  And I 

was told that once you got on one of these work farms, you don't know just when 

you were going to get out.  Maybe you'd get out, and maybe you'd never get out.  

It all depended on how they felt.  So I was just going by what they would tell me. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  We're going to have to switch over the tape.  

We're almost finished on this side. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Okay, this is August 24th, 1976 still, and we're continuing 

the conversation with Mr. John Scott. 

Q Mr. Scott, you were talking about problems that you had traveling around, and the 

places you had to be careful of, and the problems with work -- workhouses and 

work camps and that sort of thing.  You know, as you talked about it, though, I 

get the impression that you, certainly, were looking for work, and that most of the 

people who were riding the rails at that time were -- were looking for work.  It 
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seems that they were chasing work around.  Is that -- is that a fair -- 

A Some was, and some wasn't. 

Q Okay.  All right. 

A Some was just professional hobos.  That's just all they ever did.  And -- but they 

were awful nice people.  I don't -- it doesn't make any difference.  I remember 

coming in a hobo jungle there, and I thought they were all men.  There were three 

women in this bunch, and these women were treated just like one of us. 

  Don't ever insult a female hobo and let her go to a hobo jungle and tell to 

the other hobos that she had been insulted, because if she did -- and she would 

describe this hobo and what he looked like.  That's the first thing that they would 

do, wherever they go, whatever train they were riding, they'd keep a lookout on 

this hobo.  They remind me like the FBI or detectives.  Once they got a 

description of you, they would never forget it.  And once they run into you, there's 

no telling what would happen to you. 

  But that's one thing, the way they stuck together and worked together is 

more like an organization.  They would try to help one another but never mistreat 

one another, whether it was a male or female.  So I found it very interesting. 

  I -- I wouldn't give anything for that experience in traveling, riding these 

freight trains and hitchhiking.  I wouldn't -- I often think about it today, and just 

how fortunate I was that -- that God was still with me and led me through all harm 

and danger, although -- and through the cold winter months, whereas I had no 

place to eat or sleep, that I always found some shelter, wood or something, where 

I -- I could -- I was out in the open, that I could keep warm. 
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  And in that times, and if I was traveling, just before dark I would try to 

find me an old tin bucket.  And just before night, if the train stopped, and this 

train was going through, if it was a hotshot, then I would get out and I would get a 

little of this packing out of the journal boxes, and then I'd put this in the boxcar.  

And I always carried a peg in my overall pocket, and that's to close the door and 

then put this peg in this track in order that I would not get shut up in this boxcar 

door.  And then when the -- if this train, freight train, would be pulling in to a 

water tower, or for fuel or anything, I'd look out to see, to see if I could see any of 

these railroad dicks, and if so, then I'd push the door a little bit closer, and then 

got back up in the far dark end of the corner of the boxcar.  Then if he should 

happen to open that door, well, I would try to be out of view.  And you -- 

Q Is that how you dealt with the winter now, by just trying to stay in the boxcar, and 

you know -- 

A Oh, just wherever I could find a place.  Sometimes -- 

Q Or did you travel in the South mostly, during the wintertime?  Or how did you 

deal -- how did you deal with winter?  The cold weather could really be a 

problem, I imagine. 

A Well, the weather didn't make any difference with me.  I knew winter was 

coming.  Regardless of what direction I was going, I always managed to get some 

clothes.  Somebody always give you some clothes.  If the weather was cold, why, 

they -- you could stop at a farmhouse or anyplace and they'd give you some warm 

clothes to wear, so we didn't have to worry about that. 

  So we -- I always carried a bar of soap with me.  If we come to a creek or 



JOHN SCOTT INTERVIEW  29 
August 24, 1976 

something that, I could take a bath, and clean myself up, and take my old safety 

razor and shave myself.  I'd begun to get a little fuzz on my face.  And so then 

we'd wash our clothes with this P&G's laundry soap.  I remember P&G laundry 

soap, the white naphtha bar soap.  We'd wash our clothes, then we'd hang them up 

in a tree then and let them dry, to keep our clothes clean.  So that's how we did 

our laundry. 

Q You indicated off-mike a little bit ago that you thought there was a book people 

should read if they wanted to understand this phenomenon, this experience that 

you'd gone through, and I was wondering what that book was. 

A Well, it was -- it's a book called "The Grapes of Wrath."  It has also been on the 

movies.  Now, this book is as true as any book I've ever read.  I can't think of the 

author of that book, but he undoubtedly had the same experience that I've had.  He 

put hisself in that position to see what these -- just to see what it was like, and 

traveling West, and running out to California. 

  And he put hisself in this -- and he disguised himself.  He must have 

disguised himself, to be with these people, and hiding his identity and not letting 

them know that he was a well-educated man and a writer, to write this book.  

Because that book is just as true as any writer could -- I don't know how he did it, 

but it's -- I can't deny, because everything was just true, the hardships that these 

people had, going to these stores, trying to get food.  They would be charged -- 

overcharged. 

  If they were on a farm you had to -- the landlord owned the store, just like 

they do in the South.  He owned the store.  So therefore when you go there, you 
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had to buy on credit, and they just charged you just whatever they want to charge 

you.  Well, when you got through picking the fruit or the vegetables or anything 

like that, well, you were still in debt to this landlord, just like it is the South.  

They have the general merchandise store.  You go there, you buy there.  That's the 

only place you could buy.  So they just charged you whatever they wanted to 

charge.  You were never out of debt.  You were always in debt. 

Q Yeah.  So you got caught up in that system then, that kept -- that kept the 

sharecroppers on the farm. 

A Well, I learned about it.  After I learned about that, well, I kind of got around that, 

because when I was at home I learned how to cook a little bit, you know, around 

with my mother.  And I learned how to cook.  So therefore I got away from that, 

and I'd go into town, and I'd try to find -- get me a job at a restaurant there.  I was 

a good fry cook, and I was a good vegetable cook, so usually back in those days 

there was no problem of getting a part-time job as a cook.  There's always demand 

for a job for a cook.  But nothing regular.  It was just during the rush hour.  So I 

kind of kept out of the way of these vegetable and fruit farms, so I didn't get 

tangled up into that. 

Q Yeah.  Now, it seems that, you know, you were awfully young to be traveling 

around like that.  Now, was that the case?  Or did you run into a lot of -- lot of 

kids about your age -- 

A No, I was -- 

Q -- in your travels? 

A I was just about the youngest bum there was traveling.  No, they were all older, 
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well-experienced men.  I was just about the youngest one that I ever run into.  

And everybody called me Sonny Boy.  That's where I learned the nickname of 

Sonny Boy, because I was just so young, and they just took me along just like a 

little child, you know.  If I was going their direction, well, they'll tell me how to 

hop this freight train, you know, what to use first.  And so I learned that by -- by 

running along beside the train, and then when I got ready to grasp the handle bar, 

grasped the handle bar, threw my left foot on this journal box, and then put my 

right foot up on the -- on the step.  And to try and get in between these boxcars, to 

try to work my way around and try to find a refrigerated car that I could open up 

this refrigerator, you know, and get down in that hole.  Just in case any -- the 

railroad dicks should happen to walk a train, well, I'd be down in the hatch there 

which was partly closed, but where I could breath.  Because I understand that 

sometimes these railroad dicks would come along and they would see you in 

there, well, they will close this hatch on you so you couldn't get out. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And sometimes they'd have these salamanders going in there, in these fruit cars.  

That's in order to keep the car warm and keep the fruit from freezing.  Then you'd 

have to try to escape that gas in there too.  You could get overcome with that gas. 

Q Do you recall any instances where railroad people ever helped you, or they maybe 

looked the other way, or something like that? 

A No, they all had been very helpful.  They seemed to understand.  You take the 

conductors and the brakemans, they were awful nice.  And they would tell -- they 

would tell you about these spots too.  They would try to help you over the road. 
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Q So they actually undercut their own railroad dicks, then, by telling you -- 

A Why, certainly they would. 

Q -- letting you know how it -- 

A Certainly they would.  So I guess that's what got me interested in railroading.  I 

know I had made friends with a lot of people that I would never see before, with 

the railroad conductors and the brakemans, and how nice they treated me.  So 

therefore, after I started into railroading, well, I began to think about these people 

and hope that some day that I'll run into some of them, and I could recognize 

them, and then identify myself that now that I'm just a part of them, I'm a railroad 

man too. 

Q Now, how much of your time did you spend -- during this two, two and a half 

year period when you traveling, how much time did you spend hitchhiking 

and how much time did you spend riding the rails? 

A Well, I would say I would spend about two-thirds of my time riding the rail.  As I 

said before, cars were scarce. 

Q Yes.  Right. 

A And if you got a ride it was -- it was a drummer.  So therefore I tried to stay with 

the rails as much as I possibly could. 

Q What about your parents' attitude?  How did they feel about you taking off like 

that?  Did they know what you were going to do when you took off at age 

fourteen, or just what was their reaction? 

A They took it very well.  They knew that I wanted to go to school, that I wanted a 

education, and they -- one thing that they told me, he said, "Now, son, I want you 
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to take good care of yourself.  Don't forget God.  I want you to pray, ask God to 

help you.  And if you ever get a day's work, do a honest day's work for a honest 

day's pay.  If you ever get a regular job, give them a good day's work, and never 

ask anything about how much the job pay, how much you pay for this, how much 

you pay for that."  He said, "Because they know then that you are interested in 

working, and not just money." 

  He said -- second, he said, "Respect people.  Respect everybody as you 

have been taught here at home, and wherever you go, you always have friends.  

When entering the big cities, be careful what you say to strangers, how you 

approach strangers, because you don't know who you're talking to.  If you need 

help or aid of any kind, try to find a policeman or go to a police station and ask 

them, because they will put you on the right path.  They're not going to mislead 

you." 

  Well, back in those days you could depend on the police department.  I 

won't say today that you can't -- not depend on the police department, but -- 

Q They don't have the same friendly image, I guess. 

A Yes.  Well -- 

Q It sounds like you got some pretty good advice, though, before you -- before you 

took off, anyway. 

A Yes, I -- I would stop at a police station or sheriff's department, and I'd tell them 

my problems, and they would probably give me a place, you know, down at the 

run-around, what they call a bull pen.  Or if they had a vacant cell there where 

there's no prisoners, they'd give me a place to sleep overnight, they'd give me my 
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breakfast the next morning, and -- oh, I'd offer to do a little work around there, 

cutting the grass, or whatever there was to be done, if they wanted to, but they had 

trustees to do that. 

Q Yeah. 

A So therefore I -- I can't complain, myself, about the police department or the 

sheriff's department, because I was treated awfully nice. 

Q Now, is there anything else about this -- this period in your life that you recall that 

you would like to -- that you'd like to talk about?  I want to give you an 

opportunity to just say anything that you remember that maybe I haven't asked 

specifically about. 

A Well, the only thing that I could say at this time, that after I had my hardships 

there in Chicago, and -- that was after I settled down there, and I had my 

hardships there.  And I knew I was stuck in Chicago.  I wasn't going to be able to 

get out of Chicago because I just couldn't raise enough money.  So I went back to 

church and I went to different churches.  Some churches -- most of the churches I 

went, I -- they didn't seem to care to be bothered.  I was poor, my clothes was sort 

of shabby.  It wasn't as good as their clothes.  They didn't seem to take much 

interest on the South Side there in Chicago, so finally I went to a Pilgrim Baptist 

church.  And at that time that was Reverend J.C. Austin was the pastor of that 

church, and he seemed to understand my condition.  And I got a few little clothes 

I -- that I could wear, and I began to go to church, Sunday school, BYF. 

  Eventually I joined the Gospel Chorus there under Professor Thomas A. 

Darcy, and there is where I met my wife.  And on the 31st of December of 1940, 
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around midnight, we were married at the Pilgrim Baptist Church on 33rd and 

Indiana.  And so there's where -- we  started out there.  We had our hardships 

there. 

  At one time we couldn't pay our rent.  Two weeks' rent I got behind.  I was 

put out.  We were put outdoors, and it was cold and rainy, I remember very well, 

and my wife was pregnant, and with our first child.  And as we began to walk the 

streets trying to find somewhere to go, someplace to stay, it just so happened that 

we were going up Indiana Avenue, and my wife, she said, "Well, I know this lady 

here.  She's a member of our church, so let's go there and see if she'd know of any 

place that we could get to stay."  So we went there at this lady that she knew.  

And it just happened that she had a room there, and her husband was working at 

Armour and Company, so she took us in and gave us a room.  And we ate and 

slept there with them until I got -- well, the next morning she asked how much 

they had against our clothes -- how much -- how far we were behind in our rent, 

and we told her two weeks.  And I think we owed -- I think we was paying three 

dollars and a half a week for this room, if I'm not mistaken.  And I think it was 

seven dollars that we owed her. 

  So this lady, she got her car -- she had an old DeSoto.  She drove over and 

paid -- paid our rent up so we could have our clothes.  So we stayed there, and 

that's where I got my start with the Pullman Company.  And then after we were 

able to pay them up for what they had did for us, then we were on our own.  And 

so -- 

Q Now, how did you actually get the job with the Pullman Company? 
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A Well, I just heard that they were taking in applications over there, and I went in 

and I took an app- -- I went over and made out an application.  And two or three 

days after that, I was called to come in for an interview, and then to enter school.  

So I think we had to spend about three weeks in training, and then we were on 

six-months probation on our own.  So I didn't like the -- the Pullman Company 

was a good company to work for.  It was just the idea that I was just away from 

home so much, away from my family.  I could not get to see my family. 

  So I went down to the Chicago & Northwestern Railroad and put in an 

application there as a waiter.  And so I got in there -- I got -- and that's how I got 

in with the dining car department with the Chicago & Northwestern. 

