Jan 12, 2001

The period when I was fresh out of school and before I knew anything about drawing or detailing or the architectural business I moved around from job to job.  People really shouldn’t have hired anyone fresh out of school like I was at that time.  Anything I did was a big waste to them and a loss of my salary.  

In the spring of my senior year, after the close of the first semester, I stopped going to school and was able to get my tuition back and finish what work I had to do around the campus and get my money all together and went back to Springfield and sat in the streetside window of my parents apartment and tried to figure out what I should do to obtain a job.  Among the things that I put together was a series of pictures of some of the projects from school, bound in a cork binder.  I sent it around to architectural companies in IL and got no proposals of work at all.  During that period I heard, possibly from friends I knew from college, that there was a lot of construction going on in Houston and that I might take a look there.  I got out my traveling clothes and took off hitchhiking down through St Louis
, across Missouri and into Kansas to the University of Kansas, where I stayed overnight.  I was headed for one of the big oil companies’ home office (I’ve forgotten which one it was) and made an application there, hoping to be sent to Caracas 
where their operating office was located.  I never heard anymore from them either.  Eventually, with hitchhiking I landed in Houston and found a room to keep me warm and dry in that hot climate.  I began calling on the different architectural firms in the phone book.  I had one little smeller and on the second day was tentatively employed and came back the next morning to find out that the boss of the office didn’t agree with the chief draftsman and so I didn’t have a job after all.  I finished out all of the people on the list and was running out of money.  I decided that I had better go home, where somebody else was buying food.  I started hitchhiking northeast from Houston and about 6-8 hours out of St. Louis a man picked me up and we started to visit.  He questioned me about the architectural training and finally suggested that I might go into St Louis with him and take a few minutes and introduce myself to an architect friend of his, by the name of Hari van Hoefen
.  So of course as soon as I landed in St Louis I called on Hari van Hoefen.  I must have arranged for a room at the YMCA that night.  In any event, Hari didn’t need me and there wasn’t any kind of knowledge that I had that was of any benefit to him, but he hired me anyway.  I was very grateful to get $15.00 week, no, it was $60.00 a month, he gained a couple of extra days on me there.  Hari was a good guy to work with.  He had just finished the AAA building in St Louis and was pretty proud of it.  I spent a lot of time answering his telephone but very little time drawing.  I ended up spending the whole summer there at Hari’s office.  I got acquainted with downtown St. Louis and spent my Sundays water coloring in the downtown area, generally by the anchoring points for the Eads Bridge, which goes into IL.  Although none of my watercolors were fit to keep, it did provide me with something to do on Sundays.  I had several roommates provided to me by the YMCA.  One of them was an operatic tenor who was very pleasant company.  I went one night to hear him singing with an orchestra in a night club and found him to be quite a good singer.  Another fellow who stayed with me for a couple of weeks there sold a type of typewriter called a Varityper.  As far as I know, during his time with me he didn’t sell any, but he was a hard worker and knew his product.  The third fellow who comes to mind was a fellow whose mother was supporting him, he had a car so it enabled us to have some mobility.  He sold a group’s stock company that is common on the financial pages today; he sold these documents like stocks.  As far as I know he didn’t ever sell any stocks either.  He was always without money, he smoked and I recall a trick about him where he would only buy 1 pack of cigarettes at a time because it was cheaper to buy one pack than two.  I spent the summer at Hari’s office which consisted of me and I figured I couldn’t go back to school without clothes.  I went to a clothing shop and bought a new brown gabardine suit.  The company from whom I bought it checked with Hari to verify my employment and Hari neglected to tell them that I wasn’t going to be there for very long.  In any event I took the new suit back to Champagne-Urbana at the University where it served me well for many years.  It took me along time to pay it off.  Among my entertainment was a ballroom dancing school on the west edge of St Louis.  I went there one night with a nickel bus fare and enjoyed the fray and the dancing school..  It soon became apparent that I was going to be teaching.  I did teach all summer for them, without pay but I was able to get enough money from the lady who ran it to pay for my bus fare to and from my room downtown.  I did this in the evenings after work at Hari’s.  It was an easy job.  I was glad to have this opportunity because the experience served me well when I returned to the University and almost my sole source of income was running a dance studio there.  Most of the experience I got from the dance studio in St. Louis was how to charge, how to keep records and how to keep your fingers on as many nickels as you could.  Before school started I made my way up to Springfield then headed on to the University in time to be employed as a waiter at Prehn’s on Green who very kindly didn’t force me to do much waiting of tables.  I was able to keep some records for him about the kinds of food he served at every meal and counted the ones that sold so he was able to determine on that day the next year how much food he should prepare.  I think the information that I developed for him was useless because the people would vary from day to day for no particular reason.  I only had one semester of schooling to go so it was a relatively easy fall.  I finished up and got my degree that spring.  Must have been spring of 1941.  I believe it was that spring of 1941 
that I ran across a girl who was a dancer and needed a partner.  Her name was Jackie McCreety.  Jackie and I worked up a couple of numbers and were able to sell our numbers to various companies that were having dinners.  She was a good dancer and we got along fine as long as the work was concerned.  She enjoyed the shows very much.  We were able to earn a little bit of money and I was able to have a suit of tails made, which I still have. I think Corwin wore them at some masquerade sometime.  I had to think up other ways of making money and among them was a football pool.  I had a law student friend who was very bright football fan and every week he would prepare a list of 4-5 college football games whose outcome was in serious question.  I would sell those tickets.  It was arranged in such a way that if you picked 3 or 4 of the games and any of them lost, then the guy would loose his bet.  I made quite a bit of money that year, I never had to pay off anybody.  The lawyer’s selection of football games were excellent and hard to pick and I didn’t lose a nickel.  I heard a rumor on campus that the dean of boys had heard about this too and I had better get rid of the evidence.  We had a big bonfire in the backyard of our apartment building and got rid of everything.  I had to make money someway.  Some of the restaurant customers, university kids, needed typists to type their thesis and their day to day work sheets, so I set up about 4 typewriters on the ballroom floor and charged by the sheet, I don’t remember how much.  I never did the typing, I didn’t know how.  I hired these four girls to do the typing.  I rented the typewriters from one of the shops by the restaurant. Anyway, I got some money from that, from the football pool, and the dancing studio.  All of my food came from Paul Prehn’s.  It was quite an interesting time.  There was a company that had an artist that did poster pictures for the shops along the street.  They did one for me for the dancing school.  It was about 2x3 ft printed color with a picture of a dancing couple.  
We put it out in front of the dancing school doors on the street and we got a lot of customers.  Carol and I took a trip to Champagne, IL two or three months ago (about Oct. 2000 – ed.) while visiting Springfield.  Everything had changed so much, there wasn’t anything left.  When school was out I went home to Springfield and started the process again of trying to find someone who would put me on their payroll.

