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DePue: Today is May 21, 2009. My name is Mark DePue; I’'m the director of oral history
at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Today’s an important day for me
because I get to start with a series, and I hope it will be a long and fascinating
series, of interviews with Governor Jim Edgar. Good afternoon, Governor.

Edgar: Good afternoon. It’ll be long; whether it’s fascinating, we’ll have to wait and see.

DePue: (laughs) Well, it’s always fascinating to me to hear these stories and reflections.
Tell us where we’re sitting.

Edgar: We’re sitting in my office at the Institute of Government and Public Affairs on the
campus of the University of Illinois. This was an office originally designed for
then-president Stan Ikenberry. When he retired, this was going to be his office.

He left for a few years and went off to Washington to head up the National Higher
Education Association, and while he was gone, they hired me and gave me his
office. So it’s a particularly nice office because university professor—type offices
aren’t very nice, usually; they’re very small. This is pretty large and has good
window sunlight. I’'m very happy to be here.

DePue: I’ve seen some of the offices over in the library, and it would certainly not be
anything I would aspire to.

Edgar: No. When Dr. Ikenberry came back to U of I, we had an agreement: he took his
secretary back, but I kept this office. He got a little office over in the education
building; his secretary retired a year later, so I came out the best on that deal—
which is one of the few times I came out better on a deal with President Ikenberry.
I tell you, U of I did well when he dealt with me as governor.

DePue: Dr. Ikenberry is going to factor in pretty importantly down the road in these
interviews, but I think it’s probably four or five sessions from now, at least.

Edgar: That’s right. It’s a few years from where I think we’re going to talk about today.
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Absolutely. Tell us when and where you were born.

I was born on July 22, 1946, the same day that the Haganah and Irgun blew up the
King David Hotel in J erusalem.' That’s the only thing of major importance that
happened that day, except I was born in Vinita, Oklahoma. My parents had moved
to Oklahoma right after the war. My dad worked with some of my mom’s cousins
in a feed business, agricultural-related supplies, and that’s where I came along.

As much as you can, [ want you to lay out the family history; I’'m always interested
in the first generation that got to the United States, and at least in one side of the
family and maybe both, that came to Illinois.

It was in one that I was aware of: that was my great-grandfather, James Edgar.
Now, people think maybe I’'m named after him, but as I’ll explain a little later, it
was kind of an afterthought; it seemed like every generation had a James Edgar. My
great-grandfather was a young man; he was in his late teenage years. He came from
Suffolk—he actually came from Bury Saint Edmunds—in England and came over
to the United States, and, as I understand, came straight to Coles County in Illinois.
I’'m not sure why he came straight to Coles County, but he did come here, I think,
immediately; he didn’t stop and spend any amount of time someplace else. He came
and got into farming.

Now, one of the things I like to tell about my great-grandfather: before he got
very old—he came over here in about 1856—in 1858, he and a group of boys from
Humboldt went over to see the Lincoln-Douglas debate in Charleston.”

Wow.

So it was a great line I always had to tell about at Lincoln Day dinners, that my
great-grandfather went and listened to Lincoln and Douglas debate. Now, I don’t
point out the fact he was a Democrat. (DePue laughs) Most of my family members
were Democrats. He, at some point, moved from Humboldt to Arcola, which is in a
different county than Coles but only about eight miles apart. A lot of movement
between those two towns. He was a farmer. He had bought, as he got older, a few
hundred acres of farmland; was on a bank board; active in the Methodist church.
One of his sons became a Methodist minister.

When he first came over, did he come by himself?

Yes. He came by himself. Again, I'm not sure why he settled in Coles County. He
came—

Do you know why he left?

! Haganah and Irgun were Jewish paramilitary groups active before the creation of the state of Israel in 1948.
2 This debate, the fourth of seven, was held September 18, 1858, at the Coles County fairgrounds.
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I think probably for a better life. I had a chance to go to Bury Saint Edmunds and
trace some of the family events; saw the house he was born in, or lived in—not sure
if he was born there. His family never had much money. They were from Scotland
originally. In fact, I think his father—who was James Edgar, who he later brought
over to the United States—had moved down from Scotland, along the border of
Scotland and England, to Bury Saint Edmunds. Periodically they’d go back to
Scotland; some of them would stay. My great-great-grandfather’s brothers lived
with him.

Back then, in England, they had to fill out a census; they called them, I think,
drapers. That basically means ‘““salesman,” which means they probably did a lot of
everything just to stay alive. So he didn’t come from money, that’s for sure. What
was interesting: while everybody had to be married in the Church of England, they
actually attended one of the non—Church of England churches. On the political polls
in those days, you had to publicly declare how you voted. My great-great-
grandfather always voted for the radical candidate. He didn’t vote for the two
mainline parties; he voted—

Was this in the United States or back in England?

This was in England. So my great-grandfather grew up in a home where they
probably barely got by, and their politics and their religion were somewhat
unorthodox.

That’s interesting. Did your great-grandfather, then, have a little bit of money in his
pocket when he came here, or—

I don’t think so. I don’t know.
Farming was pretty cheap to get into at that time.

Yeah, I think he probably worked as a hired hand then got some money. No, he did
not come, to my understanding, with any money; he just kind of came on his own.
And again, he was not twenty yet; he was still in his teens. Then, after he began to
get established and do well, his mother had passed away, but he brought his father
and his maiden sisters—I guess, is how they were always described—over to live in
[llinois. They’re all buried out in the cemetery in Humboldt where he’s buried.

It always impresses me the gumption that these people had; to come over as a
teenager, all by yourself, to this foreign land.

Right, right. Yeah, because England, while it was tough, you’d have thought there
were other opportunities maybe you could find. But if you remember your Dickens
novels, things could be kind of grim, it seemed like, in England at that time,
whereas the United States the possibilities were endless.

I’m not supposed to do this, but my great-grandfather came over, I think, in 1846,
somewhere around there, and landed in Eastern lowa at the same timeframe.
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On the other side of my family, my mother was a Moore. Her father—we just know
he came from Ohio and then settled in Humboldt—Marshall, who was very
important in my mother’s life, had a general store. He also was a Democrat, pretty
strong Democrat. I don’t know much about his family, outside of they came from
Adams County in Ohio, where a lot of people in that part of Coles County came
from. My mother’s mother was a Smith, and you can trace their ancestry back to
Revolutionary War days; members fought in the Revolutionary War and things like
that. But on my great-grandfather Edgar’s side, he married a woman named
Helegoss or Hilligoss; her family had come from Indiana—and I think had been in
Ohio—as a lot of the people did. Most of my relatives I have looked at came from
Ohio, then Indiana, or maybe Ohio and straight into Coles County, or through
Indiana into Coles County. Most of them I’ve been able to trace were here pre—
Revolutionary War. In fact, some of them came here in the 1600s to the United
States, settled maybe in Virginia or Pennsylvania, places on the East Coast, and
then the families slowly migrated.

I had—I don’t know how many “greats” back—a grandfather who was, I
think, a drummer boy in the Revolutionary War. He had jumped ship from the
British; he’d come over and jumped ship and got on the American side. I had
another ancestor who fought in the Revolutionary War out in Pennsylvania—
probably fought in the Indian Wars more, like Drums Along the Mohawk, if you
remember that movie.

Oh yeah.

That kind of era, that kind of environment. So we qualified for the DAR [Daughters
of the American Revolution]; but the one I'm most familiar with is my great-
grandfather, kind of my namesake, who I’ve been able to trace because the Edgars
were the last ones to come over. They were of Scottish origin before this. There
were some English Edgars, but there were more Scottish Edgars, and he was first
generation in England from Scotland.