  And then I remembered back during World War II there was an article in 

the -- 

Q Now, it seems like that dining car experience would have involved a lot of travel 

too. 

A Well -- 

Q Did that turn out to be a better situation for you? 

A Yes, it was a better -- it was better for me because I had a little bit more time at 

home with my family.  There were times that I would be out for a while that I 

would have to call home and ask my wife to bring me clothes down to the station, 

that I had to go right back out. 

  So that was one thing that helped me here in Janesville, getting a job here 

in Janesville, is because when my superintendent asked me if I would take a job, 

or he would send me a wire to be prepared to take another job to double back, I 
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would never say no.  I always accepted, because when you walk from -- you 

might as well say you're walking from Chicago to Oakland, California, or from 

Chicago to Los Angeles, California, because you had anywhere from 1900 to 

2200 veterans on -- on this train.  And you had to feed them three times a day, so 

you know just about how much work there was to be done. 

Q Now, you were a member of the sleeping car porters union, I think, in -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- in that job.  Is that right? 

A The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, yes.  I was a member of that. 

Q Now, did you take an active role in union affairs at all? 

A Well, I attended the union meetings.  I never held an office there.  I was just a -- 

just a member, that was all. 

Q I want to ask just a little bit about your attitudes toward labor unions, and 

specifically toward that brotherhood.  Had you ever -- had you ever thought about 

labor unions at all before you -- before you joined that brotherhood?  Is this 

something that -- that you'd given any thought to previously? 

A Well, not until they begun to have to strikes around Chicago.  And I sympathized 

with those strikers an awful lot because I had went -- I had went through some 

hard times myself, and I sympathized with those strikers.  And I did get in a lot of 

these marches to help get -- to try to help get this union -- to get the union 

organized at the stock yards, and although it was a very dangerous situation.  I 

knew that the odds was against us. 

  And these people on the street, they had no money, had no way of paying 
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rent, buying food.  And you would take the merchants, well, back in those days 

there were more independent merchants in those days, and in order to help out the 

strikers they would sneak food out the back door of their store, and give it to the 

housewives regardless of whether they were white, colored, or Mexicans.  They -- 

he would give them food, and then he would just put it on -- on a little slip, a 

charge slip, and then if we ever got back -- if they ever got back to work, well, 

then they could come in and pay him. 

  The reason why, now, that he would not let them into the store is simply 

because if these strike breakers would see him supporting these strikers, well, they 

might burn his store down, or do him bodily harm.  So he was just as afraid as 

these strikers were, because we didn't know what was going to happen when we 

were out there on the street striking, because we did have some awful run-ins with 

these winos.  They would get these winos from -- from Madison Street, all the 

way back south, I would say as far as maybe 43rd Street, from State Street -- I 

would say from Cottage Street back over to State Street, and from Madison Street 

as far south as 43rd.  Well, when they'd get those guys full of that wine and stuff, 

you know, you would have a battle on your hands.  That's all there is to it. 

  So that's where this scar came from, where a fellow struck at me with a 

knife, and he hit me there again.  If it had not been -- why, I had another here 

somewhere, but it's just about gone.  But this will be here until all -- until death.  

I'll go to my grave with this, and this one.  And that was trying to protect my 

throat where he was trying to strike me with a knife. 

  Then this fellow -- he was a little short fellow, which I got to know that he 
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was an Italian.  I didn't even know the difference, but he talked about Italians an 

awful lot.  That's how I got to know that he was an Italian.  And he was just as 

strong as a bull, and he pulled this fellow off of me, and he just -- gave him just 

one lick, and just knocked this fellow out cold.  So that's the thing that saved me. 

  So today I -- I recognize the union.  I have a lot of respect for the unions. 

Q What strike was this, now?  Did you say that was against the Armour Company, 

or -- 

A That was at the stock yards, Armour Company, Swift & Company. 

Q So it was against several of the meat packing -- 

A Yes, uh-huh. 

Q Yeah.  And just what was your role?  You know, you weren't working there at 

that time, were you? 

A No, I wasn't working, but I just felt like this. 

Q Were you not working at all, or were you working for -- 

A No, I didn't -- 

Q -- Pullman? 

A -- have a job. 

Q No job at all? 

A No job at all.  But I just felt -- I just took a part in trying to help these people out.  

If they could get -- if they could get these breakers to come in there and try to 

break up these strikers to keep them from forming a union, well, I had a right to 

go in there and try to help those people to protect their rights to organize their 

union, because I felt that some day I would grow up to be a young man, and -- and 
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that I would have to belong to a union in order to hold a job.  So why not go in 

and help these people who were trying to organize these unions?  Now, there were 

some people who died not knowing, right today, that the unions were organized.  

They were killed on the streets.  They were clubbed to death, or pistol-whipped. 

Q Now, was this during the period that you were traveling around, or was this after 

you'd moved to Chicago? 

A That was in the '30s, in -- after I went to Chicago.  That was in the '30s. 

Q But before you were married, then? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay.  All right.  And do you recall which year it was? 

A No, I don't. 

Q Yeah, all right.  That's okay.  Were you part of an organization of unemployed 

people supporting a union, or is this an individual decision that you'd made? 

A No, this was just an individual decision that I had made.  Oh, I didn't know 

anything about it, you know, more than what I'd heard and what I read. 

Q That's what I'm getting at, is just how -- how did you -- you know, how did you 

decide that you were going to participate in this march?  You know, who 

organized the march, and who said to you, "Come on, let's do this," or -- 

A Well, after I saw these -- these placards or signs or whatever you want to call 

them -- 

Q Oh, okay. 

A And as I read these signs, that I knew that I was helping -- helping the right 

parties.  So I joined in with these people that were carrying the signs. 



JOHN SCOTT INTERVIEW  41 
August 24, 1976 

Q Was this your first experience with the labor movement then? 

A Yes, it was. 

Q Now, I was wondering, was A. Philip Randolph the head of the Sleeping Car 

Porters when you were a member? 

A Yes.  And M.P. Webster was the president of the Sleeping Car Porters of that 

local in Chicago. 

Q Oh, I see.  I see. 

A And Benny Smith in Detroit.  I did know them all, in different states.  I got 

acquainted with them when I went with the Pullman Company, when I was with 

the Pullman Company.  But A. Philip Randolph was in New York City.  M.P. 

Webster was the president of the local out of there, in Chicago, and Benny Smith 

there in Detroit, Michigan.  And I know several others, but I just -- you know, 

passed on, you know.  And I've been away from the Pullman Company so long to 

I just forgot them, who their names were. 

Q Well, you know, Randolph's name, of course, has come down in history, and I 

was wondering how you reacted to him as a -- as a leader. 

A I still think Mr. Randolph is a good leader, a good union leader.  I still believe 

that.  I always will believe, because he came up the hard way.  I understand that 

Mr. Randolph and Mr. Webster were ex-Pullman porters, and they were fired.  

They were fired by the Pullman Company, and that's why -- that's how they got in 

to organize the -- the sleeping car porters.  So they had success.  They had their 

hardships, of course, getting started, but through other labor movements, they got 

a little support from this local and that local, until they got started on their own.  
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They finally built up their treasury to where they had something to fight back with 

too, just like other local unions. 

Q Now, when you worked out of Chicago, let's say with the Chicago & 

Northwestern in the dining car department -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- what lines did you work on, primarily? 

A Well, going west on the Chicago & Northwestern, I would probably go to Denver.  

The Chicago & Northwestern operated from Chicago to Omaha, and I don't know, 

but if we had -- we would change crews at Denver, but I don't know what -- if that 

was on -- would be on another line or not, or the Chicago & Northwestern on that 

line out of Omaha to Denver, or not.  And then leaving Chicago to Omaha, we 

changed crews, and that would probably be the Union Pacific from out of Omaha 

to Oakland, California.  Or it would be the Southern Pacific out of Ogden, Utah to 

Los Angeles, if I remember correctly. 

Q Did you ever go through Janesville, or did you ever spend time in Janesville while 

you were on that job? 

A No.  The only time I ever went through Janesville was with the -- with the Dakota 

400.  And they cut my -- the car I was operating -- well, we were going to -- let 

me see.  I would go to Madison, I think it was, help with the -- with the rush hour, 

and then I would double back to Chicago.  And then over on the other line from 

Chicago to Minneapolis, I worked the Chicago and Minneapolis 400, when I 

operated from Chicago into Minneapolis all the way. 

  And what they -- then we had another train which we called the -- it was to 
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operate -- Northwestern operated, which was called the Merry-Go-Round.  That 

would make two or three trips, two trips back to Chicago taking the commuters in, 

then our final trip out of Chicago we would serve lunch out of Chicago to 

Milwaukee.  Then we would go around by Waukesha, around through that way, 

back around to Madison.  And then we'd get back into Chicago around 8:00 

o'clock that night, which was called the Merry-Go-Round. 

Q Okay.  What about your fellow workers in the dining car department?  What do 

you recall about their origins, where they came from, how they got into the 

Sleeping Car Porters? 

A Well, they all came out of the South.  Some came from the Philippine Islands -- 

this is with the Pullman Company.  And some came from the Philippine Islands, 

and they were very nice to work with, the Filipinos.  I got along just fine with 

them.  And I worked in the kitchen with them as a second cook, third cook, and 

pantry, and I got along fine.  And with the dining car department with the Chicago 

& Northwestern, we had both -- had all three.  We had one Filipino cook that used 

to be with the Pullman Company.  And then we had white and colored cooks. 

Q Now, why did you eventually leave the Chicago & Northwestern?  I think you 

said earlier that that was in '48, right? 

A Well, it was released out of Washington by the Associated Press, by the Federal 

Government, that these trains would only be put on through the duration of the 

war, and will be taken off as needed.  So the time -- I was just beginning to work 

up to where I could be on the -- on a roster, on a regular run, when they began to 

take these trains off.  Well, then I was just bumped from here and there, bumped 
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here and there. 

  Then, as I thought about this article about these trains would be taken off 

as they saw fit, so I went to my superintendent and assistant superintendent, who 

was Mr. Stein and Mr. Ryan, and spoke to them about trying -- I would like to 

stay with the railroad, but I would like to get something that's permanent.  I said I 

feel like the railroading has gradually -- the employment would gradually be 

dropping simply because they are taking off more and more trains, and I would 

like to find someplace to go.  I would like to stay with the Northwestern if I could 

find some kind of a job.  And I was suggested about the car department, that there 

would always be car repairs.  And I was told to go out to the California yard to 

see Mr. Gebhart, who was a general car superintendent.  So I went out and I had a 

talk with Mr. Gebhart. 

  And so not having too much money -- I think we had saved up a little 

money, then I began to kind of look around Milwaukee, Madison, and Beloit to 

try to find a home to live with my family in order to try -- I could try to get a job 

with the Chicago & Northwestern on the -- or as a laborer in the car department.  

So then I was informed that Janesville had the largest repair track on the system, 

so then I began to look around Janesville.  So I had met a couple that lived here in 

Janesville that would drive down on the train every Saturday morning to the race 

track, so they recommended Janesville to me, and so I came to Janesville, and 

so -- looking over Janesville. 

Q Who were these people, by the way, if you don't mind? 

A Mr. and Mrs. Edward Lansing.  I met them on a train, and -- 
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Q So how did you feel about Janesville when you -- after you checked it out? 

A Well, the first thing, I wanted to know about the schools.  We had a problem here 

in the school with white children.  We had a problem in the schools because a 

problem had developed out there in Morgan Park at the Esmond school while I 

was away from home.  And I don't know just what happened.  That was a good 

neighborhood out there.  It was all mixed up, of all different races of people.  

They never had any problems out there in the school, but somehow something 

happened at this Esmond school that these white and colored kids got into a fight, 

and they was switching each other.  There's a lot of willow switches over there, 

and they got these switches and started whipping each other with them.  Anyway, 

that almost caused a riot there, and when I came back from California, my wife 

told me about it. 

  Then I thought about a white fellow who was going -- who was attending 

Pilgrim Baptist Church, and I often wonder why this fellow said, "I'm coming, my 

children, I'm coming.  I'm coming my children, I'm coming."  Eventually I found 

out that he had lost his whole entire family down in the South Side in a fire.  He 

owned an apartment building, and undoubtedly he must have been away from 

home or something, but anyway he lost his whole family in this fire. 

  So I got to thinking about my family, and I thought about this man.  Well, 

I would not want this to happen to my family when I'm being away from home, 

because I'd never be able to -- to outlive it, just like this white fellow did.  So 

that's why I felt that he was away from home.  And I know if I'd be away from 

home and there was a riot, that if my family was killed up, I would never forgive 
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myself.  So therefore I wanted to try to get out of there because I felt eventually -- 

if that was starting now, eventually there was going to be problems later on, and 

which it did develop. 

  But it just so happened I was here in Janesville, and I would say it was the 

Lord who was leading, who was still leading me and guiding me, and which He is 

doing the same thing today, that it just seems as if there is something within, as if 

you were talking to me, saying, "Well, John, why don't you do this?  Why don't 

you do that?"  I feel that it's just something within me now, or may -- I would hear 

it just for -- for "John, I want you to do this, I want you to do that."  And as I was 

sitting, I would sort of concentrate on this.  Well, why should I do this, or why 

should I do that?  He says, "Well, I want you to do it."  But it just seemed just like 

a voice.  I don't understand what it is myself. 

Q But basically it seems, though, that you were looking for a place where you could 

raise your family in safety, and without having to worry about some of the things 

that were developing in your neighborhood in Chicago. 

A Right.  So after coming to Janesville, the first place that I went to was Wilson 

School over here, just across the river.  And Mr. Williams was the principal at that 

school.  I met Mr. Williams, I had a talk with Mr. Williams, and I had a talk with 

several of the teachers there, and I'd just taken a liking to Mr. Williams and the 

teachers.  And I thought that would be the place to bring my family, here to 

Janesville, not knowing that there were no colored people here in Janesville at the 

time. 