How long did you teach at the dancing school?

The dancing school started when I was a freshman.  It was run by a woman by the name of Jane Whelan. She was a graduate student of modern techniques of some kind. She started the school.  I showed up the first night to see what was going on.  I went up and introduced myself to her and probably told her I was a pretty good dancer.  She and I ran that school all of that winter and spring.  The following fall she set up and advertised for it to start.  The night or the night before the school was about to start she had to go to the hospital for something, maybe appendicitis.  She asked me if I would please take it over and stay there and run it for her all of that winter.  She didn’t charge anything, I did and actually did very well with it and ended up running it for the next three years.  It was a source of considerable income, so I was able to live more rationally. So the first year, I worked for Jane, and the next three, I ran it myself. 
At what point did you begin to live at the dance school?

I guess it was that last year.  I didn’t have a place to live, and I didn’t want to pay for one.  One of the basketball assistant coaches was a good friend of the law student
 who worked with me on the football pool.  He had the lease on the ballroom that we used, which was above Prehn’s on Green. He hired traveling orchestras during those years to play Friday and Saturday nights and sometimes on a Wednesday night for the kids to dance to.   The lawyer got the money from the dances.  All I had to do was sweep up and have the place ready for the next show.  I never had to pay him rent for the dance school.

What we did (I don’t think the lawyer ever found this out) was to turn the girls lounge into a bedroom for us (the coach) and we slept on the coached there all that spring, with the same set of sheets, I think! It was pretty rough. But we stayed there and moved along just fine. During dance nights we couldn’t get access to our clothes. I remember one very very cold morning and one of the radiators we could not get it to turn off. I set up a little typing table with a portable typewriter and keep my hands warm while typing up my class work. It was cold for a while. I remember that part of it very well. I stored my clothes underneath the mattress. I stayed there through the winter and spring. It rained and rained and rained that spring. After that, I went home.