What was he doing during the Civil War?

I don’t know. No indication he was in the armed services, so I don’t know if he
bought somebody to (DePue laughs) take his place or...

He would have been pretty close to the age when he could serve.

Yeah, he would have been the age. He’d have been in his early- to mid-twenties.
But no, there was no indication he was in the Civil War. Coles County itself was a
hotbed for Copperheads. In fact, at the square in Charleston by the courthouse, they
had the most deadly battle north of the Ohio River between some Copperheads and
Union soldiers. I think four or five people were killed in that shootout.” So while
Coles County probably voted for Lincoln, there still was a good number of

3 “Copperheads™ was the name given to Northern Democrats who opposed the Civil War. See
http://www.eiu.edu/~localite/coles/copperhead.htm for an excerpt of the event’s press coverage.
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Copperheads and people who were not that sympathetic to the Union cause—which
is true in a lot of southern Illinois.

Yeah, if you go much farther south, most of that part of Illinois was settled by
people coming from Kentucky and places like that.

Yeah, and a lot of people at that time in Coles County were from Kentucky and
Tennessee, particularly—

So that was kind of the mixture area, then.

Yeah, the southern half of Coles County was predominantly people from Kentucky
and Tennessee. The northern half, where my great-grandfather settled, had a lot of
Germans who came; and that was later. They had to drain the swamps because it
was all flat prairie and the water stood. It was considered terrible land. Nobody
wanted to live there. You’d get malaria and things. And it took them a while to
figure out how you drained the swamps. The Germans came over, and they didn’t
have any money. They got all the bad land, and that turned out to be the best land
because they figured out how to drain it. It’s probably some of the best farmland in
the world.

I was going to ask you to describe Coles County in terms of its agricultural heritage.

Coles County has some excellent farmland. One of the last glaciers stopped right
about Charleston. You go south of Charleston, and it’s hilly; north of Charleston,
it’s flat as a pancake. So that land north of Charleston, particularly over where my
great-grandfather settled in Humboldt, and where my mother’s folks came from in
Humboldt, that’s really good farmland, very expensive farmland. If you go south of
Charleston, where I really had no relatives from—my wife does, but I don’t—it’s
hillier.I It was settled earlier and settled by people from Kentucky and Tennessee,
predominantly. But today, it’s not the best farmland. The farmers who are better off
are the ones north of town, because they’ve got much more productive acreage up
there.

Yeah, that starts about the border of Illinois and heads right up into northeastern
Iowa, I think—that huge swath of land.

Yeah. You go west of the Illinois River—it always amazed me when I traveled over
there—it’s much hillier, because apparently the glacier didn’t come straight down
all over the state; it was in more the eastern half of the state. So the hills you see in
western [llinois, even though it’s the same latitude as we are in eastern Illinois’s
completely different terrain.

When you were growing up here in Charleston, did you have relatives, who were
still involved in agriculture?

I didn’t have many relatives in Charleston, but I still had a lot of relatives up in the
Humboldt area who were involved in agriculture and still are today. My dad’s
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father—who was also James Edgar—wasn’t the first. It’s just every generation, as a
last thought, Oh, I want to name one of them James. Because I was the last male in
my generation of all the cousins, and I was named James, it wasn’t to keep that
thing going. The same way with my uncle, who was the last one in his generation.
My grandfather James—they called him Rue—farmed too, but he lost his farm
during the Depression. My dad always wanted to be a farmer, but they lost the farm.
After they got married, they went to Chicago and...

After your parents got married?

Got married, and so he never got a chance to be a farmer. But some of my father’s
sisters married farmers, and their families still, to this day, remain in agriculture.
I spent a lot of time out on those farms when I was growing up.

Do you know, roughly, the year that your grandfather would have lost the farm?

No, they just said he lost it during the Depression, so I guess it would have been
sometime in the early thirties.

You said that side of the family typically voted Democrat?

I think all my family voted Democrat. (laughs) My mother’s family voted
Democrat, and my father’s family voted Democrat. Interesting; some of his sisters,
though, became Republicans—not so much by marriage, as I think they were a little
more that way. But I grew up in a family that was nominal Democrats. I was always
referred to as the Republican in the family.

The other guy, huh?

Yeah. And even my cousins in Oklahoma, where I was born and we stayed close
with, some of them were Republicans and some were Democrats. The some that
were Republicans made up about half of the Republican Party in Oklahoma because
in the forties and the early fifties, there weren’t many Republicans in Oklahoma.
That’s changed, but...

That’s changed in a big way now.

Yeah, but right now, they have a Democratic governor. There are still a lot of
Democrats, but they’re a different type of Democrat than we run into in the northern
states.

Do you know much about the lore of your parents’ courting and getting married?

My mother was a freshman at Eastern Illinois University. Her father, who was very
important to her—because her mother died when she was five or six years old—she
was raised by her father, who had a general store, was a strong Democrat. He also
served on a couple education boards that were elected—township things. I don’t
think it was the school board, per se, but he was a prominent person in the
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community because Humboldt’s a very small town. That was, I think, the only
general store. Her mother had been a schoolteacher before she got married. Her
oldest sister was a schoolteacher, who also taught her one time in school. So her
family was pretty strong on education. All of them had come over to Eastern—in
fact, I think her oldest sister had actually gone to high school and finished up over
at Eastern in the old lab school high school.

So she went off to college—it was just kind of taken she was going to go to
college—and she went to Eastern. But toward the end of her freshman year, she
eloped with my father. My father had not gone to college. He’d gone to Arcola
High School, then he, I think, was farming, working on farms, and they got married.

What year would that be?
Let me think. I should have checked on that. It would have been...
Tom was born in *37.

So it would have been, probably, ’35. Then they immediately went up to Chicago—
that’s what all the Edgars did—because there were no jobs for him downstate, and
all of his brothers had pretty much gone up to Chicago to work.

It’s still in the midst of the Depression, as well.

Right, and they didn’t have a farm. Even if they had the farm, he [grandfather]
didn’t have that much farmland; they would have probably had to do other things
anyway. So his sisters had married farmers; two of them stayed and two of them
went away, but all the boys went to Chicago. When he got married, my mother and
he went to Chicago, and they both worked at Marshall Field’s, the big department
store.

Downtown Chicago.

Downtown, right. They worked in a downtown Marshall Field’s and lived on the
South Side of Chicago, about Sixty-seventh Street, near the IC [Illinois Central
Railroad] tracks. I don’t think they realized they were poor, but they barely got by.
I mean, Mother and one of her sisters-in-law would walk for miles, where there was
a bargain on vegetables or something like that.

My mother loved to dance. My father, I guess, was a pretty good dancer,
too—a trait that I did not inherit. That was the days of the big bands, and my mother
used to tell me when I was growing up how much she used to enjoy—they’d go
hear Guy Lombardo—Wayne King was her favorite—the Dorsey Brothers, or
Glenn Miller. There were two big ballrooms in Chicago. The Aragon, I think, was
on the north side, and I forget what’s the one on the south side, and they lived on



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

the South Side.* On Wednesday night, you could get in real cheap; they would
always go on Wednesday night and go to the dances. That’s something she always
missed, I think, when she came back downstate, because she loved going to those
dances. My mother was pretty reserved, though there were stories about her maybe
sneaking out occasionally to go on a date—from the house; I don’t think it was the
dorm, Pem Hall. [Pemberton Hall].

When she was in college, you mean?