Q That was my next question. 
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A I didn't know there was no colored people here in Janesville at the time, but I just 

thought I'd get acquainted with them later on, after I got here.  But after I got here, 

come to find out, there was no colored people.  Well, it didn't bother me any 

because I'm used to living with colored people anyway -- white people anyway.  I 

would say I was -- spent about 70 percent of my life living around white people, 

and about 30 percent of my life around colored people.  And I worked with white 

people 100 percent of my life.  So I didn't see where I would have any problems 

with trying to get along here.  I don't -- 

Q But you came up here anticipating that there would be black folks in Janesville 

that you would get to know.  Is that right? 

A Yes. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A Yes.  Uh-huh.  Come to find out, there was only George Davis, and another 

family by the name of Williams, and in-laws out here.  Those were the only three 

colored families there was in Janesville.  So my wife just picked right up to where 

we left off at -- in Chicago, at the churches.  Different ministers began to come 

here and invite us to their church, but as we were Baptists, and -- we went to the 

First Baptist Church, and we have just been there ever since.  So I have no 

complaints about Janesville at all.  I've seen a lot of progress made here since I've 

been here, and I'm happy to see this progress made. 

Q You know, before we get too far afield from your work experience in Chicago, 

there are a couple things that I want to ask about.  And that is, first of all, it seems 

that while you were working for the C&NW in the dining car department, that 
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you were -- that that was mostly armed forces that those trains were hauling.  Is 

that right?  These were troop trains by and large you were working with? 

A Yes.  Yes, uh-huh. 

Q I see. 

A It was what we call -- well, we had a first, second, third, and fourth sections of 

the -- of the Challenger.  It was known as the Challenger.  So we had the number 

one Challenger, number two Challenger, number three Challenger, and number 

four Challenger.  It was called the Challenger.  Then we had -- 

Q What does that term "Challenger" refer to? 

A Well, that was mostly for veterans.  Then we had the -- another of -- 

Q What, these were the veterans' cars, then, or -- 

A No, they were regular -- 

Q Or the veterans' trains? 

A Only veterans and their wives was riding this train.  Very few -- very few 

civilians.  Most of the civilians rode the Chicago & Northwestern which was 

called Overland Limited.  Most of the civilians rode that train. 

Q Now, did you feel that passenger service, rail passenger service was declining 

when you got out of that, the dining car department?  Just what did you feel about 

the future of rail passenger service? 

A Well, at the time I did not think too much of the passenger service, at the time, 

because the passenger service was good.  But I don't know, I feel that they 

probably would be running some passenger trains right today, because they run 

them back through the depression.  You had a train going each way out in 
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Oklahoma.  I don't know what was going on here in the north, but out there, in the 

worst part of the depression, we did have a passenger train going daily from 

Muskogee to Osage Junction. 

  But now you take today, there are more automobiles.  People have got 

more money to travel, so therefore they can make better time traveling than they 

could by train, because you have to wait for a train at a certain time.  Then if you 

want to make connections in Chicago, especially the business people, the trains 

weren't running on schedule because the freight trains had priority over the 

passenger trains.  So a lot of business people could not get into these cities, get 

over to the cities in other states in order to -- to keep their other appointments with 

other buyers, or whatever their business may be. 

Q Now, was that the case even back in the forties when you were working with 

the -- in the dining car department?  Are you aware? 

A Well, yes, I did hear some -- some of the passengers complain, especially when I 

was operating the bar car.  The train was -- would be running late.  Sometimes it 

would be two and three hours late.  And they would have to be in San Francisco at 

a certain time because they had appointments there.  And they had just a certain 

amount of time to be there and a certain amount of time to spend in San Francisco 

when they had to come -- go to Texas, or go south, or maybe come back to 

Chicago and go to New York or some other eastern state, or wherever their 

district or territory was they had to cover.  And then they could not get back home 

on weekends or be home on holidays with their families. 

  So that's why now, today, that -- that's what has hurt the passenger trains 
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now, because everybody is flying, because they can fly today, they can be where 

they want to in about four or five hours, they can transact their business, and take 

another plane out.  The reservations are already made.  They can go to New York, 

they can go everywhere.  So that's what -- that's really what hurt the passenger 

service. 

Q Now back to Janesville.  You'd begun to talk about coming to Janesville and the 

situation that you found here.  What about housing?  Here you were, a new black 

family, and one of the few in Janesville.  What -- you know, you might anticipate 

that you'd have some trouble finding housing.  Did you have any difficulties along 

those lines? 

A Well, a black person would have to buy a house if he wanted live in Janesville at 

the time that I came here.  And oh, on -- the first little house was just east of the 

Wilson School that I was interested in, which was $3500.  And I was asked to ask 

some of the neighbors in that neighborhood if they cared if I lived in that 

neighborhood. 

Q Now, who asked you that? 

A This real estate -- the guy, the fellow that was going to sell me the house.  The 

house was in his charge.  He asked me and said if I would -- 

Q And who was it?  Which agent was that, if you don't mind? 

A Well, we are very close friends. 

Q Okay. 

A And I would rather not call his name. 

Q All right. 
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A So anyway, well, I went to three or four houses and knocked on the door, and 

come to find out that they were railroad men too.  Some worked for the Chicago 

& Northwestern, some worked for the Milwaukee Road.  And we set there -- we 

had -- they didn't look at my color, and we had -- I had coffee and donuts or 

coffee and cookies.  And we just set there and talked as if we had known each 

other all our lives.  They said, "Well, what's the difference if you are colored, or if 

you are a negro?"  Said, "You're a human just like we -- just like we are.  We 

are -- just as good as we are."  "Well," I said, "I understand they had what they 

called the Good Neighborhood Association here."  And I said, "I guess that's 

why," I said, "if they want no -- fine.  Guess they didn't want to have any 

problems or hurt himself in any way, or hurt his business."  She said, "Well, I 

should say not."  Said, "If you feel like you ought to live here in Janesville," she 

said, "you have as much right to live here in Janesville as anybody else."  Well, I 

didn't go any further after contacting those four housewives. 

  And I will say right today -- let me see, those -- as far as I know of, I did 

see one of the engineers here not too long ago, and I think he was out here at 

Resthaven, or whatever they call it.  I think he was out there.  I think he's the only 

engineer.  Oh, yes, and there's Charlie Hager up here, is another engineer.  But 

anyway, they turned out to be my very best friends.  And when I went to work out 

here out in Janesville, and -- as a laborer, and worked myself up, and I was 

offered to be set up as a carman and work on an apprenticeship, I just -- they 

worked with me one hundred percent, and teaching me this trade, to become a 

freight car mechanic.  They turned out to be my very best friends. 
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  So after so many years with the railroad, then of course it goes down.  

They ripped track out of South Janesville.  I left a lot of friends out there, and they 

were laid off with me.  Then I went to Beloit Iron Works and I worked there for 

about a year and a half or two years.  Then I went to Clinton, Iowa, to work in the 

big shop with the Chicago & Northwestern. 

Q Now, did you live -- you lived in Janesville during that period? 

A Yes.  So -- 

Q Now, you were able to buy a house then? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A Yes.  Well, I didn't have quite enough money, but the people that owned this 

house, they came down to $1500.  That was all the money I had, was $1500. 

Q Well, that's -- yeah. 

A And so I gave them $1500, and then the next thing was trying to get here.  Where 

are we going to get the money, how to move here?  So it just so happened I 

stopped at J&W Transfer and Storage, and I just gave them my -- my story, you 

know.  And I said -- I told them I'd just pay them when I happen to get the money, 

so they told me not to worry about a thing.  Said, "We'll have your trucks down 

the second day of January, so you just have everything ready, and you worry 

about the money later on."  So that's how we got to Janesville.  We had just a few 

little pennies in our pocket. 

  And over here where this filling station is, there was a coal yard, and the 

fellow that owned that was named William Hill.  So he came over the next 
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morning after we came here.  We had just about a bushel of briquette, and down 

in the house we had an old coal furnace in this corner, and the pipe went out way 

over across, over here.  So we didn't have any -- it was pretty cold in here, and we 

didn't have much fuel.  So he came over and asked me, "Need anything?"  So I 

says, "Well," I said, "we need so much, but we don't have any money."  So he 

said, "Well, don't worry about the money," said, "I'll fill your coal bin up."  So he 

just filled the coal bin up with briquettes.  I don't know how many tons he put in 

there, but he just filled it up.  And he never said anything about the money. 

  So I got a job out there at the Janesville Country Club. 

Q Now, you mentioned earlier that if you'd wanted -- you couldn't have rented?  

You had to buy a house?  Is that -- 

A I had to buy, yes. 

Q How -- how is that? 

A Well, that, I've never been able to figure out yet, just why I was -- had to buy if I 

wanted to live here. 

Q Well, how did -- how did you come to know that you had to buy if you wanted to 

live here? 

A Well, because when my wife and I first came here, the -- we couldn't get a room 

at a hotel overnight.  We were promised a room at the Milner Hotel, through the 

police department.  He called.  They tried to help us out.  So when we went to the 

Milner Hotel, and this man saw that we were colored, he said the room was just 

rented.  I said, "But you said you would -- you promised this sergeant at the police 

station you would save the room for us."  He said, "Well," he said, "first come, 
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first served."  So I said, "All right," I said, "Thank you."  So I went out -- my wife 

and I, we left. 

  We went back over to the police station and told them just what this clerk 

had told me at the -- at the Milner Hotel.  And so then he called -- made a call 

over across town, which is up near -- near town, about a room there.  And this 

person said, "Why, sure," said, "I have rooms here," but -- she had transients.  So 

he said, "Well," he said, "they are colored."  She said "Don't make any difference 

if they are.  Send them on up here." 

  So we went up there.  And that place, now, is located at 104 South Locust.  

So we went there.  She was a widow woman, and she was very ill that night when 

we got there.  Matter of fact, she was so ill that she couldn't go up the stairway.  

She was sitting in the kitchen.  She suffered asthma awfully bad.  So we went up 

the stairway.  She told us where to find our room, so we went into our room, so 

we closed the door, we went to bed.  And the next morning we met a couple other 

ladies who was rooming there, and they was very nice and friendly, spoke to us 

with a nice smile. 

  So then we went back home after we could not raise the $2,000 for this 

house, so we went back to Chicago.  So eventually this agent met me down to the 

station to ask me if I still had the $1500, so I said yes.  So I -- he said, "Well, 

when can you come back to Janesville?"  I said, "Well," I said, "any time you 

want me to.  He said, "Well," he said, "you bring the $1500.  The people decided 

they'd let you have the house for $1500 down."  So he said, "Then we can make 

arrangements for someone to take the contract, land contract," so I told him all 
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right.  So anyway, well, we -- brought my wife to Janesville, and that's when we 

made a deal on this house here on $1500. 

Q So it's the same house you're living in today then? 

A Yes, it's the same house we're living in today.  We put an awful lot of money in it 

to -- 

Q Well, I can see you have, yes.  In very good -- 

A Awful lot of money in it. 

Q -- very good condition. 

A And we are very happy.  I'm not sorry today that I ever came to Janesville.  We 

have made a lot of friends here.  We worked in the churches. 

Q You know, we're almost out of tape here today. 

A So we did the best we can, so I can say today that we have an awful lot of friends 

here.  After our retirement -- we were going to retire, our friends asked us not to 

leave, because this was home. 

Q Oh, great.  Great. 

A So we had decided to go back to Oklahoma, but as they talked with us, yes, they 

were our friends, so we were going to stay.  So we're in Janesville today. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  We'll pick up this story another day, I hope. 

  MR. SCOTT:  Okay. 

(Interview adjourned.)
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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is September 9, 1976.  We're interviewing Mr. 

John Scott today.  This is the second session with Mr. Scott.  And my name is 

Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Scott, I wanted to begin today by discussing your work experience in 

Janesville.  Perhaps I should ask first, I -- I don't recall whether we talked about 

this on the first tape, but just why was it that you decided to come to Janesville? 

A Well, I decided to come to Janesville just simply because I have -- in the 

meantime, I had looked around in the southern part of Wisconsin, Racine, 

Kenosha, Milwaukee, and Madison, for a home for my family.  And Chicago was 

getting so overcrowded there was just absolutely no place for colored people to 

live.  You could not rent an apartment.  If you got a place, you just only had a 

little one-room apartment, and you could not raise a family of three children, and 

my mother living with me, just in one room.  So I had to try to get out 

somewhere, to venture out to where I could find someplace to live to raise my 

family. 

Q And what about work in Jane- -- well, how did you finally decide on Janesville?  

You say you went to several different towns.  What was it about Janesville that 

attracted you? 

A Well, I was working for the Chicago & Northwestern dining car department, 

operating a buffet car between Chicago and Madison.  And there used to be two 

couples who would go down to Chicago every Saturday, and I -- one morning we 

just got -- just started talking, and I was kind of just telling my conditions there in 

Chicago, and I had been here and there trying to find some place to live.  And it 
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was just a hard matter to try to get any place, because at that time my money was 

very short, and in order to buy a home you have to have 60 percent down.  And I 

said, now, 60 percent down payment on a house, I just couldn't raise, because at 

that time I had only saved up around about a thousand dollars, and nobody would 

accept a thousand dollars as a down payment. 

  And so after meeting this couple, they asked me if I had ever thought 

about -- came to Janesville, and looked around.  And then they asked me if I had 

been to Beloit.  I said yes, that I went to Beloit.  I said, "You can't find nothing in 

Beloit at all."  I said, "That's just like Chicago."  He said, "Why not try 

Janesville?"  He said, "That's a very nice -- Janesville is a very nice town to live 

in."  I said, "Well," I said, "I hadn't thought about Janesville," I said, "but I -- 

since you mention it, I will take a look around." 