While I was sitting around looking desperately for work, an opening came up at the Chicago and Southern Airlines for a dispatcher, so I went out to the airport and introduced myself. I was a fine upstanding looking guy, so they taught me to be a dispatcher in about 15 minutes. I worked two days dispatching aircraft and people in and out of Springfield. It was just me. The guy who taught me didn’t want anything to do with it. In the middle of the second day, a guy showed up that was one of the customers of Hari Van Hoefen that I had met in St. Loius the year before. He was a developer in Bloomington Ill. He hired me to be the draftsman in his company up there. So I moved up to Bloomington that night and showed up at his house. He operated out of his house. This was right at the time of the Nazi invasion of Poland. While I worked for him I lived in a rooming house in Bloomington. One night I sat on the porch listening to the other guys living there listening to their conversation. It was quite an education. Anyway, I didn’t particularly like the guy I was working for or the work I was doing. He didn’t want me there because I had finished the house he wanted. Within a few days I was ready to move on. I had a telephone call at my folks home in Springfield from an architect student friend of mine. He had been working on a better job for Fitzpatrick Lumber Company in Springfield. He recommended that they hire me to do this work, so I went over and got the job, quit the job in Bloomington and moved back to Springfield and went to work for Fitzpatrick. That job was really good training for me. The lumber salesmen were selling lumber, so they would get a couple that needed a house. They would bring them to me and I would draw a plan for them. Then this guy would get the lumber company to bid on all the lumber and provide a contractor to build the house. So I did these houses by the bushel, one every two days. To do them that fast and you had to watch them in the field to make sure they were going all right. They were $5000 houses. It was a very interesting business. I enjoyed that, I had a lot of fun, because not only did I learn as I was drawing, I was getting a chance to do a little design myself, I could stick these things in. It was kind of fun. One of my customers there was a dentist, and he needed to have a drawing of the dental set up in the building he had, with the wiring and plumbing and so forth through the floor and overhead and all this laid out and drawn and so forth. I did all this drawing, but he didn’t need any lumber. He got a contractor to do all the plumbing and electrical, and it was very successful. So he said, “Let me take a look at your teeth.” I had a nice big molar. “Come on, I’m going to take that out. You don’t want that in there, anyway.” This is the truth! He was a nice guy, and II liked him, and we had a good time together, and he pulled the tooth. Maybe it was a wisdom tooth, I didn’t pay any attention in those days. My folks were a little shocked when I walked in and told them this story. That was my payment. By the time I did this, the lumber yard had lost interest in me. As long as I turned out the drawings and they sold the lumber, they didn’t care what I did. While I was there, I tried to get a job with the state of Illinois in one of theire departments where they used architects, and I didn’t get it. I heard that Fitzpatrick himself called and told them not to hire me, that he wanted me to stay and work for him. I don’t think it was true. Then I heard of a job with an architect in Joliet, Illinois who was doing USHA housing up there. It was a big housing work with masonry. You’d do one set of plans and then scatter these big buildings. I don’t know how I got that job, but I did have it before I left Springfield. I must have used the bus, or maybe hitchhiked, to get up there to work. I moved (I was telling Carol at lunch this story, she must have heard it ten times) I didn’t have any money and couldn’t buy my dinner or certainly pay for a hotel room in the best hotel in town. But I figured I was dressed properly, so I went to the desk and signed the register, and took a room, and went down to dinner and signed the check. I stayed for three or four days until I got my first check and paid it off. That was the first time I tried that trick. I did it other times to a lesser degree. I enjoyed working there, but couldn’t have been there that long, two or three weeks at the most. There was another USHA company in Peoria who needed help, so they sent me down there. I worked for them and did some responsible work. The guy that was my leader was a fellow by the name of John Benja. I worked on the board in the dust and dirt out on the site where all these buildings were under construction. They had given us a space to work  with no windows wide open to the dust and dirt. There was no place to eat nearby so we walked four or five blocks to a grocery store and they made sandwiches for us. So I drank milk and ate their sandwiches until we were finished with that job. 
Where’d I go next? I was in a rooming house in Peoria that had two daughters. I had a room that was in the back corner of the house on the ground floor. The water heater was a gas fired affair that sat in one corner of the bathroom that provided me with hot water for bathing and shaving. I never laid eyes on those girls more that once. It was a nice family.

Then what did I do? There were a couple of architects in Burlington Iowa. I went over there and worked for a week or two. I could not please them. They let me go and were glad to get rid of me. They had been trained in German procedure and design standards. It was a beautiful town, and the window over my drafting board looked out over the Mississippi River. I was watching the barges come and go. The Germans had a special school called the Bauhaus School that approached their design differently and I couldn’t understand it. So I went back home.