I never got it straight exactly when it was, but sometime at that age. Everybody who
knew my mother was just shocked to hear that she ever did anything like that,
because she was the youngest in her family, raised by her father and some extent by
her oldest sister, and, I think, always minded them. But occasionally, she would go
do things like that. Early on in that period, she even tried smoking a cigarette once
in a while, but it didn’t stick with her.

That was not uncommon at all during that era.
Yeah.

Fred told me that while they were living up in the Chicago area, your father also
worked at a steel mill for a while.

Right, my father, while he came out of a Democratic family, he worked in a steel
mill and got involved in some of the labor disputes on management’s side. And
there’s pictures—

Was he a manager himself?

No, he wasn’t a manager, but they hired people that would buck the unions, and he
went in and did it. Of course, at that point, he probably just wanted a job. But
there’s a famous... If you watch labor history stories, they’ll show cars going into
this plant in Chicago and some people getting killed. He was supposedly in the last
car that made it and didn’t get killed. The car behind him, the people got pulled out
and killed. I can’t remember if it was Memorial Day, Labor—it was sometime in
the summer months when this happened. But I know I’ve watched those things, and
Mom has said, “That’s the one your dad...” And Mom would say that Dad would
get trapped in. They’d stay in the steel mill, but the union guys wouldn’t let them
out. There was a way on the river they could come down, on a barge, and he
occasionally would come home. When they would go out, he’d tell Mom, “Don’t
ever say anything about me being in the steel mill,” because union thugs had
followed other people home and beat up their families. So Mother had that to deal
with. I don’t know if Fred told you this story, but Mom said that they lived around
the street from the Lady in Red.

* Edgar’s parents probably went to the Trianon Ballroom, which was close by at 62nd Street and Cottage
Grove Avenue. Images of the Trianon as it looked in 1935 are available at http://chicago.urban-
history.org/sites/ballroom/trianon.htm.
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No, I didn’t hear that one.

The woman who fingered Dillinger. That happened, I think, in 34, and I don’t
think they were up there till *35, so I’'m not sure if she used to live around the
corner or what. But anyway, that was something she used to always mention
whenever gangster movies would come out.”

When did they move away from Chicago?

Fred might have had a better idea on this. I think they moved away about 1940.
Fred was born in Tuscola, and he was born in the fall of ’40. So at some point
around there, Dad and Mom moved back to Humboldt to work at her father’s
grocery store—it was now a grocery store, no longer a general store—with the idea
that he would take it over, I think, eventually. But my dad and his father-in-law had
different ideas about how you ought to run a grocery store. From the stories my
mom told me, my grandfather wasn’t big on refrigeration and didn’t want to spend
all that money on bringing in things to keep things. The thing was you just put ice
in something. Dad thought they needed to spend money and refrigerate things and
have coolers and become more of a modern grocery store—which they were used to
in Chicago—than the old-time general store. Plus, they’d built a hard road, as they
always called the highway, from Humboldt into Mattoon, so a lot of people got
their groceries in Mattoon; they didn’t have to go to the store in Humboldt. So a
whole lot of things like that. I think that that probably wasn’t going to last, and then
the war came along. My dad would liked to have been in the Air Force, but he had
two kids at that time and was in his thirties; they didn’t take him. But because he
had had experience working in factories, they sent him to an armament plant in
Kansas. That’s how they ended up out in Kansas during the war.

I’ve got the name of the—Parsons, Kansas?

Parsons, Kansas, in southeast Kansas, pretty close to the Oklahoma state line.
Any idea what kind of munitions he was working on out there?

No, I just know it was ammunition of some kind.

Did your mom ever talk about those years out in Kansas?

We used to visit, because that was just over the state line from Vinita. That’s how
she went down and met her cousins, because she really didn’t know her cousins till
then. They went down and visited, and that’s when, after the war, my mother’s
uncle offered Dad a job with the family, as he offered everybody in the family. But
anyway, she enjoyed Parsons. She had a good friend there, Thelma Clary was her

> Anna Sage, the “Woman in Red,” tipped federal authorities to John Dillinger’s presence at the Biograph
Theater, July 22, 1934; twelve years to the day before Edgar’s birth. At the time of Dillinger’s death, she lived
at 2420 N. Halsted Street. The U.S. deported Sage to Romania in 1936. Chicago Tribune, July 26, 1934, and
April 30, 1936.
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name, and we used to go visit her, even during the fifties. When we’d go down and
visit Oklahoma, we’d go visit Parsons, Kansas, too. That’s where she spent the war
years. I remember them talking about when they got word that Roosevelt had died,
and then when the war was over. All the things that people remember from those
years; that’s where she was, and I would listen to them tell those stories when I was
young. But when the war ended, of course, the armament plant closed, and that’s
when they went down to Oklahoma, and Dad took the job with my mother’s
relatives. My mother’s uncle had several of his sons-in-law in the business, too.

This is not a small business, then.

It wasn’t big enough for all the cousins and sons-in-law, (DePue laughs) Dad
decided, and that’s why they came back to Illinois. But they were in Oklahoma
probably for three or four years, and that’s where I was born. I was born in ’46. And
then I think about ’48—I was probably about two or three when we moved back to
Coles County.

What brought your dad back to Coles County?

Dad was in his mid-thirties at that point—or getting to be toward his late thirties—
and I think they wanted a more permanent job. They realized there were too many
relatives in the business in Oklahoma; that it would probably never be able to
support all of them, or maybe in the style they’d like to be supported. And Mom
said, while they’re very close to us—those are our closest relatives in many ways—
they [Edgar’s parents] always felt like maybe the others kind of resented them a
little bit because they really weren’t sons or daughters of this—they were cousins,
and they were kind of late to the party.

You mean your dad and mom were?

Yeah, so they always felt like maybe they had intruded on something there—for a
whole host of those. I think, maybe a little, too, they had grown up in Illinois and
they hadn’t grown up in Oklahoma, and it was a little different. I don’t know what
exactly sparked it, but Dad decided to go into the office supply business, and took
some courses and began to learn how you take care of typewriters and other types
of machines like that.

So they came back to Coles County; they wanted to come back and settle in
Charleston, they thought, because of the university. Back then it was a teachers
college. They thought it would be good to be in a community where there was a
college so that if anything happened to Dad, it would make it a lot easier for the
kids to get a college education. It was good planning because he came back and got
his business going, started it from scratch, and he got the contract to sell typewriters
to the university. I remember he spent a lot of nights—there was a big trucking firm
in Mattoon, Illinois, that had a pretty complex machine that kept track of
information; he had been working to maintain that and had just got it fixed. The
retail store was up on the square in Charleston. It just finally felt like things were

10
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moving along where they was going to be able to make it, and that’s when he got
killed.

But they purposely picked Charleston, because they’d always lived on the
other side of the county. They’d lived in Humboldt or been involved in Arcola, and
that deals with Mattoon; up and down Route 45. Charleston was on 130; that was
the other side. But the reason they came to Charleston—naturally, they should have
gone to Mattoon—but they came to Charleston because of the college.

Why do you say naturally they should have gone to Mattoon? Because that would
have been closer?

That’s where they were from. They were from that side of the county, and it was
pretty common for people from Humboldt to go to Mattoon. A lot of people from
Humboldt would move to Mattoon. It wasn’t as common to come over to
Charleston.

It’s not that much spread, about eight, ten miles between the two towns?

Yeah, but if you talk to people in Mattoon, you’ll find a lot of them came out of
Humboldt. You don’t find as many who came from Humboldt to Charleston. It’s
just the way things were back then. That might be an over-exaggeration, but as I
said, most of the people I know in Humboldt—Humboldt’s part of the Mattoon
school district now. That’s kind of the natural—you’d never think of Humboldt
being part of the Charleston school district.