  So coming out of that -- coming out of Chicago that evening, the same 

couple was on the train.  And after the rush hour between Chicago and 

Woodstock, well, then I had a little time to sit down with this couple again.  And 

it just so happened that they were -- went to -- they were down at the racetracks, 

and he had a -- pretty good luck down there at the racetracks.  And this -- this 

husband asked me, I said -- "John, how many children do you have?"  I said, 

"Three."  Well, I can't recall -- he said, "Well," he said, "we had pretty good luck 

at the racetracks today."  He said, "Here's some money for the children, to take 

home to the kids."  I don't remember now just how much it was, but it was a very 

nice little gift. 

  So as the kid has the piggy banks in quart fruit jars, I thanked him for the 
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money, and I told him I would -- certainly he could depend on me putting it in the 

kids' piggy banks.  And so got acquainted.  It was just like we were old friends, 

just like we had known each other for years. 

  So on my trip back into Chicago that Sunday, well, when I went home, 

well, I took this money out and I put it in these quart jars, divided it up among the 

three children in these quart jars, just as I had promised.  And after they, the 

children, had got so much in their piggy banks, well, then I took the money down 

to the Morgan Park Post Office and took out war bonds.  So then I began to talk to 

my wife about Janesville, and I told her I'd take a look around Janesville.  When I 

got my layover, which was ten days, then it'd give me time to look around over at 

Janesville. 

  So when I got my relief, then I came to Janesville and I began to look 

around and asking around about property, and I was showed this little house over 

here on which then was West- -- Western Avenue, and which sold for $3500.  

And after looking around, well, then I came back, I went back to Chicago and I 

thought, oh, well, this place is right next to -- right next to Wilson School.  It was 

very handy, about the second or third door from Wilson School, so it was right at 

the school. 

  And in my next trip I came back to look around.  Then I visited schools, 

and I met Mr. Williams and some of the other teachers there, and there I was -- 

was well accepted there at the schools.  The teachers were very nice.  Mr. 

Williams took me around visiting, touring the school, and introduced me to the 

teachers.  And I -- I was really impressed about this school and the conditions of 
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the school there, and I thought that that would be a very nice -- Janesville would 

be a very nice place to live in order to bring my children up, to give them the 

proper education.  And not having -- at least I did, that there were no colored 

people here, I had not even given that a thought.  But after coming to Janesville 

and finding that there were no colored people here, only two, three colored 

families, the George Davis family, the Ike Williams family, and the Enlow 

(phonetic) family, but still that did not bother me any at all because I had been 

around white people, I would say, practically 70 percent of my life, and I found 

no problems being around and living around with them in mixed neighborhoods.  

I had no trouble with them, and I felt that I could live right here in Janesville with 

them without any problems also.  And -- 

Q Did -- did you have a job before you came here, or just how did you -- what did 

you do about work here in Janesville? 

A Well, I did have a job promised to me.  On the first of April of 1948 -- I was 

supposed to resign from the Chicago & Northwestern on the 31st of March to join 

my family here on the first day of April of 1948.  So they -- I was promised a job 

here at the Janesville Country Club, which at that time, well, Mr. White was 

manager out there, and I went out and I had a talk with Mr. White, and I was 

accepted. 

Q And what was Mr. White's first name? 

A Ed White.  And so I got this job out at the Janesville Country Club and I worked 

out there for a while, and at -- I got along fine, wonderful, with the memberships 

out there and Mr. White.  I had no complaint out there.  But my only problem 
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there, I just was not making enough money to support my family and to try to 

make -- make -- keep up the payments on my house, so therefore I had to sort of 

kind of look around a little bit to try to find a better job. 

  So I went back to the -- went up to the Wisconsin State employment office 

and I had asked about employment, and -- trying to get another job.  And at that 

time there was a job open down at the Chicago & Northwestern station as a relief 

clerk and -- relief yard clerk and baggage man.  So I went down to the Chicago & 

Northwestern station, I saw the passenger agent, and I talked with him about the 

job.  So he said, "Yes, I have a opening here for you," so I accepted that job there.  

And I worked down at the Chicago & Northwestern station as a part-time baggage 

man and relief yard clerk out at South Janesville. 

  And eventually Mr. Workers (phonetic), the foreman at South Janesville 

on the RIP track -- I spoke to him about a job, something steady, that I would 

have more time with my -- with my family, because I had to work Saturdays and 

Sundays on this relief job, and I had no way of going to church, getting my kids to 

Sunday school.  And so Mr. Workers promised me a job and he told me that he 

was going to have some openings coming up.  He said that they could not hire 

anyone until they got orders from Chicago, but they are going to hire some men, 

and he would let me know just when they were going to hire, that I could come 

out and put in an application. 

  So I went out and made out an application so when they started to hiring, 

well, then that's when he called me out there.  And I went out, I reported out there 

for work, they hired me, and I started to work I think in September -- November 
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of 1948.  Let me see -- 

Q Now, was this -- was this clerk work again?  Or just what was the nature of this 

work? 

A That was a laborer on the RIP track.  I think it was 1950.  I'm not -- I can't -- that's 

just been so far back I just can't give you the exact dates. 

Q Yeah.  All right. 

A But anyway -- 

Q When you -- when you speak -- is that -- when you speak of rib (sic) track, just 

what are you referring? 

A A RIP track. 

Q A RIP -- 

A That's where they repair our freight cars, which we had the auto loaders, which 

they loaded the autos then in boxcars.  So that was our type of work there, and 

other types of freight cars such as grain cars, hoppers, gondolas, so just whatever 

came in on the RIP track that -- for repairing. 

Q Yeah. 

A So that was -- so I was just a laborer there at the time, and I'd just go along and 

just pick up scrap.  I couldn't handle any tools or anything like that, because that 

came under the -- an apprentice or an apprentice helper.  So I just went along up 

and down the track picking up scrap, throwing it in the scrap car, and tools that 

was -- that was lying out and wasn't used, and I would pick that up and I'd take 

that -- put that back in the tool shed.  Just what you'd call a clean-up man.  I was 

supposed to clean -- keep the RIP track kind of clean, clean as possible, because 
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you never know just when we're going to have some of the officials come in from 

Chicago, and that'd be the first thing that they would look at, which they were 

very strict out there about the safety rules.  So naturally all brake shoes and scrap 

metals of -- everything like that, had to be -- be picked up and cleaned up out of 

the way so that no stumbling accidents would happen. 

Q Yeah.  Now, was this job -- did it pay adequately, that you were able to support 

the -- support your family? 

A Well -- 

Q Keep the house? 

A It paid a few cents more than what I was earning down at the -- the Chicago & 

Northwestern station.  I think at that time I was -- my hourly rate was $1.48 per 

hour, and that did sort of help a little bit, which they were so high then, and you 

could sort of see your way through from one payday to another without just going 

in debt all the time.  So I was very much satisfied out there with the job, and I got 

along fine out there with all of the fellows that I worked with, and no problem at 

all working out there alone, and being the only colored person out there.  And I 

was treated very nice. 

Q What about the backgrounds of your fellow workers?  Do you know where they'd 

come from, or how long they'd lived in Janesville? 

A Well, some come from the other parts of Wisconsin, but the majority of them 

were from Janesville.  And one I worked with, Ray Marshall, which we were 

very -- got to be very fond of one another, good working partners together, lived 

in Beloit.  So he was a very good working partner, and I -- he and I worked 
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together most of the time after I was set up as a carman's helper.  And then 

eventually we were both set up as carmen working -- working on our six-months 

probation.  And after our six-month probation, then we had to put in for our -- 

work out our apprenticeship, which took four years, as a -- as a freight car 

repairman -- well, a mechanic, they called them.  Some called them repairmen, 

some called them freight car mechanics.  But Ray -- 

Q What was the responsibility of the carman?  I think that's something that many 

people probably wouldn't be aware of today. 

A Well, the responsibility of a carman, they had to -- in making these repairs, that is 

a job that was very, very -- I don't know what, if I just say essential, or just how I 

would -- just how I would phrase that.  But anyway, you are responsible for this 

car.  If you worked on this car, or what if you were changing wheels, putting in 

new brasses, and if something would happen to that car and it was okayed, and if 

that car went out on the line on a train, if anything would happen to that car, they 

could look right on the bad order tag and see who made these repairs.  And that 

party, the employee who worked on that car, was responsible for that car if there 

was any problems with that car en route, after it was put in the train from 

Janesville to Chicago.  Or it could be on some other line where these repairs were 

made, and if that car would cause problems or an accident or something, 

derailment, well we were still responsible for that car. 

  So the only thing they -- they could do, they could just go back to the 

records and they would notice that that car had been -- if it's out of Janesville, it 

could be from some other -- from some other line, from some other railroad, came 
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in there for repairs.  Well, we had to make out -- up in the yards where we make 

out the repairs, these orders are for the -- for the railroad to collect.  I think they 

were called 608s, if I'm not mistaken.  They were called 608s.  But anyway, we 

would have to make the -- make out these repairs, what was done, what material 

was used and the number of the material, and then sign our name to it, and -- and 

what it cost, the cost of the material. 

  And then we had what we called AAR rule book.  You had to study this 

AAR rule book because we'd never know when there would be an AAR man that 

would come there which was employed by the federal government.  And he 

would ask you certain questions about this rule book to see if you could answer 

these questions, so you had to be right up to the minute.  That's one job that you 

couldn't play around on.  You actually had to know something.  And you had to 

read.  We had what -- one fellow I worked with had just a regular car manual, and 

sometimes I'd borrow this car manual from him and bring it home to read up on 

this car manual of his.  Oh, it was a big book, looked like a Webster dictionary.  It 

had every -- all the information in there that you wanted.  But being a carman, you 

had to know the AAR rules. 

Q AAR, by the way, stands for what? 

A Well, right at the present time I cannot answer that question.  I did know, but 

that's been several -- almost thirty years ago, that -- about 1958 when they closed 

the RIP track down.  I don't remember now just what that AAR was.  But anyway, 

it was connected with the federal government, and the federal government'd send 

these inspectors out ever so often, and you'd never know when -- when they were 
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coming out.  And they would be looking all up underneath the car, they'd climb 

up on top of the car, they would check the hand brakes, and they would check 

the -- I think it's called the foothold, where you stand in order to set this hand 

brake. 

  And then he would have the air brake man to come out and put air in -- in 

these boxcars and test the -- the piston travel.  And I -- if I remember correctly, 

once the air is set, this piston travel could -- could only extend from the -- from 

the reservoir, air reservoir, I think it was six or seven inches.  Anything over that, 

well, then it would have to in on the repair track for air brake cleaning.  And this'd 

have to be done every thirty-six months.  Regardless if it was a -- a Northwestern 

car or a foreign car, these had to be checked.  And also the -- the base of the 

wheels, when they had been checked and repacked.  That all had to be done every 

so often. 

Q Okay. 

A Another thing that we had to check very closely was the -- was the -- the truck 

boxes, of this waste.  We had to tamp that down to see that there's no waste that 

was sticking to this journal, and see that that journal was clean.  If there was any 

waste on the journal we had to clean this waste off in order -- because if this little 

piece of thread would get underneath this journal, then that would cause a hotbox.  

That journal would run hot.  So that's why at times that you often hear, well, this 

train had an accident, this -- and the inspector'd find out what caused this 

accident.  Sometimes that's what they'd find, what they call a burned-off journal.  

It would get just so hot until this journal would burn off, and that would cause a -- 
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a derailment or an accident. 

Q Now where -- what was this journal that you speak of? 

A That -- what they call a journal box. 

  And then we had the brake riggings that we would have to inspect to see 

that the brake rigging -- that the brake hangers were missing, or why the brake -- 

brake beam was dragging --  I would say brake beam; maybe they would 

understand me better -- the brake beam was dragging, or why it was down.  That 

could cause a derailment. 

  And then we had a wheel gauge.  We had to check these wheel gauges so 

often for hollowed out of wheels, especially the wrought iron wheels.  Sometimes 

you would get flat spots in there.  And I think, if I remember correctly, if this 

gauge -- if this spot was over two and a half or three inches, we would have to 

bad-order this car and what number wheel that had a hollow spot or a flat -- or a 

flat spot in it.  And this would -- these flat spots would come where -- at times, 

where they would set the brakes on the train, and these wheels would slide, and 

that would cause these flat spots on the -- on -- on these wheels.  And sometimes 

where this car is kept in -- kept in the train so long, whereas it went unnoticed, 

sometimes that flat spot, at the rate of speed that these trains would be -- would be 

running, sometimes that would -- would jump the track, by the wheel just 

bouncing up and down. 

  And then we had a problem there of the springs, of missing springs, or a 

side bearing, which could derail a train.  If the side bearings were missing, we had 

to see to it that the side bearings were in there, because this kept -- when the 
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boxcar would be rocking and in motion, well, after it -- or, when it rocked from 

side to side, well, then the side bearing would keep this car balanced.  So that was 

the object of having us checking these side bearings. 

  So you had to be very careful when you were inspecting these trains, and 

the knuckles, the drawbars, or drawbar keys, to see to it that they had cotter keys 

in there, that the cotter keys were not worn out, because it was possible -- it is 

possible that if these cotter keys are missing, that this draw -- this key, cross key, 

would work out of this drawbar, and this drawbar would drop down in between 

the tracks, and that would be -- derail a train.  So in being a carman, you had to 

really be on the job inspecting trains. 

Q So the cotter key then had something to do with linking the two -- linking one car 

to another?  Just what was that? 

A Yes, that would hold -- that would hold the drawbars together. 

Q Uh-huh.  Okay. 