Then what did I do?  I don’t know how I got hooked up with this one, but I went to work for a company that was building a plant for bomb and shell loading during the war. The company name was Sanderson and Porter. They hired me and put me on a drafting board, and I drew the heavy doors for the storage of the finished products. I did the hinges and the buckles and the lay-backs, and that stuff. I drew one in the acres of designers and architects. They gave me another one that was exactly like the one I had just finished. So I wrote a letter to Albert Caan in Detroit and told him where I was and what I was doing and told him I’d very much like to work for him because he had a marvelous reputation all over the world. Funny old guy. They answered the letter and somehow gave me a little encouragement, I don’t know how. I got on the telephone and called the guy that signed that letter. He must have encouraged me a little more, because I went and got on a bus and got to Chicago and got on another all night bus that went to Detroit. I got out and threw my bag into a locker, I guess. I cleaned up, shaved (maybe I wasn’t shaving back then), and went out to their office on the trolley in the area called the New Center Area. They didn’t know what to do with me, so thy put me on a drafting board and I sat down went to work. I learned very quickly in that office that you didn’t fiddle around. He was a nice guy. They had about several hundred guys just like me. Albert Caan was the company that was employed by the Russians in the first and second 5 year plans to come over there with top quality men and set up training schools for draftsmen, architects, and engineers. Albert Caan provided the guys, and among the guys that went over there was a fellow by the name of Joe French. My drafting board was one offset from his. He was an older man. He watched over me and we became good friends. They let me get away with that for quite a long time. AC at one point had a client who wanted to build a house. Of all the things in the world that I was (?) was houses. He had me do a sketch for them which was terrible. I was embarrassed. I hope they never found my name on it. As the days went on I made friends with the other draftsmen around me. We earned enough money to buy our food in those days. I had lunch with them. None of the odd jobs I had to that point had included the opportunity to pay for my own lunch. I enjoyed my time there. One day AC or one of his employees came over to my table and asked me what I was planning to do, as we were in the war. I said I had no idea, I was going to work for him, but I had actually been calling on the army recruiter to see if I could get in the service somehow, but they didn’t want me. I don’t know why, maybe they just didn’t like my looks or something. Anyway, I couldn’t get an appointment in the service. AC said one of our companies my company groups called CPNAB (Contractors Pacific Naval Airbases), Raymond Concrete Buyout(?). Raymond signed me up in Detroit, gave me a job at the Navy Yard at Pearl and sent me on my way. I had been living at the YMCA in downtown Detroit at 2020 Witherel. Less than a month before I left for Honolulu, I had moved to an apartment. I was feeling pretty plush. I had a car and an apartment. The car was a little 1941 Plymouth. It didn’t have a back seat, but I bought it used. I told the guy if he put a back seat I’d buy it. I think it was $500, a lot of money.
When I had finished my arrangements with AC and went to work with Raymond, whose Detroit office was in the same building, I packed all my stuff into the Plymouth one night it, and it took all evening long to pack it up. I don’t know how a guy could accumulate so much stuff in such a short time. I’d been operating out of suitcases to that point. I then drove all night to Springfield Ill., turned the car over to my parents and Byron, and climbed on a train to St. Louis and then a transcontinental train to Oakland. That was my first view of the first time I saw Oakland, and the first time I saw a palm tree by the old Oakland Hotel. I wonder it that tree is still there. The hotel is still there, a great big place, but it was redeveloped into an old-folks home.

However, my experiences on the train, where I was introduced to a sleeper, must have been quite amusing. This was my first exposure to sleeping on a train, and the problem of getting dressed and undressed, and dressed and undressed and keeping clean over a three of four day period was very amusing. Here’s a boy raised in the dirt and mud of a central IL farm trying to manage his activities in the upper birth of a transcontinental train in 1942. In any event, I was successful in making contact in Oakland and SF, and gradually became acquainted with the area as I was waiting for my ship to leave on its trip across the Pacific. During this period I bought books at used book stands on the sidewalks of San Francisco, which I suspect are still in Carol’s library on the ground floor of this house. In any event, I eventually made contact with the proper people in the SF Bay Area and climbed aboard a ship and for the first time in my life, and was given the necessary equipment for living aboard a troop ship. I was fortunate however, in that I was asked by a man in charge of transporting a new set of engineers and architects to the drafting room at the navy yard in Pearl Harbor, and asked me to act as head of party and handed me a valise containing the names and descriptions and arrangements made with the other men on the party. It must have been about 30 guys. So I spent the time across the Pacific reading against what even I could find and enjoyed the trip fully. I don’t remember much about the landing at the navy yard in Pearl, and somehow was able to wrangle a trip to the Moana Hotel in Waikiki, where I lived in great luxury for the first two or three weeks.
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