While we’re in that neighborhood, how would you describe the demographics and
the politics between Mattoon and Charleston?

I don’t know back then, but I know when I was dealing with it, not a whole lot of
difference. Both Mattoon and Charleston probably were Republican, Mattoon
maybe more so in some ways because Charleston had the university, and college
professors always tend to be more Democratic. Mattoon had more factories, so you
did have some more blue collar, perhaps, in Mattoon. It probably all balanced out.
I know when I was running, Mattoon might have had a couple of precincts that
were a little stronger Republican than we had in Charleston, but for the most part,
they were pretty similar. North Coles County, Humboldt, tends to be more
Democrat—where my parents grew up—whereas the northern—

All those farmers were Democrats?

Yeah. I don’t know if some of those Germans had become Democrats when they
came over or what it was, but Humboldt township was Democratic. You go over the
county line into Arcola, where there was a lot of moving back and forth, it was
Republican, much more Republican. So my great-grandfather, who was a pretty
active Democrat, was really in the minority. Of course, he was used to being in the
minority back in England when they were the radicals. In fact, the first time I was
going to run for office, somebody was talking to one of the Republican county
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chairmen in Douglas County and said, “We got a young guy from Coles County
that we think a lot of, and his name is Jim Edgar.” And he said, “Well, I don’t know
any Edgars that are Republicans in Douglas County; they’re all Democrats.” Those
were all my cousins. They were all Democrats up there.

(laughs) I know that you were quite young when your father passed away, but |
want you to describe the person that you remember.

Somewhat remote... My dad—particularly from when I was three to when he was
killed—when I can remember, wasn’t around. He was working on the business, and
I was raised by my mother. I was the baby, so my mother probably spent a lot more
time with me at that point than maybe the other two. Fred’s six years older and Tom
was nine years older, so they were out and about. I just remember my father—I was
a little afraid of him because Dad was the disciplinarian in the family, and Fred, my
middle brother, used to get disciplined a lot (DePue laughs); I used to watch that,
and I didn’t want to get that discipline. I think I got spanked a few times, but not
anything like my brother Fred did.

How did he manage to get in trouble?

Just being Fred. Fred sometimes would speak his mind when, at that point, young
people were not supposed to just say what came to their mind to elders. And Dad
was very strict. Fred used to get in trouble. He’d maybe smart off to a neighbor, and
Dad did not want his—his children would be respectful to their elders. Or he’d just
be Fred; just get in some kind of trouble and come home, and Dad would come
home, and he would...

I know that Tom was that much more older than the rest of you.

Tom was older; Tom was smarter. We suspect that Tom probably did just as many
evil things, but he had a way not to get caught and probably get Fred blamed for it.
But Dad—again, I wasn’t around him as much because he was gone a lot of times.
I remember this thing at this trucking company; he would get called out in the
night—they’d break down, and he’d go over there and work all night trying to

get it fixed. But this was important to him, to show he could do that and get a big
customer like that. He also would—and this is when he was killed, too—go back
to Chicago. He had his younger brother, Jim Edgar, who I guess I was named after,
and they’d go up and see White Sox. He was a big White Sox fan, so he’d go up
and spend a couple days...

A South Sider, yeah.

Yeah, a South Sider. [ remember many a time on a Sunday afternoon, he’d be
listening to White Sox games on the radio and fall asleep with the newspaper in his
lap. Because the radio, of course—we didn’t have television—was the main
entertainment thing we had.
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Fred told me that Thanksgivings, he and your dad would oftentimes go to the
annual Thanksgiving game between Tuscola and Arcola.

Tuscola and Arcola. Yeah. I only went once, and I think it was after Dad was dead.
I went with my cousins. Yeah, that was quite a football game. I remember guys
would get hurt, and they wouldn’t want to go to the hospital till the game was over.
They’d want to stay and see how... Dad had played football for Arcola, and so had
several of his brothers. In fact, a couple of his brothers were considered some of the
better players. One went to U of I on a football scholarship, until he got hurt his
freshman year and they took the scholarship away; he never got any farther than
that. He ended up in Chicago, too. That was my uncle Jim. But yeah, that Arcola-
Tuscola football game back in the twenties and the thirties was a major event; and
then when Fred would go with Dad, it would be in the early fifties.

Your father started off having an interest in farming because he thought he could—
He grew up on a farm.

Grew up on a farm. Headed up [to Chicago] and was at Marshall Field’s, then was
working the steel industry, was in munitions, and then came back to a business kind
of thing. Did he see himself as a businessman, because that’s where he ended up?

I think he did. I think he was moving that way. I think if he hadn’t been killed, he
would have evolved into a successful retailer. My dad was a very personable
individual. People liked Cecil. He could be a partier, too. He was known to go to
the establishment... I envision that business would have done well; he’d have been
a member, probably, in the country club, played golf. I watched a lot of my friends’
parents who were successful in business in Charleston and lived that life. We never
did, but I always felt like he would have because he was a hard worker. Dad
worked. He grew up with that work ethic, and I think he did have this business
going well. He would provide good service to the customers, and I think that was
important. He did business with the university, which was one of the major sources
of income in that area. So I think he would have done well in the business.

I neglected to bring up his name before. Cecil was his name?

His name was Cecil. Did not have a middle name. He gave himself a middle name:
Edward. I’'m not sure why Edward, but that was his middle name. But his birth
certificate—as I understand—there wasn’t a middle name on there.

So he would have been Cecil Ed Edgar?
Yeah. Cecil E. Edgar.
And your mother’s name?

My mother’s real name, much to her chagrin, was Onie Elizabeth.
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DePue: Onie Elizabeth?

Edgar: Yeah. She always claimed it was Elizabeth Onie, but it really was Onie Elizabeth.
She also claimed she thought she was born in 1917, and she was born in 1916. I had
to correct her at one point in her life. She was a little taken aback (DePue laughs)
when she found out she was a year older than she thought.

DePue: So it wasn’t that she was trying to pad her age a little bit?

Edgar: No, I think she was born in the latter part of December, so it was almost 1917;
I think that’s how she probably rationalized it. But—

DePue: She didn’t go by Elizabeth, though, did she?
Edgar: No, she went by Betty, which was a name for Elizabeth back in those days.
DePue: A pretty down-to-earth name.

Edgar: Yeah. Dad was the second-youngest of eight brothers and sisters—four boys and
four girls—and Mom was the youngest of...let’s see, one, two, three, four, five.
She’d have been the sixth. A lot of them got TB [tuberculosis] in that family. Her
mother died with it, two of her siblings died with it, and two of her other siblings
had it and then survived.

DePue: [ just read this article that was something of a—
Edgar: Oh, is that the thing that Dan Thornburgh did on my mom?

DePue: —a biography, and he suggested cancer was why your grandmother passed.
(both talking)

Edgar: 1tell you, I thought it was. That’s what I had heard, but then I was just out in
Oklahoma talking to my cousin, who was like my mother’s sister. That’s one of
the cousins we worked in, who had been—my mom was very close—and that’s that
side of the family. She said that she’d got TB. She had TB, then maybe the cancer
came afterwards, but TB was, she [Edgar’s cousin] thought, the cause. So I’'m not
sure which one it was, but apparently she did have TB.

DePue: Did your mother ever talk about what it was like to grow up without a mother,
being raised by her dad?