A That would hold the drawbars in this car, that when they -- when you make up 

these trains, and you connect these knuckles to these -- each drawbar. 

Q Yeah, I know about -- 

A And then you would hook up the air hose. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A That was making up the trains, or making up the cars that would be coming down 

to General Motors or down to Janesville Sand & Gravel, or going down to the belt 

line. 

Q That's a good description of a lot of these things involving trains. 
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  What about -- were you a member of a labor union now at this time again? 

A Oh, yes.  Yes, you had to belong to the union.  That was called the Brotherhood of 

Railroad Carmen.  But just what the number of our local was at that time, I don't 

know now.  I -- it's been so long. 

Q Did you become active in union affairs at all? 

A Oh, yes.  We never -- as far as strikes, or anything like that was concerned, we 

could not strike.  We could only ask for a pay raise, but as far as striking, we 

could not strike.  That was in the contract, that we could not strike. 

Q I see.  Now, as a black person, you -- did you have any difficulties either being 

accepted as a member of the union, or getting into an apprentice program, or 

anything like that?  You know, either -- 

A No, I had no problem of getting into the union at all.  I attended all union 

meetings, and working out on my apprenticeship, the fellows were very nice with 

me.  They taught me how to read a blueprint.  And so many times, we had so 

many trains running back in those days, freight trains, which the freight trains had 

priority over the passenger trains at that time.  So many times whereas I could 

not -- if I'm coupling up a train or inspecting a train to go out, or a train that was 

coming in, so many times the -- the brakemen would couple up cars for me if they 

were going down to the General Motors plant, or going down to Janesville Sand 

& Gravel, or the belt line.  And so they were very good about -- about helping out.  

So I -- I certainly can't complain against those fellows out there, the fellows that 

worked on the RIP track, and the switchmen. 

  And matter of fact, then I began to work with -- working up in South 
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Janesville, I began to learn the signals, and so many times I would be down in the 

yards there, and if they would have a switch engine on that track that I happened 

to be working on, then I would see the -- that the knuckles closed on the drawbars.  

And in order to keep the switchmen from walking so far down, then I would give 

him the signal, if they were backing down, or what -- if that connection was made, 

that coupling was made or not.  Then I would give them the signal to pull up, and 

then I would step inside and I would set this drawbar -- open these knuckles and 

set the drawbar where it was supposed to be in order that they could just back 

right in and hook onto this car.  And then if I give them the signal to stretch -- to 

stretch these cars to see if there was any other knuckles closed, and if not, well 

then I would hold the train.  I'd give them the signal to hold the train, then I'd 

walk along and see that all air hoses was connected.  And then after I'd get to the 

end of the cars then I would turn this air valve, and then that's when I'd give them 

the signal that the -- well, they would see me when I walked behind and I'd close 

the valve, and I would wave my hand to give them the signal that the air valve 

was closed.  And then that's when they'd start pumping up air in the car, because I 

think at that time you would have to have 60 pounds of air in the -- in the cars 

before you could move the train. 

Q You know, you mentioned just before, just a little bit ago, about freight trains 

having priority over passenger trains.  Now, it would seem that people should 

have priority over freight, and yet that doesn't seem to have been the case.  Do 

you know -- do you have any -- you know, why was that, or what did -- did you 

have any knowledge about -- about that at all?  Did that strike you as strange at 
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the time? 

A Well, one thing, I -- about the -- just the way I could answer that, this train, this 

freight train, would be so long, maybe where this passenger train, where they 

were supposed to make connections, well, the conductor would have the wire 

where this -- where this freight was, and what time it was due at the side track, so 

therefore the -- this passenger train would have to take the side line and wait for 

this pas- -- wait for this freight train.  So that's why I said the freight trains have 

priority over the passenger, because they're so long, there was no siding for them 

to pull off the -- pull off for this passenger train to pass. 

Q I see.  So it was just a simple matter of the length of the trains rather than an effort 

to discourage passenger service. 

A Right.  Right.  There was some times these freight trains could be delayed at some 

station, setting out cars or picking up cars, and that would delay the -- the 

passengers too.  That would make the passenger trains run late, because a lot of 

times, they just couldn't make up that time where they'd just lose so much time.  

It's just impossible for them to make up that much time when they had the old 

steam engines too. 

Q Now, you -- you don't seem to have any recollections of discrimination connected 

with your work with the -- with the C&NW.  Or am I assuming too much here? 

A No, there was no -- no, I didn't run into any discrimination.  No, I didn't run into 

any discrimination. 

Q So your movement through the apprentice program was normal, and everything 

about the job as far as you could tell was -- was normal?  You never had the 
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feeling that you were treated differently because you were -- you were black? 

A No, because I was very well acquainted with the yard master, Mr. Leitheiser.  And 

I actually believe if I would have went to Mr. Leitheiser and asked if I could have 

an application to fill out as a switchman, I believe -- I actually believe that I 

would have been accepted.  Because, well, it was the -- I don't know whether 

you'd call the -- what -- if you'd call it the -- sort of a feeling toward the -- toward 

them, the way they worked with me, their kindness and friendship, that gave me 

this idea.  I don't know, but I just felt that I would be accepted.  I just don't feel 

that I would have been discriminated against if I would have asked. 

Q Uh-huh.  You mentioned a switchman there.  Now, is that the -- was that 

considered the highest ranking job, or -- 

A Well, at the time, that would be the highest ranking job at South Janesville.  And 

then after a length of time, well, if you wanted to, you could go out on the road on 

the freight trains, and that, you would have to have an awful lot of seniority.  Or if 

you wanted to be transferred, I think you had to be transferred from a switchman 

to the Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen -- I don't know what if they were 

connected or not -- in order to work on a passenger train.  But you would have to 

have quite a bit of seniority for that. 

Q What about living in Janesville?  Did life in Janesville measure up to the 

expectations you had? 

A Yes.  I -- yes, it lived up to it.  We took part in everything.  We -- what helped us 

an awful lot here, we were church people.  And naturally, living here in Janesville 

before we got acquainted, we went to Beloit down there to a colored church two 
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or three times.  But we felt that as long as we lived here in Janesville, well, we 

should serve our -- serve the churches here in Janesville, as long as we were 

accepted.  And this was our home, that we should serve the Janesville church. 

Q And you were a member of which church?  I know I have that written down 

somewhere.  We've got it. 

A First Baptist Church. 

Q First Baptist.  And here again, you -- did you have -- did you feel that you were 

fully accepted as a member, even though it was a predominantly white church? 

A Oh, yes, yes.  I remember at the time that when Reverend Estes was pastor of the 

church here, my wife and I were singing -- she's got a beautiful alto voice.  And 

anyway, we were singing a hymn back there one Sunday, and Mr. Starday 

(phonetic), Dewey Starday, was the -- was the director.  And I think he 

undoubtedly must have picked up my wife's voice somewhere in the audience.  

He began to look around, and he detected my wife's voice.  And I don't know just 

who it was that contacted my wife and asked their -- asked her to join the choir.  

So my wife -- I told her -- she said, "Well," she said, "I don't know," she said, 

"maybe I better talk with Reverend Estes first," she said, "because there may be 

some of the members who may resent me singing in the choir."  So anyway, well, 

my wife talked with Reverend Estes about it.  He said, "Why, sure, you can sing 

in the choir here," he said, "Why not?"  He said, "You are welcome to sing in the 

choir."  So my wife, she joined the choir, and for a number of years she sang in 

the choir there until her legs got so bad with arthritis that she just couldn't go up 

and down the steps anymore, so she had to give the choir up.  She began to suffer 
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that arthritis so bad. 

Q Now, when did you become members at First Baptist?  Is that right after you 

came here? 

A Yes, we got united with the church -- well, my wife and family united with the 

church as soon as they got here, shortly after they got here.  But I did not unite 

with the church until I came here in April, which I had to work on Sundays at the 

Janesville Country Club.  But when I had a chance to join the church here, then I 

did unite with this church here in Janesville.  And I was well accepted, and served 

as usher captain.  So anything that you want to do in the church, they would ask 

you if you want this office, we -- teach Sunday school, anything like that, well, 

you're perfectly welcome.  Or if no one nominated, you could go and ask if they 

would accept you, if they had an opening.  And if they had opening, they'd be too 

glad to give you some place in the church to work. 

  And I think that the colored people that come to Janesville, I think they 

should take more interest in the churches here in Janesville, since they are living 

here, and this is their community.  And if they want to get acquainted with the 

people here and find out just how the people are here, and how they are to live 

with and get along with, then they should join these churches and get acquainted.  

That's the way we had to do.  And regardless of whether it was Janesville or 

anyplace else, if you expect to become a part of these people and a part of their 

community, you're going to have to work with these people and join their 

organizations, join their churches.  And that is your first start, is getting 

acquainted with the school faculty and your church and its members.  There's 
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your start right there. 

Q I was going to ask next about the schools and how -- how your kids found the -- 

found the school.  How old were your children when you moved here in '48, by 

the way? 

A Well, we had two children at home, and one child, Sandra, was in kindergarten.  

Alice and Johnny were still home.  They weren't old enough to go to school, but 

Sandra was in -- in kindergarten, so she started out in kindergarten here. 

Q And here again, did they -- did they have a positive experience, or did they -- did 

they have any problems that -- that you would attribute to -- to race prejudice or 

discrimination? 

A Well, no.  We did get a -- a kind of a thrill out of Sandra.  One evening she come 

home -- and she had been around a lot of colored, colored and white children 

there in Chicago out of south -- out of -- in Morgan Park, which was Esmond 

School.  And there were white and colored both going to that school.  There was 

no problem whatsoever, so she was used to seeing colored there.  And so when 

she come to this school here, well, she didn't see any colored.  Well, then she 

began to forget about the colored children, you know, in Chicago that she went to 

school with, and so she noticed that all the kids there were white.  So Sandra did 

come home one evening and said -- asked her mother, said if we were white?  So 

we got kind of a kick out of that.  "Alas," she said, "no," said, "we are colored. 

  So then I remember at one time Sandra bought -- brought a note home.  

The teacher was -- on this note, the teacher was wanting to know the background 

of our forefathers, and so forth and so on.  Well, so my wife had to write a note 
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back and tell her that since our forefathers were from Africa, we have no history 

of our forefathers, who they were.  They only know -- we only know that they 

came from Africa, but as far as knowing anything about our forefathers, she said, 

we cannot give a history as other people probably could from their countries.  But 

outside of that -- 

Q You'd be surprised how many people of European backgrounds couldn't give that 

history either, I'll bet. 

  What about public facilities?  Were swimming pools, public parks, all 

these things, open to you on an equal basis, did you feel? 

A Let me see, I think right at that time I don't think they had any swimming pools 

out here at that time.  I forget just what year that was they opened up Lions 

Beach.  Now, that used to be open when I first came to Janesville, which is called 

Lions Beach now.  But I think under the Traxler administration they opened that 

up as a beach, as a -- as a swimming pool out there, if I remember correctly.  So 

that was the only place that the children had to go to go swimming, which I don't 

know that then I -- some of the people, old-timers here, called an old -- old sand 

pit, or something. 

Q But you -- did you feel that you were able to use these facilities, or that your 

family was able to use them, going out -- 

A Oh, yes.  Sure.  Yes, we used them just like anybody else.  No, there were no 

problems.  There was no problems out there.  The kids -- well, we had quite a few 

kids in the neighborhood, so when the kids started to come by here, go, our kids'd 

ride along with them, and they thought nothing of it.  And that's just the way it is 
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right today.  They think nothing of my kids today.  They all still have their old 

friends. 

Q Did -- did you experience, or your family experience any forms of discrimination 

that you recall after moving here in '48? 

A Oh, well, yes, the only time I experienced any discrimination here, I was working 

for the Hunter's Motors, and I forget just what year that was, but I was worked for 

Hunter's Motors, which had a Dodge/Plymouth garage.  So they were showing a 

film one night on the -- on a new Dodge car, to the mechanics, and I was invited 

to -- to attend this show, as I was -- was the accessory man.  I put on all the 

accessories, radios, and bumpers, and so forth and so on, and spotlights, all of 

that. 

  So anyway, I attended this show, and so after the show we were all going 

out one night.  Oh, we just thought we'd just go out and have a beer, and so I went 

out with the bunch.  And we had one fellow there was from Missouri.  He was a 

World War II -- World War II veteran.  And so we went out here to a tavern 

called the Brown Derby.  So we went out there, we -- I think we'd had a couple 

rounds of beer, and I was going to order a round of beer when the owner walked 

out, and he told the bartender not to serve us anything.  And this mechanic looked 

at him -- well, they were -- they knew each other, and -- and in the army together.  

So this fellow that owned the Brown Derby -- I learned later he was from 

Tennessee, and he didn't want to serve colored people in there.  So anyway, so 

this mechanic, he just told him off good, and just told him -- you know, he kind of 

swore a little bit, and told him, he said, "If Scotty isn't good enough to drink in 
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here," he said, "we are not good enough to drink in here either." 

 So we walked out, and we went out on Magnolia Avenue, which I was 

pretty well acquainted with Magnolia Avenue, working at the Janesville Country 

Club.  And we went down to another tavern there called Isabel's.  So we walked 

in there, and Isabel and her husband, who they called Red at the time, they looked 

at me and didn't pay me any attention.  So anyway, this mechanic said -- asked 

Isabel, said, "Do you serve colored people here?"  So -- no, he asked Red, and 

Isabel was there.  So she came up there, she said, "Well, yes, we serve colored 

people here," said, "We serve anybody come in here and that want to be served, 

just as long as they behave themselves."  Said, "We don't care who they are."  

Said, "All we want them to do is behave themselves.  Whether if they're white or 

colored," said, "they're going to behave."  And that's just the way it was. 