Edgar: She talked a little bit about growing up. Mother was an excellent mother. Mother
was a mother twenty-eight hours a day, eight days a week, fifty-five weeks a year.
Everything was for her kids, especially for her baby. The other two, too, but there’s
no doubt I was spoiled. Mother—

DePue: Tom was fifteen or so when [your father] passed away.
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But she didn’t work at that time; as Brenda points out, she wasn’t getting paid for
her work. (DePue laughs) She just wanted to be a housewife and be a mother, so her
kids were everything to her. Mom would talk about being the youngest, sometimes.
She had an older sister that was kind of active in Democratic politics in
Springfield—probably wasn’t her favorite sister—and she would come home and
sleep late and just go have lunch with her dad, while Mom had to clean the house,
and things like that.

But Mom had great respect for her father. Her father raised her. I always said
that Marshall Moore, who I never knew—he was dead before I was born—probably
had as much influence on me as anybody because he raised my mother and my
mother raised me. She would talk about how they would walk out from Humboldt,
out to the cemetery, which is about a mile away, every Sunday to visit her mother’s
grave, and then she would play cards with her dad. They played Solitaire and things
like that. I think her dad spent a lot of time with her, as much as fathers did back in
that period. And the fact she was the last one home. She had a brother a couple of
years older who would sleep in late, too, and she used to kind of resent that a little
bit, because she thought he didn’t work too hard.

Did her father get remarried?
No.

We’ve kind of skirted around it up to this point. It was 1953, I believe. Can you talk
a little bit about your father’s death?

When my father was killed? I can remember the day. It was a Sunday morning.

We were getting ready to go to church. Dad had gone up the day before to stay

with Uncle Jim to go to the White Sox ballgame. In fact, I remember watching
him—I think I had been at a movie and came back Saturday afternoon and watched
the car, the van, go. He had kind of what they called a van. It wasn’t a truck because
it was enclosed, and we used to all pack in the back when we’d go on trips, but
that’s what he used where he could...

Kind of like a panel truck or something?
Yeah, and he was driving that up to Chicago. That was the only car we had.
How old were you at this time?

Seven. I had just started second grade. In fact, he had said something to me about it.
He said, “If you didn’t have school, I'd take you up with me, because I don’t spend
much time with you.” But he went up. Then the next day, we were getting ready to
go to church, and one of the neighbors came over and said, “This can’t be Cec, can
it?” because he had one of the Chicago papers saying somebody had been killed in
an accident, and it was Cecil Edgar. We hadn’t heard anything at that point. They
started making calls up there and found the right authority, and they said yeah, it
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was Cecil Edgar from Charleston. That’s how we heard it. And again, that was,
probably by that time, maybe ten o’clock Sunday morning.

Do you remember your mom’s reaction to that?

I remember my mother was very emotional. Mom was pretty solid, but she just
couldn’t believe it... She was very distraught with that. I have to say I was
somewhat indifferent. I was seven. It didn’t mean a whole lot to me. Death just
wasn’t something I related to.

You couldn’t understand it at that time?

No, I don’t think I did, and again, my father—I wasn’t as emotionally close to him
as my mother, to some extent.

Even at that age.

That age, yeah. [ know I didn’t cry. Fred did, Tom—they both were—Fred is
always a little more outgoing than Tom was on anything. I just remember they were
very upset. Mother was very, very upset. I just kind of wandered around, kind of
watched it all, and then we started having relatives come in.

One of the things that was very important to me in that period and that we
didn’t talk about, something that had an impact when I was young: my mother had
polio years before, when polio was huge in the United States.

This would have been ’48, ’50, or...?

About ’51, ’52, that period. When Mom had polio, she had to go to Champaign, to a
hospital; and nobody knew for sure what polio was, except everybody was getting
it. We couldn’t go to school. I don’t think I was ready to go to school then, but I just
remembered my brothers stayed home, and we would play all day. Then the
neighborhood kids, when they got out of school, would come over and play with us,
even though we couldn’t go to school, but nobody really believed it.

This is not such a bad thing, huh?

Yeah. But what I remember happening—the same thing when my dad was killed—
is something I think had an impact on me. Particularly the church responded in a
way—we never went without food. We never ate as well as we did when Mom was
in the hospital with polio, because all the church folks—particularly the church
folks, because that was an important part of our life—brought in food; main meals,
desserts. In fact, when Mom came home, they stopped bringing it; she really wasn’t
able to cook yet, and we were kind of worried what we were going to do about
food.

And then when Dad was killed, the same thing. We had relatives come in, too,
at that point, from Oklahoma; the ones I talked about. As soon as they heard, they
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jumped in the car and came up. But it always made an impact on me, both the polio
and then later when Dad was killed; that community support, and the church
particularly. We were members of the First Baptist Church in Charleston; we hadn’t
been there all that long. I remember when my mom got polio, my dad had to, of
course, go up to Champaign—one of the doctor diagnoses—and he had to take her
up there. And he took us over to the—the minister kept us for a couple of days until
we got everything worked out.

And so Dad’s death—huge impact. I didn’t appreciate, until I was much older,
what it was to grow up without a father. But the immediate impact, the same as
when Mom had polio, was how important that community support is, and the
church in particular. That’s an extended family, and to this day, those people,
whether it’s some of our cousins that were there then or people in the church; you
feel like that’s family. That’s always had an impact on me and appreciation for—
you need that type of support more than just the immediate family.

Tell me more about the church that you grew up in. You said First Baptist Church.
Is that...?

American Baptist Church, which makes it a little different than a Southern Baptist.
In political terms, Nelson Rockefeller was an American Baptist and Strom
Thurmond was a Southern Baptist, so it’s almost that way in religion. The
American Baptist—

Well, you’re a historian. The split between the two Baptist—

The split occurred before the Civil War. It was over slavery. But later on, the
theology maybe wasn’t so different, but their take on it was much more different.
American Baptists were much more mainline, whereas Southern Baptists were
much more fundamentalist.

This impacted, there’s no doubt, my political views: American Baptists, out of
all Baptists, are great supporters of separation of church and state. No way did they
want the state involved in church, and they did not want any state money going to
schools, parochial schools—absolutely not. Also, even on issues like abortion, they
didn’t think the state ought to get involved. That’s a personal decision. And the
American Baptist Church until recently—they finally changed their position—
because we go to the Methodist now; I’'m not sure—they never [wanted] laws
passed opposed to abortion. They may be opposed to it, but they didn’t think
government ought to set that. So I kind of grew up in a—where government doesn’t
get involved in religion, stays away, and those are decisions people have to make.
And also, your religious beliefs—that’s a personal decision. You’ve got to make
that call. You don’t have some bishop or church hierarchy. Baptists are very
independent.

So each church has a little bit of its own flavor?
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Yeah, and each church hires its own minister; nobody assigned them. And they
always said if you get two Baptists together, you’re going to have three different
points of view, and one will get mad and go down the street and start another
church. But that separation of church and state—I remember when I first was going
to run for state representative and they wanted to have a gathering. They said, “Why
don’t we call the church and have it?” I said, “Oh, no, you don’t talk to the church
about that.” I said, “You don’t do that in a Baptist church, you know.” And I can
remember when I ran for—I think I was running for secretary of state. We were
going to the Baptist church in Springfield, across from the governor’s mansion, and
the minister said, “Now, people, don’t forget: there’s an election Sunday, and one
of our members is involved in that.” That’s the closest they ever came to saying
anything, and that was just kind of a reminder: hey, don’t forget to go vote. But

no, no; you just never thought about tying those things together.

But there is no doubt—and particularly after my father was killed—that that
was my mother’s support group, too. Her friends were people from church. She
socialized with people from church—they had their own groups, and to the day she
died, those were her best friends. So I grew up in that environment where I went to
church every Sunday, and sometimes I went to youth group on Sunday night and
even went to prayer meeting on Wednesday. Early on, I wanted to go to church
camp.I If you went to all those [meetings], you got a stamp for each one; and if you
got your stamp book filled, then the church would pay half your cost of church
camp. So that probably induced me a little bit early on to go to those things.

But for my time and my age, I was a churchgoer compared to a lot of my—
most of my friends went to the Methodist Church; or you talked to Tony some, and
he was Catholic. We had some Catholics. We knew they were different because
they went to catechism on Monday. We didn’t have a parochial school in
Charleston. It’s the largest city, I think, in the state of Illinois that didn’t have a
parochial school. But they had to go to catechism on Monday, so they used to go off
on Mondays someplace to that mysterious thing they did in church. But most kids
were Methodist or they went to the Christian Church. Very few went to the Baptist
Church; there were probably only three or four. And I always felt a little kind of
different because of that.

Were there some Southern Baptists in town?

There was a Southern Baptist church. I didn’t know anybody who went to that. It
was called the University Baptist, but I didn’t know anybody who went to that.

Fred recalls while you guys were living down in Oklahoma—
Fred didn’t go that often. Yeah. (laughter)
He remembers a minister down in—

Scotty. Vinita.
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—Oklahoma who was a fire and brimstone preacher.

His name was Scotty, and I can’t remember Scotty’s last name. But that was a
Southern Baptist Church. And that’s how we kind of got to be—Mother was raised
a Methodist; Dad was, too. I don’t think Dad was much of a churchgoer. But when
they moved down to Oklahoma, because all the cousins went to the First Baptist
Church in Vinita, they went and joined. Dad got baptized, I think, while he was
down there. And so when they moved to Charleston, they thought, “We’ll try the
Baptist church and we’ll try the Methodist church.”

They went to the Baptist church one Sunday. The minister visited them the
next day, and they never made it to the Methodist church. And that minister; they
were very good at getting them into things, and Dad was active in the church, then.
From my understanding from Mom, that wasn’t historically true of him, but he was
very active at the Baptist Church in Charleston. He was a trustee. Versus a deacon,
a trustee is more dealing with the building and things like that. The deacons are
more in the spiritual part of it, but Dad was more in the mechanical part of the
church. And we went every Sunday. Again, for him, that was somewhat a
departure, and I think that had started in Oklahoma, from what I understand. I don’t
think he was maybe that much of a churchgoer when they were in Chicago.

Being American Baptist, is it the same tradition as Southern Baptist: you have to
declare, and that’s the point in time when you’re baptized?

Yeah. You’re baptized as a knowing person. To be truthful, I was baptized when

I was seven. I don’t know how much I knew—I probably thought it would help
get me some more stamps for that church camp. (DePue laughs) But it was a tough
thing to go in public, walk down that aisle, and have everybody see you, and then
you knew you were going to get in that tank. I didn’t worry about getting dunked
under water, but it was hard to—I remember it took me several Sundays before

I was ready to step forward. I look back on it: I probably was too young to really
make that kind of decision. But that’s how I was raised. If you’re going to be a
Christian, you need to publicly declare your faith, and that’s how you do it.

I would assume you weren’t alone in being that young and being baptized.

No, but again, there weren’t many young people in that church. There weren’t that
many people in that church. In my age group, there was probably three or four that
went through that, and I think I was the only boy.

What kind of lifestyle values were being preached to you from the pulpit?

Oh, I don’t remember. Basically, live a good life and do what the Bible says; don’t
go out—but I never felt any great pressure. I never smoke or drank, but that
probably had more to do with my mother.
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That was the nature of the question, because when I talk to people about Jim Edgar
the politician, things that oftentimes come up are: straight-laced, doesn’t drink,
doesn’t smoke, doesn’t swear.

Yeah.
And talking Illinois politics: not swearing, that’s kind of unusual.

Brenda will tell you I’ve been known to let a few go occasionally, but I don’t do it
in public, and I try to catch myself.

So that’s more of a factor of your mother’s influence?

My mother’s influence and probably the environment of growing up around the
church, too. It was interesting. The people I'd see at church, some of them, I
thought, Boy, these people have a suit and tie; they’re really important; and then I'd
see them at work and they might be a clerk in some store, or something like that.
That always kind of amazed me because they were up on a pedestal at church, and
then I’d see them, and they were just ordinary blue-collar workers. But I’'m sure my
mother had more impact on me than anything in my life by far. I am the product of
my mother’s raising me. The things I do wrong, I fell off the wagon. My mother’s
influence on me is huge.

Because when I was growing up, when I was real little, she’d read to me at
night. When I'd get sick, she would read. I liked to get sick just so she would read
books to me. Tom and Fred were older and Dad was gone—he had been killed—
so every Sunday afternoon, we’d probably play Monopoly or she’d do whatever
I wanted to do. We ate all our meals together. Fred would occasionally drop in.
(DePue laughs) Basically, when he got into high school, he’d occasionally drop
in. But I think I’'m a product of my mother’s environment. The church was an
important part of that, but the impact of the church was through my mother to me.

You described her character very well. How would you describe her personality?

Oh, I think everybody liked Betty. She just was well-liked. People never understood
why she didn’t ever date after Dad was killed, or thought it was too bad she didn’t
get remarried.

Did she ever explain to you why she didn’t?

She had three boys, and that was her mission in life, to get those three boys raised.
Then after a while, she said, “You know, I’ve gone this long; I don’t know if I want
somebody’s problems. (DePue laughs) First time for love; second time for money,”
and she never found anybody that had that much money. But guys every so often
would call her up. Later on, when I got older, when you could talk—I couldn’t talk
about those things with her till I was probably in my twenties or thirties—she just
said, “I figured they had problems, and I don’t need those problems at this age.” But
it’s too bad. I always feel bad she didn’t get to travel. She always barely got by
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financially. She had pain all the time from polio in her back. Her back was
continually, ever since she had polio, giving her real serious problems.

I want you to kind of lay out, if you could, what she did after your father’s death in
terms of trying to make a living and make a way in life.

Mother had been just a housewife at that point, even though she had one year of
college and she’d worked at Marshall Field’s, but that was just as a clerk. After Dad
was killed, she took some classes at Eastern in typing—I think she knew how to
type, but she hadn’t typed in a long time—to improve her skills so she could get a
job. Most jobs for women at that point were clerical jobs. The first job she got was
at Christmas time. Firestone had a toy section, and at Christmas they were busier
and needed extra help, so they hired her to come—because I remember I wanted an
electric train because my brother had had an electric train. I probably shouldn’t
have wanted that—we didn’t have the money for that—but she worked at Firestone,
and they had the Lionel franchise in town. So one of the things she got at cost was a
Lionel train at Christmas. Mother, if she could, within reason—whatever I wanted,
she would get for me.

People knew that she needed work. Charleston was a small enough town,
people knew Betty; she was a widow lady and she had three boys and she needed—
because we didn’t have any money. Dad had taken out, fortunately, a life insurance
policy for, I think, five thousand dollars, which was a lot of money back then. So
Mother had that, but that was it. Sold off the business, but the business was at the
point where I don’t know if they made anything or not; at least I don’t think he had
any debt from that. With that five thousand, they used it for a down payment to buy
a house, so—

As T'understand, your dad was in business with his brother-in-law?