  So every so often I -- I would go out to just stop out there just to patronize, 

because Red and Isabel treated me so nice out there.  And of course, I didn't -- I 

didn't drink all that much, but I don't know, I just -- 

Q When did that happen, roughly?  You know, we don't have to have a precise date. 

A Oh, I really can't -- that was quite a ways back.  That was before that I had started 

to work down at the Chicago & Northwestern station, because I left Hunter's 

Motors and went down to the Chicago & Northwestern station, because I could 

make more money down there, because that job down at Hunter's Motors only 

paid me $40 a week, and by the time Social Security and federal taxes was taken 

out of that, I had no take-home pay.  So that's when I -- in the meantime, that's 

when I was still looking around for another job, and that's how then I went in to 
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Chicago & Northwestern. 

Q Now, I've heard -- I've heard people describe Janesville as -- as a closed town in 

terms of interracial matters, as a -- as a town fairly hostile to minority groups, and 

yet you seem to have had a -- quite a positive experience over the years. 

A Well, yes, they were closed to minority groups.  I think at the time the only person 

I knew here of any other minority at that time was Dr. Neeno.  He was the only 

one that I knew of at that time, when I came here, which he was a baby doctor up 

here at the Pimber-Newsome Clinic (phonetic). 

  So as far as I know of, he was the -- oh, yes, there was a 

Spanish-American speaking family over here on Pearl Street by the name of 

Lopez, the Lopez family.  And he was a laborer over here at the Milwaukee Road.  

He took care of the -- of the trains over there, the engines, loading the coal 

containers, putting in water, so forth and so on.  So outside of that, well, they 

were the other -- only other minorities that were here. 

Q Now, you mentioned before about three other black families that had -- that lived 

here. 

A Well, that was George Davis. 

Q Now, was that -- 

A Mr. and Mrs. George Davis. 

Q Were they here when you came in '48? 

A Yes.  And there was Mr. and Mrs. Ike Williams up on Wall Street, Wall and 

Washington. 

Q Now, what did George Davis do? 
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A He owned and managed the City Body Shop. 

Q And what about Ike Williams? 

A Well, he was just a part-time custodian doing just part-time work around different 

stores.  And then there were two other colored men here, one fellow by the name 

of -- well, they called him Stud Wilson, and another colored fellow here.  I can't 

recall his name.  I never did have -- didn't come in contact with him as much as I 

did Wilson.  I would see him quite often because he lived just across the -- from 

the Northwestern station at the Rails Hotel.  And that's how I got so well 

acquainted with him.  And then there was the -- 

Q Now, what did he do then? 

A Oh, did the same thing, part-time work, but he did work in a barbershop, and he 

did part-time work in taverns and other custodian work. 

Q Now, did you -- what about -- I wanted to ask about your relationship with Beloit 

at that time.  Now, the black community in Beloit was, of course, sizable.  I was 

wondering if you had any -- any contact or much contact with -- with Beloit and 

with black people who lived there. 

A Well, no, I did not have too much contact with any colored people in Beloit at the 

time.  I met a few after they closed down South Janesville, the RIP track at South 

Janesville.  I got -- went to Beloit Ironworks in Beloit and I worked there, and I 

got acquainted with a few colored people that worked there.  And then after going 

into the Masonic Lodge, well, then that's when I began to get acquainted with 

the -- with the colored people in Beloit. 

Q And when did you enter -- is that the Kennedy Lodge? 
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A W.B. Kennedy Lodge No. 3, yes.  Uh-huh. 

Q And when did you join that? 

A I think I joined W.B. Kennedy Lodge in 1958 or 1959. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  We're going to have to flip the tape over here. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right, this is September 9th, 1976 yet, and we're 

continuing the second session with Mr. John Scott. 

Q Mr. Scott, I know that you went to work with General Motors.  I think that was in 

'61, right, or somewhere thereabouts? 

A The 6th of October, October '61. 

Q I was wondering if you could tell us just how -- how you went about getting that 

job, how it happened that you got that job.  First of all, were you the first -- before 

we get into that, were you the first black employee at General Motors?  Do you 

know? 

A Well, no I was not the first one there.  Al Beck out here on South River Road was 

the first black that was employed there. 

Q How long had he been there when you -- when you got your job there? 

A If I remember correctly, Al said that he had worked there for about five months, 

and he had -- he didn't have but a very short time to go before he had served his 

six-months probation.  And I -- if I'm not mistaken, I -- I think that he told me 

they found out that he was colored, and he got let out because of his race.  And he 

said he felt very hurt about it, and he told -- I do remember Al telling me that he 

had met his foreman somewhere down here on Milwaukee Street, and he and his 
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foreman got to talking about it.  He said, "Well," he said, "Al," said, "I'm sorry to 

see you go."  Said, "you was a good worker."  He said, "You did your work well," 

he said, "but you know, I'm just a foreman there, so -- and I have to do what they 

tell me to do, and -- and thus let you go."  So Al -- when Al was telling me about 

this, he said right today he has no -- no hard feelings against his foreman. 

Q Now, he was let go just -- was that after you'd been hired, or before you'd been 

hired? 

A No, that was before I was hired.  But now, probably Al didn't know this:  as I have 

been connected with the union labor, the union -- union labor, and knowing about 

the labor -- labor laws and the Commission, now, if Al would have only thought, 

or had the experience that I had, now, he could have went right to Madison to the 

Labor Commissioner, and made a report to the Labor Commissioner that he had 

worked there and why he was let out, and which would -- the Labor 

Commissioner would have come right to Janesville, right to General Motors, and 

they would have made a complete investigation and Al would have got his job 

back.  And not only would he would have got his job back, they would have to 

pay every cent for every hour that he lost.  So that's where he made his mistake. 

Q Uh-huh.  So he never did follow up that with any follow-up or anything? 

A No, he didn't follow it up. 

Q Did he continue to live in -- in Janesville? 

A Well, he was living in South -- I guess the South River Road.  Yes, he was living 

in South River Road at that time. 

Q I see.  Now, how did you get on at -- at General Motors?  Here they just fired a 
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man or let him go because he was black, and then they -- they hired you.  I gather 

that wasn't too long afterwards, right? 

A Well, that was quite some time after Al -- 

Q Oh, I see. 

A -- was dis- -- was dismissed from service. 

Q Now, do you remember roughly when it was that he was let go? 

A No, I don't.  No, I don't, but I know it was way before my time. 

Q Okay.  So it was several years before you got the job there? 

A Yes.  Uh-huh.  So -- 

Q Now, would this've even been before -- would this have gone before World -- was 

it after -- was Al Beck dismissed after you'd moved to Janesville in '48?  Was it 

after that time? 

A I really don't -- it must have been, because I think I was here just a little before Al 

was. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A I think I was here just a little before Al was, because I -- 

Q So sometime then in the fifties, probably, that that happened? 

A Yes.  Uh-huh. 

Q Okay. 

A So anyway, well, if you would look at Al, well, he has a sort of a foreign 

complexion, and he don't have kinky hair.  And matter of fact, Al could say that 

he's any kind of a minority -- minority race, and get by with it.  He has that kind 

of complexion. 
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Q Now, who did he blame for the loss of his job? 

A Well, he'd never say where he blamed anybody.  Al was just one of these kind of 

a guy that he just don't go around complaining.  He's not a trouble-maker.  He 

tried to -- the thing of it is, I learned about Al, he's just a hard worker, and I guess 

he just feel, "Well, I can't make it here, I'll make it someplace else."  Now, he's 

just -- I picture him being just that type of person, just like myself. 

Q Did he ever give any indication of how he was found out, how it was discovered 

that he was a black? 

A Well, somebody around in there, they got the word out.  They had to get the word 

among some of the employees that knew that he was colored. 

Q Sure.  But he -- he never knew who did that himself? 

A No, and you're not going to ever find out either. 

Q Is he living today, by the way? 

A Beg pardon? 

Q Is Al Beck alive today? 

A Oh, yes.  He's still out here on South River Road, and he work at Chrysler.  And 

his two children graduated here in Janesville.  Yes, he's working at Chrysler, and 

I -- 

Q All right, then.  Now back to your situation.  Now, how did -- how did you 

eventually get on at General Motors, and why did you decide to apply there? 

A Well, I just didn't only apply at General Motors.  I tried every place there was in 

town, every -- every factory, or plant, or whatever it was, in town.  I just put 

applications out here and there, here and there.  So as I say, you're going to find 
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good people everywhere you go.  I don't care whether they're white or colored, or 

what it -- what -- what nationality they are, you're going to find good and bad 

everywhere you go. 

  So I just happened to get to know some people here, and you know, a 

Mason is a Mason.  Regardless of whether you are Scottish Rites or a Prince Hall, 

a Mason is a Mason.  A lot of we Masons, we respect one another, and then there 

are some Masons, well, they just don't want to have anything to do with colored 

Masons at all.  But you'll find a lot of the Scottish Rites Masons who do not 

believe in discrimination, and if they can help a colored Mason out in some way, 

that they will.  But we don't call their names, we don't let -- we don't identify them 

or anything like that.  Otherwise, I understand in their lodge, if they do something 

to try to help a colored Mason, well, they are kicked out.  But in our lodge, we 

don't.  If we try to help a white Mason, which I have -- at one time I had to help 

one out here.  He lived out of town, but I went to another white Mason and 

introduced him, and this Mason accepted me and accepted this fellow.  And I told 

him what the problem was. 

  So this Mason, this white Mason, came to my house around about, oh, 

between 2:00 and 3:00 o'clock in the morning.  But when he gave the alarm, then 

my wife woke me up.  She said, "There's some kind of a funny knock," said, 

"Somebody knocking at the door."  So I raised the window and I listened, and he 

gave this alarm again.  So I asked him in Masonic language, and he answered in 

Masonic language.  Then that's when I came downstairs and I opened the door 

and let him in. 
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Q Now, so as far as your getting the work at the job at General Motors, it was 

through a Masonic connection? 

A Two -- 

Q Right? 

A Two -- two Masons, yes. 

Q But you can't be more specific than that? 

A No. 

Q Okay.  Yeah, I understand that.  That's fine.  Had you been trying for -- just why 

did you decided to -- had you been laid off the railroad?  I guess that was -- you 

know, how did you get away from the railroad, is one thing. 

A Well, they closed down South Janesville when they built the big plant, big shop 

over here at Clinton, Iowa.  So they were working on that, and at the time of -- I 

worked in Chicago for a while down at the Northwestern station as a carman.  

Then I got this job out at -- down at the Beloit Ironworks, so I worked there. 

  And so anyway, well, there's a kind of a little argument that the unions at 

the Beloit Ironworks was very weak, so certain help got paid, or got a pay raise.  I 

think it was two or three white guys, couple white guys, three white guys in the 

cleaning room where I worked got a pay -- got a ten-cent raise.  And I think one 

colored guy, a guy working days, got a pay raise, one or two. 

  Anyway, the rest of us didn't get any, and I did not think that was fair.  I 

felt that if they were going to raise the other -- others, they should give the rest of 

we colored fellows a raise too.  So all we got was just promises, promises, 

promises, promises, promises.  So I got tired of that promise, and knowing my 
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percentage of work that I was putting out.  And I was putting out just as much 

work, and my percentage was just as high as these white fellows' percentage. 

  Another thing I wasn't doing, I was not sitting down on the job reading 

books.  And they -- if they felt like they were just tired, they wanted to rest 

awhile, they'd just reach down in their box and get them a book and set down and 

go to reading, and nothing done or said about it.  And what I disliked about this 

foreman, he was just checking just -- just right down my neck. 

  And then we -- finally he just got to the place -- I did not want to lose my 

temper, gosh, but I -- some of the things that he did to me -- some of these 

castings were so hot that he would just take them right out of the -- right out of the 

mold, I think, that they called them, and they would just bring them right in there.  

And this colored fellow that they had that was driving this forklift, he'd set them 

right at this bench, and they'd pretend like it was a rush order.  And I'm going to 

tell you, that -- those castings was so hot you couldn't even touch them, and you 

would just sweat trying to get them and trying to chip those knots off.  And I just 

didn't -- I just didn't like the idea that -- the way this foreman and this colored guy 

that was treating me.  It seemed as though they were working -- were both right in 

together.  And that's just -- that's just one thing that I could not stand. 

  So then I -- 

Q Who were the other black people that you worked with at Beloit Ironworks? 

A Oh, there was a quite a few there. 

Q Do you recall? 

A Oh, well, one of them was -- James Caldwell was one, and he and I got along fine 
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together.  Matter of fact, I got -- with all of them.  And then there was a fellow by 

the name of Iliad, and Mack Henrys (phonetic), Carter.  Oh, I got along with all of 

them, and it's just that one that I couldn't get along with.  And I don't think 

anybody else could get along with him. 

Q Now, so then you -- after -- you got fed up at Beloit Ironworks, and it was at that 

point that you -- that you tried to get on at General Motors?  Is that right, or -- 

A Well, I had had -- 

Q -- am I skipping a step? 

A I had had applications in there before, but I just -- after I got fed up with the 

Beloit Ironworks, I went to -- drove over to Clinton, Iowa because I could transfer 

over there, because I was a -- an apprentice.  So I went over there and I talked 

with Mr. Powers, my superintendent, about coming in there to work, so -- I was 

well accepted, so I asked him if he would give me a week, I said, to notify the 

Beloit Ironworks that I was leaving, so he said yes. 

  So anyway, I came back from Clinton, Iowa that afternoon, and I went by 

to pick up my check.  So when I went by to pick up my check, I told Mr. Baptist, 

John Baptist, that I was leaving, and he told -- he asked me why, and I just told 

him that I just don't like the idea -- I said there's certain -- "You gave certain guys 

raises," I said, "the rest of we guys didn't get a raise at all."  I said, "All we getting 

is -- is promises, promises, promises, promises."  I said, "If I can't get the same 

wages -- same wages that the white man work for" -- I said, "Give him a raise," I 

said, "I think I'm entitled to a raise too." 