Yeah, but he had bought him out. Yeah, my mother’s uncle, this one I had told you
she thought sometimes slept too late. But he got so he knew typewriters. He had
already left the—they were going to dissolve the part—because he had already
moved to Decatur to go do his own thing. Uncle Bob had had TB when he was
younger, and he was somewhat reclusive. He had been a dancer and all that stuff
earlier, but by that point, he was really kind of nervous around people, and he had
some ribs taken out. He was always sensitive if you’d walk around him. He would
stay, and he’d work on typewriters and things, but he was not a businessman; that
just wasn’t his thing, so he went to Decatur and did typewriter repair and things like
that there. But he had already made that split before Dad was killed. He came back
and helped Mom and a friend of Mom’s, who was from out in California, a
businesswoman, sell off the business.

But Mom was working at a grocery store. You know, when sometimes they’1l
give away samples at grocery stores? They had her come and do that, and a lady
came through who headed up the agricultural department—used to be the Triple-A,
they’d call it—every county had an agricultural office where, if you were a farmer,
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you’d go and do sign-ups for different programs.6 And she was a woman running it,
which was pretty unusual. Her name was Maxine Mercer, and she came through at
the grocery store and asked mother, “Would you be interested in a job?”” And my
mom said, “Well, yeah, I might be.” So Mom went and interviewed, got hired, and
she worked there for the next, oh, probably twenty years, until the agricultural
department, the only federal agency (laughs) I ever knew that cut back. Mom kept
pointing out, “I think I might lose my job.” I said, “Mom, the federal government’s
never cut back.” They actually cut back.

She could have taken disability at that point because of her back, but she
wouldn’t take it. She thought that was charity, and she wasn’t taking charity. And
the same thing happened when Dad was killed. There was a question about that
accident: Dad might have come across the line—the thought was that his tire had
blown out he’d come across the line—but the guy in the semi didn’t have a valid
driver’s license, and then there was all this thought that she could have sued. But
she didn’t want to sue. She didn’t want to go through a lawsuit. She didn’t want to
put the kids through it. There was mixed feelings about that. She didn’t want
charity; she didn’t want public aid. She thought disability was public aid, and she
didn’t want that—if she’d have taken disability from her job.

But she was okay if we’re talking about family and friends and church, Because
that’s what churches are supposed to do?

Oh, yeah. The church helping out. If anybody gets sick or anything like that; Mom,
she’d make up a dessert or a casserole or something and take it. She was very
supportive there. But she didn’t mind other people doing it; she just didn’t want
herself. She didn’t want something for nothing, was her kind of attitude. So
anyway, she went to work at the Department of Agriculture. She never liked the
job. She—

That’s a lot of years for a place you don’t like.

No, but she needed a job. She needed the money. And she used to—the woman who
I thought was good to give her the job, but she kind of, I think—I don’t know if she
resented her. She just never was that happy at that job, and she’d have much rather
been at home, been a housewife. That’s really what she wanted, to have been taking
care of her kids. Saying that, that job—working for the federal government—there
were benefits there. I don’t know if she appreciated it when she took it, but that was
a good job to have. The university was a good job in Charleston, too, but working
for the federal government was a pretty good thing. Of course, she knew a lot of the
farmers from the Humboldt area, and she got to know all the farmers in the county
because she would deal with them there. Twenty years; it might have been more
than that. I was trying to think when she left to go work at the university. When
they downsized that, they were going to let her go, but they said, “Take disability;

® “Triple-A” was probably a reference to the Agricultural Adjustment Administration.
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you qualify for disability,” but she didn’t want to do that. So she went out and got a
job out at the university.

Roughly what year would that have been?
I ran for the legislature in ’74, so it had to be sometime early seventies.
So you were pretty much grown and out of the house at that time?

Oh, I was gone. Yeah. And she first worked for Dan Thornburgh who was—that’s
who (taps on table)—this...

What’s the last name again?

Thornburgh. Dan Thornburgh at the journalism department. She was a secretary
there, and she worked there for about a year and a half. Then she got a chance to go
to the athletic department, and she loved that. She loved sports because she’d
followed sports, and also, she liked being around the young kids. And the athletic
directors both were—she was kind of like their surrogate mother. She enjoyed it.
Mother on sports: this is very important to understand all of us, the Edgar boys,
especially Fred and myself. Mother never missed a ballgame that any of us played
in. Nobody had a parent that made as many ballgames as my mother.

From listening to Fred, just his own experience, that’s a lot of ballgames.

That’s a lot of ballgames. And even if we were sitting on a bench, which I sat
often—Fred didn’t, but I did—she would be there. In fact, Fred will tell the story
about one time, we had this coach at high school that we all kind of idolized, Coach
Baker—also, you didn’t smoke or drink if you played sports. And that’s probably
had an impact on me, too: “Boy, you better not get in...” But one time he was on—it
was Fred who was playing ball—them about how they got to work harder, and he
says, “You guys have got to go out there and do your best. You’ve got your
parents—they’ve done a lot and they come here. Like Betty Edgar. She comes to
every game. She really sacrifices for Fred here.” And Fred was a little upset his
mom was the... (laughter) But that was Mom.

I knew if I was doing anything, Mother was going to be there. I just kind of
took it for granted. And the same thing with Fred. In high school, he was always
late from practice or whatever. There was always a warm meal in the oven waiting
for him, or she would go in and cook him—it would be ten o’clock sometimes
when he’d show up, and Mom just—she would do that. As I said, there’s no doubt
we were spoiled, but Mother’s whole life was her boys.

How badly can you be spoiled when she can’t have that much money to spoil you
with in the first place?

I didn’t have a whole lot of need. It didn’t take a whole lot to spoil me. (laughter)
Just fix what I wanted for dinner. Brenda, to this day, hates fixing meals because
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she says, “You were spoiled.” She says you had to fix exactly what you wanted the
way you wanted it. I remember when we first got married, one time, I said, “I don’t
want this.” She said, “Well, I don’t care. This is what we’re having tonight.” And |
was like, “No, that’s not how we do this.” (DePue laughs) So we eat out a lot.

But Mother would always have cookies in the cookie jars. And after I left, I'd
come home, and she knew I was coming home—no matter how bad she felt, there
were fresh cookies in that cookie jar when I got in there; and if I was going to be
there longer, she’d fix me fried chicken, which was my favorite, and things like
that. And she’d do the same for Fred. Fred liked sugar cookies. Tom, he was a little
different. He would be gone a lot. He went out to California, so he wasn’t around,
and he got rather eccentric and I think used to challenge Mother a little bit just by
his life. He’d come and sleep on the floor in the living room and didn’t want any
noise till noon, and things like that.

Was that later in high school when you’re—

In college and later. Tom, in many ways, was the closest originally, but Fred was
always—she worried about Fred. (laughs) She worried about Fred getting through
school, because Fred—I think he spent at least six years at Eastern. He had a good
time.

Do you recall the day that Fred got banged up seriously in an auto accident?

Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Had surgery. Yeah, she... Fred was in high school—
was he still in high school, or was he in college?

He was in high school when that accident occurred.
Yeah, I was thinking when got his head cut. Yeah. (phone rings)
I think that was his senior year.

Yeah, probably. Yeah. And—if that’s really important, they’ll call Sue. I forgot to
turn that off. Again, I always said I was raised by my mother. Anything good that
I ever did or knew, I got from my mother.