  So he told me, he said, "Well," he said, "now wait a minute here," he said, 
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"now."  So he went and got out my records.  So my records showed right there 

where I was averaging from 95 percent to better than 100 percent each night, my 

work.  So he told me, definitely told me, he said, "Well," he said, "if you promise 

to stay here," said, "we'll give you a ten-cent raise just like the rest of them."  

Well, I didn't -- I wouldn't go for that.  I could not see working with these other 

colored fellows, and then he pick me out to give me a ten-cent raise and not give 

these other colored fellows a cent -- a ten-cent raise too. 

  So I told him, I said, "Well," I said, "I'll think about it.  I said, "Why not 

give me a little week's vacation?"  I said, "I think I'll go fishing, kind of rest up for 

a little while."  So he said all right.  So that's when he went down and got me my 

paycheck.  He came down and gave me my paycheck and I came home.  And the 

next day while he was off duty, that's when I went back down there, went in the 

locker, and I got out all of my equipment, and I turned it in, and I never did go 

back.  I went back over to Clinton, Iowa. 

Q I see. 

A So I stayed over there at Clinton, Iowa and worked, and so I'd come home on the 

weekends.  So I left that Sunday morning.  One Sunday morning I left to go back, 

and Fisher Body called me that Monday morning, said that -- told me wife if I 

was there, so she said no, said, "He left yesterday morning back for Clinton, 

Iowa."  So they asked when would I be back, so she said, "Well," she said, 

"sometime he come on Friday night," and she said, "sometime Saturday morning, 

as it all depends on his train connections."  So he said, "Well," he said, "we have a 

job for him, and if he come in tonight," said, "you have him to call me at my 
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resident."  That was Paul Meicher that I guess that was talking to my wife. 

  Anyway, I was supposed to call Paul Meicher at his residence if I came in 

that night, or if I came in that morning, to contact him at the Fisher Body, because 

they worked the six days a week.  So as it so happened, I had a ride home that 

Friday evening, and when I got home, my wife told me about it.  So I called Paul 

at his house, and he asked if I would come in the next morning, and I told him 

yes, so he told what time to be there.  So I went in.  We had quite a talk, and I -- 

seemed like Paul'd taken a liking to me, and I'd taken a liking to Paul. 

  But this is one thing, before -- oh, quite some time before they ever hired 

me there, I had quite a talk with Mr. -- he's retired now.  He was the personnel 

director there. 

Q Brecker? 

A Who? 

Q Brecker? 

A No, it was way before that. 

Q Now, Mr. Meicher's position was what?  What -- 

A Public relation.  It'll come to me after awhile, this personnel director, but anyway, 

I had a quite -- we -- he called me into the office there.  I went there to renew my 

application, and he called me in the office there.  We set there, we had an awful 

long talk there, and I really enjoyed talking with him.  And while I talked with 

him I noticed he was a Mason too.  And so I told him, I said, "Well," I said, "I 

won't say, sir, I heard -- I have nothing against Fisher Body or Chevrolet, either 

one," I said, "but I don't know where"-- I said, "what if I ever get a job here or 



JOHN SCOTT INTERVIEW  90 
September 9, 1976 

not," I said, "but I'm not going to hold any hard feelings against anybody," I said.  

"But this is one thing I'll guarantee you," I said, "if I ever get hired out here," I 

said, "you'll never have any problems with me."  I said, "I'll always give you a 

good day's work."  I said, "I've al- -- I was taught to work, so I'll give you a good 

day's work."  I said, "I'm not the -- or, not a person that would -- would loaf 

around or" -- Mr. Jeffery.  That was the name.  Tom Jeffery.  That's his name.  He 

was the personnel director.  So we had quite a talk there, and I guess that was 

about two years or so before I was hired there.  So anyway -- 

Q Now, it was two years before -- it was two years from what time to the time you 

were hired? 

A I'd say that it was about there.  So -- 

Q It was two years after you'd talked with Jeffery -- 

A Yes, I would say --  Yes, I -- 

Q -- that you were hired? 

A Yes, I was -- went -- I went back there to renew my application. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A But everybody there in the office, they always treated me nice.  They spoke to me 

and talked to me just like that they knew me, but I knew the score. 

Q Now, when you say you knew the score, just what -- 

A Sure, I knew the score. 

Q What do you mean? 

A I knew that they had a discriminated contract there, but not with the national.  But 

I did know that they had a local discriminated contract there.  And that's why I 
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wasn't hired, because General Motors and Fisher Body had colored employees 

throughout the United States.  Everywhere they had a plant, they had a colored -- 

they had colored employees.  And I didn't know anything about any percentage, 

or anything like that.  They just hired who they wanted to hire.  But here I was -- I 

was just very much surprised to come here to find out that they wouldn't hire 

colored people at this plant. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A So it must have been through a local contract, and not through a national contract, 

because there is no discrimination in the national contract.  I knew that. 

Q Now, when you speak of the contract here, are you speaking -- are -- was this a 

union matter, or was this -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- an agreement between -- just what do you mean? 

A The local and the company.  That's between the local and the company, not the 

national and the company. 

Q Now, do you have -- what kind of evidence do you have that that was the case, 

that there actually was this -- I'm sure the agreement wasn't written down 

anywhere, so it had to have been a kind of a behind-the-scenes agreement, I 

imagine. 

A Well, that -- 

Q Do you have any evidence other than the -- it's a weird pattern, and you can infer 

just from the pattern that there was discrimination? 

A Well -- 
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Q Do you have any evidence beyond -- 

A -- no, I do not have any evidence.  It's simply because I asked for a local contract 

from Local 121, and they refused to let me have the contract.  And that was Elmer 

Yenney.  Elmer Yenney was president of Local No. 121, and I had asked him.  

That's when they had the local right up here on -- which was Eastern Avenue 

then, which is the old Local 95 bar now. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A And anyway he was there.  I just walked in there just as he was getting ready to 

go to lunch, and he gave me a little book, pamphlet, which I would say -- anyway, 

that was -- on the back of this book there, I looked at it, "1948 Wage Agreement."  

I looked at it.  I said, "This is not a contract.  This is just a wage agreement."  I 

said, "I want the -- a working contract," and that, he wouldn't let me have.  So 

that -- no, I don't -- I don't have it, but that's what gave me the idea that they had a 

discriminated clause in that contract, and he wouldn't let me use one of these -- 

see -- read one these contracts. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A So that's what gave me the idea that they had a discriminated clause in there. 

Q And that was when?  When did you approach him on this matter?  You know, you 

say he gave you a 1948 wage agreement -- 

A That was in 19- -- 

Q -- so it had to be -- 

A '50 or '51. 

Q Okay.  And what was the occasion for your -- why did you approach Elmer 
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Yenney at that time?  Now, you hadn't -- you hadn't applied at GM yourself yet, 

right? 

A Well, yes, I had applied at GM -- 

Q I see.  Back then -- 

A -- and everybody.  Parker Pen, and all. 

Q Even back -- back as far as '50? 

A Yes.  Uh-huh. 

Q I see.  Okay. 

A And so I just decided I would just go around, you know, just for curiosity, just to 

see just what was the problem.  And I forget -- this fellow has passed away now.  

There was Local of No. 95.  I just went in the Labor Temple down off Bracklin 

Street, and I set there and I talked with him, and he talked with me awfully nice.  

Very nice.  And promised to send me a letter when they was going to have a next 

meeting, and he would bring it up in the meeting if they want to accept me in -- 

into Fisher Body, and he would notify me by mail.  So I never did get that letter.  

So that was another reason why I had -- I had an idea they had a discriminatory -- 

a discriminated clause in their contract.  And then after coming to contact with 

Elmer Yenney, he got a little bit nasty.  That was the one and only time that I 

really have been insulted here in Janesville.  He -- 

Q Now, you say he got nasty.  Just how do you mean?  What did he do or say? 

A Well, he said -- I don't know why he spoke like he did, but these was just his 

words.  He said, "As long as I am president of Local No. 121, there will never be 

any of your kind here.  To me, you are just another Paul Robeson."  Those are just 
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the words that Elmer Yenney told me. 

  So I looked at him.  I was a good man.  We walked out the door together.  

He was going to lunch.  And I looked at that man, and I looked at his clothes, and 

I said to myself, "You might be a white man, and you might be president of Local 

No. 121," I said, "but I'm not as dirty and filthy as you are."  Because I'm going to 

tell you, that was one dirty filthy man.  That old white dingy shirt, that old brown 

dingy felt hat, that old suit I don't think had ever been cleaned, and his old rusty 

shoes, brown rusty shoes, and he called himself dressed up.  And I just looked at 

him.  I said, "They talk about how bad colored people look," I said, "what about 

him?"  I said, "Still, he said I'm just another Paul Robeson."  I just looked at him. 

  And then again, when he made that, that kind of got under my skin.  I 

don't -- I don't -- I've heard about Paul Robeson, I've seen him in the silent 

movies.  But to me, when he said that, I just felt like just getting him right in the 

collar and letting him have it. 

  But a thought come to me, said, "No," said, "Wait, because I am on your 

side."  And when I hesitated there, I knew that was the Spirit of God that was 

talking to me.  And as I walked across the street and got in my car, then it looked 

like the voice spoke to me, said, "We will show him that you will get a job." 

  Now, I had -- had not -- crossed my mind at all when that thought come to 

me that, "You will get a job, whether if it was at General Motors or where, but be 

patient and wait."  Then I thought about the NAACP.  I said, "No," I said, "I 

better wait.  I ain't going to go -- not going to no NAACP," said, "What I want in 

this town," I said, "is friends, and not enemies."  And that's one thing that the 
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NAACP -- we don't believe in forcing, unless we just have to go to court for 

anything.  So anyway, I thought I'd just play this cool. 

  So anyway, I guess the word must have got out.  Now, I wondered about 

this.  I can't say that it's true, but I just had this impression.  The word must have 

got out around at General Motors that they were going to hire a colored man.  

And I don't know what -- it's just my opinion, but I do know that just before I was 

hired out there, well, he passed away with a heart attack. 

Q Elmer Yenney died just before you were hired? 

A Yes.  About two or three weeks before I was hired there.  I think about two or 

three weeks before I was hired.  So I don't know -- you take the majority of those 

guys over there, they are a good bunch of fellows.  And you take some, you know, 

that they like to rib you.  If they can get under the skin, they kind of rib you a little 

bit, not that they mean any harm, but it's just more for fun and joke. 

  And I just wonder sometime, as he was just president of the local, what if 

some of the guys just kind of kid him a little bit, you know, and they kind of got 

under his skin.  You know, sometimes that will happen to a person.  "Well, you 

know, we're not supposed to have any colored people here, and you made this -- 

you brought this up in a contract," and this and that.  I often thought about that, if 

that was -- if that was -- if that was what was happened. 

Q Very interesting. 

A From my experience, after having -- having a heart attack there, of what I have 

went through with, you know, you can put just so much pressure on a person until 

his nerves just get upset, and you can have a heart attack from that.  And I just 
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wonder if some of the guys just didn't go -- you know, just got right on -- some of 

the members just got right on him about it, you know, and there was nothing he 

could do about it.  If General Motors tells him to hire me, they're going to have to 

hire me. 

  So that's just the way it turned out, when I was hired out here, that 

Monday morning.  Got to talk with Paul.  I left early that evening, around -- a 

little after 2:00, around about 2:30, because I didn't know my way around the 

plant there, and I wanted to try to find my -- get there in plenty of time, you know, 

so I could find the station where I -- the area where I was supposed to work. 

  So anyway, a call come through, and my wife had told him -- a 

long-distance call.  And my wife had told him that I had already left for work.  

And so that Tuesday they called again at 2:43, just before I got ready to leave, and 

I answered the telephone.  And they asked me, said, "Is this John S. Scott, Sr. 

talking?"  And I said, "Yes it is."  So they identified themselves, said, "We 

under- -- we were informed from Detroit yesterday that you were hired out at 

Fisher Body," said, "Is that true?"  Said, "Yes, they hired me yesterday morning, 

and I went back -- went to work," I said, "yesterday evening at 4:00 -- at 4:30," 

said, "I worked the second shift."  So he said, "Well, that's what we want to check 

up on," he said, "because you have had your application in there long enough, and 

we told them to hire you." 

Q Who was this who called?  Who called you?  Where was this call from? 

A This was a long-distance call, and they did not identify themselves.  They just told 

me that, "If you have any problems there," said, "you call me direct, and this is 
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my telephone number.  You call me direct," said, "I'll answer," said, "if you have 

any problems."  That's the -- that's the message that they gave me. 

Q Do you remember the name of the person you were supposed to get in contact 

with if you had trouble? 

A No, they did not identify themselves.  I just have an idea who it was, but I -- I -- I 

can't prove it, because it was a man, so it kind of sounded like his voice, and then 

again, it could have been Detroit, because they had notified Detroit.  I understand 

that they had notified Detroit that they had hired me. 

Q I wanted to ask earlier how you interpreted that remark that Elmer Yenney made, 

you being just another Paul Robeson.  That -- that's -- I mean, Robeson was a 

pretty talented guy, and it seems like kind of a strange insult, if you ask me.  And 

how did you -- how did you interpret it? 

A Well -- 

Q If he was trying to insult you, you know -- 

A Well, Paul Robeson -- 

Q -- strange way to do it. 

A Paul Robeson was accused of being a Communist. 

Q Right. 

A And so -- by him withdrawing his citizenship from America and going to Russia 

and applying for citizenship there.  So -- 

Q So you thought, in effect, he was calling you a Communist. 

A Yes, he was calling me a Communist. 

Q That's how you interpreted it? 
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A Yes. 

Q Did you at any time have other meetings with other union officials of either of the 

locals concerning this -- this man? 

A No.  No, never did.  Matter of fact, I did not know where they -- how to contact 

them.  The reason why I knew about Local 121 and 95 is simply because the 

Brotherhood of Railroad Carmen met in the Labor Temple down there too, and I 

knew that Local 121 and Local 95 met there.  So that's how I knew about that. 

Q The -- I was wondering if you had any knowledge of a man from Racine by the 

name of Lou Jenkins. 

A I met him once.  And he was sitting -- I had a chair right over there where that 

chair is sitting, and that's where he was sitting, right over there.  And then he had 

a son that was in a -- some kind of a blue uniform that was sitting on the sofa.  

And he was on his way to Madison, and he stopped by here, and he was talking to 

me about General Motors and so forth and so on.  I don't know, somehow or 

another it came about that I had a couple of clippings up there from the Voice of 

the People and from the Gazette, and he wanted to see them.  So I went upstairs 

and I got them, and I let him see them, so he read them.  So he said, "Do you 

mind if I take these with me?"  I said, "Well," I said, "I'd rather keep those," I 

said, "as a personal reference.  He said, "Well," he said, "if you let me have 

them," he said, "I'll bring them back. 

Q Now, what did these clippings deal with anyway? 

A Well, that -- job discrimination. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 
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A And it first started out over here.  The first letter I wrote -- 

Q Oh, these were letters you'd written to the Gazette? 

A Yes. 

Q I see. 

A -- was concerning a lady over here at Fort Atkinson.  This letter was concerning a 

lady that -- she was a bait dealer, and they were complaining about Negro 

business.  To me, it seemed that they were jealous of this -- this lady because she 

had a lot more Negro business than they did, or they resented it in some way.  

Well, in going around Fort Atkinson, I found that there was a little discrimination 

around there.  I went to this lady, found this lady, and she was very nice and 

pleasant. 

  And then I went to another bait dealer, which was a man.  He acted as if 

he didn't care whether if he sold me any bait or not.  So then that's what gave me 

the conclusion then that -- more jealousy there.  This lady having more Negro 

business is simply because of the way she treated them.  She didn't care who she 

sell bait to as long as they -- as long as she's getting her money.  So I imagined 

that other Negroes -- back in those days we were called Negroes.  I imagined that 

other Negroes from Chicago, Beloit, and everywhere else found out that they -- 

they just felt that their business wasn't wanted there, and they found out about this 

lady.  And then they started going to this lady, and started buying all their bait 

from this lady, and they wasn't getting any more of this trade. 

  So I know at one time I tried out again, just to see just how I would be 

treated around Fort Atkinson, so I took my family over one day and we was 
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fishing along the riverbank, and here come three guys, three white guys in an old 

wreck.  And so they yelled out, "Hey, you niggers."  So I looked up at them, so 

they said, "nigger, nigger, nigger."  So they just drove on.  They didn't stop.  So I 

said to myself," I said, "Well," I said, "maybe I better not stick around here." 

  So then I decided I was going to stay there just as long as I can.  So when 

it began to get dark, I went up to the car and got my Coleman lanterns out and I lit 

my Coleman lanterns.  So we set there for a while till, why, the mosquitoes began 

to get so bad that we just had to quit fishing.  But those kids never did come back 

to meddle us anymore.  So I knew then that colored people weren't welcome in 

Fort Atkinson either. 

Q Were they -- did those incidents -- is that what both of the letters were about then, 

both of the letters to the Gazette? 

A Well, I -- would you call a word "committed" this letter?  No, I wrote in behalf of 

this lady.  I -- I -- it's been so long ago, I just can't -- that's why I wanted to keep 

those clippings. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A Then because -- in case -- for a reference, I had it.  But just how I had the word, I 

don't know, but I do know I spoke up for this lady.  I found out why so many 

colored people going there buying bait from her, and I just answered this letter, 

let- -- this person's letter that wrote this lady up, and mentioned this person's 

name.  So that's why I wanted those two -- I asked Mr. Jenkins to bring those two 

letters back as a reference if I needed them, and he didn't do it.  So today I need 

those, I need those two letters, just like I've got all my other references.  If 
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anybody asks for them, I've got them.  So -- but he didn't bring those back, so 

that's why I can't go back, and I can't word it the way -- just what I did have in 

there. 

Q Now, just what was his purpose?  What did he -- what was he doing in Janesville 

at that time? 

A The only thing that he did, he stopped here, asked me about General Motors, and I 

gave him the two clippings.  He said, "Well," he said, "I'm sorry," he said, "but 

I'm going to have to go on in to Madison," he said, "because my son has got to be 

in a band practice," or something there.  His son was in a blue uniform, a band 

uniform.  I think he said he had to go to band practice, or something like that, that 

he had -- that he did not stay here long.  But I do know that he came in with a 

briefcase, but he never did bring nothing out of this briefcase.  He just took those 

letters of the Voice of the People with him, but he never did open his briefcase.  

He didn't give me no reasons, or no nothing of what his intentions he was going to 

do.  He just said he had to rush to Madison and he had to be at Madison at a 

certain time.  And it wasn't too long.  He didn't have too much time to get there, I 

know, when he left here. 

Q Now, what was -- did he indicate to you what the purpose was of his questions 

concerning General Motors?  Just what was he trying to accomplish there? 

A No, he did not.  No. 

Q And roughly when was this meeting that you had with him, if you can recall?  

Was this before you were hired at GM? 

A Oh, way before I was hired there, yes.  That's when I was still putting out 
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applications.  Way before I was hired there. 

Q Did -- was he asking anything about the union at that time too? 

A No. 

Q Or was he just asking about the company? 

A He just asked about the company, and -- 

Q What, about hiring practices and that sort of thing?  Or just what? 

A He just asked -- if I remember correctly, he just asked, "Do they hire colored 

people over there?" 

Q Okay.  Yeah. 

A That's all I remember. 

Q And what did you tell him -- 

A I said -- 

Q -- if you recall? 

A I said, "Well, I don't know."  I said, "I've got my applications out over there."  I 

says, "no colored people working there."  I said, "When I go over there and," I 

said, "I make out an application," I said, "they just tell me that they're not hiring."  

He said but I could come back every six months because they throw the old 

applications out and take in new applications.  And that was all there was to it. 

Q I see.  Did you tell him about Al Beck, or did he seem to know about Al Beck? 

A No, I did not mention Al Beck. 

Q And he -- did he know about Al Beck? 

A He did not mention Al Beck either. 

Q Did you tell him about this confrontation you had with Elmer Yenney? 
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A That was before I had this with Elmer Yenney. 

Q Oh, all right.  All right.  Okay.  Okay. 

  Now, what, just exactly, was the nature of your work with GM when you 

did begin -- begin work there? 

A Well, they put me on a job there, what I call a rubber dough job, where they put in 

the windshields and the glass.  We had -- I had to get the station wagons, and I 

don't know if I was supposed to get the back glass on the -- I think I was supposed 

to get the back glass on the passenger cars, and the side glasses next to the tailgate 

on the -- on the station wagons.  Anyway, I can't think of the name of this liquid 

that they had there, but you would have to wear rubber gloves.  It was awful hard 

on the hands, and you had to wear rubber gloves.  And you had this cotton, and 

you go around this cotton and soak that up, and then you had little scrapers that 

you'd go around and scrape rubber dough off, and then clean these windows off 

before getting them to the -- to the water test. 

  So anyway, I started out that evening and I just -- just in a matter of time 

of -- I was on my own.  So my foreman, Ryan, came to me and he says, "Scotty," 

he said, "we have been watching you," said, "you're really doing a good job."  He 

said, "We are going to start you out from 4:30 with top wages with the rest of 

them."  He said, "Instead of waiting, say, for your sixty-days five-cent raise after 

sixty days, and then your six-months, right where you was supposed to get the 

other five cents," said, "you start out with the rest, paid as the older ones get," 

said, "because you just picked this job right up, and you're on your own."  So 

therefore, when I got my paycheck, my paycheck was the same as the others'.  



JOHN SCOTT INTERVIEW  104 
September 9, 1976 

Now, that was Ryan, was my foreman, and those are the very words that he told 

me. 

  So I kept my promise, what I told Mr. Jefferys, when I had at least the idea 

I was going to be hired there, that if they ever hired me there, that they would 

never be sorry, I would never be a trouble-maker, and that I would do my work, 

and I'd never be any problem, "You'd never have any problems."  And that's just 

the way it turned out.  I worked there, I had no reasons whatsoever of calling a 

committeeman at any time. 

Q Now, you were, I suspect, the first black person that most of your fellow workers 

had worked with at GM, and I was wondering just how their -- you know, what 

you sensed from their attitudes.  You know, how did they -- how did they react to 

you? 

A Really they -- they were really nice.  Well, I would call it a coffee party.  They 

gave a coffee party for me.  And matter of fact, I had so many cups of coffee up 

there, well, I couldn't drink them all.  It was just one coffee right after another.  

Some of them just sitting over there looking at me, and I remember a fellow there 

by the name of Bell.  I think he was a custodian, but his name is Bell.  He's retired 

now.  I see him once in a while up here at the clinic.  Anyway, well, he had taken 

a liking to me.  He'd always come by, and he'd always have a word or so for me.  

And matter of fact, all of them there, they began to talk, you know, and have -- 

always have a good word for me.  So, oh, it went on some time.  I got along just 

fine there. 

  And finally one day I went in there, there was a new job opening up, and 
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my foreman, Pete Glass, came over and asked me if I would like to have the job 

over there steaming head liners.  So he said, "It's a better job than this.  So I said, 

"Well," I said, "I'll try it out," I said, "and see if I can make it."  So he took me up 

on this job and he broke me in on the head liners. 

  So I started on the head liners.  They had a lot of stock to make up, so a lot 

of times I would go in there, I wouldn't have any stock to start with, and I had to 

make up the stock for the dome lights.  The day man, he would just use up all my 

stock, and wouldn't leave me any stock, or either he'd -- and he would take a knife 

or something and cut the steam hose. 

   So after I detected that, well, then I began to go in a little bit earlier, and if 

I found that this guy had cut my steam hose and I didn't have any left, maybe the 

next car job coming up I'd have to have -- make up dome lights for that job, 

maybe.  Or the job right behind that, or a job or two behind that was another 

two-door hardtop.  I'd have to make up the dome lights for that.  Well, I couldn't 

steam and make up these dome lights at the same time, so therefore I went in a lot 

earlier to check my steam hose to see if my steam hose was cut, and if so, have 

the foreman call -- but the day foreman, to call a repairman to come up there and 

fix my steam hose before the line start.  Then I would try to get me some dome 

lights made up, because steaming and trying to make up dome lights at the same 

time was pretty hard.  I think I had to make up around about between 4- and 500 

pieces of dome light jobs for -- dome lights for these jobs, to have two-door 

hardtops.  So that was quite a bit of work on me. 

  So then they got two or three guys would come down there and they 
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would needle me about it.  And one guy just made a remark, said, "Look at that 

nigger," he said, "starting to work before the whistle blow."  So they kept this up 

there for a little while, oh, for a few days, so finally I told them, I said, "Well," I 

said, "which is the worst," I said, "coming in, setting your job up," I said, 

"checking your work to be ready when the line start, or leaving the line fifteen or 

twenty minutes before the line stop," I said, "standing up at the door blocking the 

doorway," I said, "at the clock?"  I said, "You're supposed to be here on the line," 

I said, "until the whistle blow, until the line stop."  I said, "Instead, I see you up 

there," I said, "right here in front of the clock," I said, "holding a card in your 

hand."  I said, "Now, which is the worst?"  After that, they didn't bother me.  They 

just give me that old -- they pass there, I'd be making my dome lights, checking 

my steam hose or something, and which my steam hose would be cut practically 

every night.  And then I had to put on -- 

Q How, when you speak of the steam hose being cut, was that just malicious, or is 

that -- is that some part of the job that I didn't know about? 

A That was a part of the job where I'd have to steam the -- steam line -- shrink these 

head liners.  See, the head liners would be a little bit loose, so you had to use 

steam in order to tighten, get the head liners tight, hot, to tighten the head liners. 

Q Well, was this guy -- was the hose being cut just to make things difficult for you, 

or -- 

A Yes. 

Q There was no -- 

A It was done on purpose.  I complained to my foreman, Pete Glass, time after time, 
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but there was just nothing that they could do about it.  This guy he'd just go ahead 

on and do it.  And whereas on any other ordinary job you would do something 

like that to another fellow working, they'd just fire you. 

Q I'd think so.  Yeah. 

A You did -- no, you -- they'd just fire you.  That was all, period. 

Q I was going to say, that'd be grounds for dismissal, I'd think. 

A But you could complain about it and complain about it, but there was just nothing 

done about it.  And this fellow, I'm going to tell you, they -- he was -- he was the 

hardest fellow I ever did try to work with.  He just didn't -- I would say he just 

didn't want to -- want me on the job.  He just -- he just hated to see me on the job.  

That was all.  But then I come to find out later that he was just way.  Nobody 

could ever get along with him. 

Q Treated everybody that way? 

A He was a dis- -- 

Q He was just generally nasty? 

A He was just plain ornery. 

Q Yeah. 

A So then that's another thing, I -- "Well," I said, "they talk about colored people."  I 

said, "I think," I said, "I think they ought to take a good look at themselves once 

in a while."  I said, "Compare themselves," I said, "instead of comparing colored 

people all the time, what they are and what they're like, they should just look at 

themselves." 

  MR. IMHOFF:  We're almost out of tape today, so we'll have to take this 
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up again.   

(Interview adjourned.) 

 

 

 