I never missed any of my kids’ games either. I was fortunate. I was secretary
of state, and I could pretty well determine my schedule. I did miss a couple of
tennis matches with my daughter because I was governor, or I was running for
governor. I remember I had to miss a tennis game for Elizabeth, and I was really
upset, and the staff said, ”You got a debate with Neil Hartigan. You’re running for
governor. You’ve got to be at the debate.” (laughs) And I said, “She’s got a tennis
game!” (DePue laughs) So I think I made more games; and Brenda, usually, as well.
Even if Brenda couldn’t get there—so I was secretary of state; my schedule rotated
around my kids’ games. Every fall, they’d get the schedule of Brad’s games from
the school before I'd get committed. And that’s part of being a parent. I have to say,
I didn’t want to be anyplace other than watching my kids. That, to me, was... But I
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think I learned that from my mother. There’s nothing more important; and I’'m sure
sometimes my son wished I hadn’t come, (DePue laughs) because he’d come home,
and he’d have to relive the game and why the coach did what he did. But my mom
never did that. Mom never second-guessed the coach, but she was always there to
support us.

Tell me about growing up in what sounds like something of a boarding house.

When we bought the house on Lincoln Street, we were over by the campus, and part
of the way to help supplement a very, very limited income was to take in roomers.
That was pretty common; the dorms weren’t that prevalent at Eastern, and usually a
lot of students would live in a rooming house, more or less. And you’d get so many
college students, and they had to follow certain regulations and things like that. So
for five or six years, probably, we had roomers. Fred would remember because Fred
used to, of course, get in trouble with them, and they’d lock him out because he
was—he’d have been, what, junior high, about ready to go into high school—
always causing them trouble, so they wouldn’t hesitate to...

As I recall, he told the story about one of the kids hanging his mattress out the
window, and things like that.

Yeah. Fred deserved that. (DePue laughs) I stayed out of that, but by the time I got
around them, we had one who was a music major; and I spent time with him, and
he’d try to teach me the accordion. He lived with us all four years, so he got to be
like part of the family. But Fred was old enough that he was around them a lot more
than I was. We had one roomer who actually had been a high school classmate of
Tom’s, and his family had moved out of—been to the university and moved out of
Charleston. But he lived with us a year. We were going to make a telescope
together, and we worked on that. But as I said, they probably had more of an impact
on Fred, more involvement than I did, to tell you the truth.

Did that stop because you moved?

No, that stopped because Mom just really, I guess, didn’t need it, and it got to be
more of a hassle in some ways. The music major, when he graduated—I think by
the time of his senior year he was the only one left—Mom just didn’t really want to
go through, because you never knew for sure what you were going to get.

I’d like to spend quite a bit of time, then, talking about what your life was like
growing up. We’ve spent an awful lot of time talking about your mom and Fred,
and Tom a little bit, but what was it like for you?

I'don’t know. I guess I didn’t know we were poor—and I think we were poor. After
Dad was killed and that car was totaled, we didn’t have a car. We didn’t have a car
until—gee, I think I was almost in junior high. So we had to always rely on
somebody else to give us a ride to church and things like that.

How was your mom getting to work?
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She’d get a ride. She’d get a ride from somebody every day, somebody down the
street, who went to where she worked. We had neighbors that would give us a ride
to church. And groceries—I’m not sure how she did that, unless she’d maybe get
the groceries when she was at work and get a ride home. Clothes-wise, I always
thought I had adequate clothes. It wasn’t anything fancy. We didn’t eat out. We
didn’t take trips. Our vacations were to go to Vinita, Oklahoma, and their vacation
was to come to Charleston. And they’d come and get us and take us down there.

I had an aunt and uncle—Uncle Everett, who was very important in our family
because his wife Maude was my dad’s oldest sister, and he really helped out a lot
when Dad got killed. He was kind of the advisor. He helped Mom buy the house;
and he would come over, and they’d fix things up; and we’d go out to their place a
lot.

Was he something of a surrogate father for you?

I wouldn’t say a surrogate father. He’s more like a surrogate grandfather, probably.
That’s how I always viewed him, more like what a grandfather might be; though he
had his own kids and stuff. We spent a lot of time out; we’d always go out, just like
part of them. We’d always go with his kids out there and have Sunday meals, and
holidays, and he’d give all the grandkids a silver dollar. Well, he gave me a silver
dollar. I give all my grandkids twenty dollars—it’s not a silver dollar. It’s
something I know I learned from him: you give cash; it’s not underwear, or things
like that.

What’d you do with your silver dollar?

Oh, I saved them. I lost them all, probably. I don’t have any of them left today.
Spent them.

But you didn’t go out and spend them or anything?

Oh, I spent them eventually, yeah. A dollar was a lot of money, though. And I was
saving for a bike. My first thing, I remember, I was saving money for a bicycle
when [ was—first grade on. I think I got it at the end of my third grade year.

Again, I mentioned that I talked to Tony Sunderman this morning, and he certainly
recalls the two of you, maybe a bunch of kids, riding around town, all over
Charleston.

On our bikes, yeah. That was one really nice thing about Charleston. It was small
enough and times were such, you didn’t have to have a car, you didn’t have to have
somebody take you; you just jumped on your bike, and you went there. And I got a
bike when I was third or fourth grade; from then on, I was mobile. I could go
anyplace in Charleston. And growing up in Charleston, the first school I went to
was Franklin, which was four classes—first, second, third, fourth grade—and there
was just one class of each. It was the oldest school in town.

26



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

You haven’t asked me this, and this is something that I think also impacted
me. It probably still bothers me a little bit today, though I think I finally got over
it. I had to take speech therapy, and that really made me a little conscious if I ever
spoke, because I didn’t speak clearly. I had trouble with my Rs and my S’s and
things like that. Speech therapy then, they’d take you out of class. You’d be in
class, and all of the sudden, “Jim, you got to go,” and you’d go meet somebody in
the hallway or in a little room.

But everybody knows you’re leaving.

Everybody knew it. Most kids thought I was getting off. (DePue laughs) They
thought, That’d be neat. I can’t say that anybody ever got on me about it, but I
know I was always a little conscious about that. Later on, I was always very
nervous, when I'd get up and make a speech, about would people know that I took
speech therapy, and do I have trouble articulating my point of view? But that was
maybe the only thing different for me.

I was just pretty normal in school. I was one of the kids. I won’t say I was the
most popular, but I was not one of the least popular. I did well in school. I wasn’t
the smartest, but I sure wasn’t the dumbest. I wasn’t the best athlete, but I wasn’t
the poorest. I was just pretty average. The only thing unique was I took speech
therapy, and that always bothered me a little bit. As I said, I think I finally got over
it when I was governor, after I got reelected by the largest margin in the history of
the state; at that point, I began to feel like I can get up and give a speech and not be
too nervous about it.

This probably has absolutely nothing to do with speech therapy, but I noticed early
on when you pronounced “Ohio,” you didn’t say “Ohio.” Is that something peculiar
to the area of Charleston?

You know, you don’t know your voice. When you hear your voice for the first time
on a tape recorder, you think, Who is that? And we had a tape recorder, and I was
very little. My dad had a tape recorder at the office for some reason. He sold them,
so we had one. I can remember that was the strangest thing, to listen to my voice.
And it always was strange to me. But somebody did a book a few years ago. There
are sixty different dialects in the state of Illinois, and they vary from county to
county; and I am convinced that -—Max Coffey—he’s the guy we’ll talk about later
who beat me. I used to listen to him, and I said, “Boy, he sounds like a hick.” And
then I used to hear me, and I sound just like him. (laughter) And there is a Coles
County twang. It’s not from Oklahoma, I don’t think. I don’t think I got it in
Oklahoma; I think I got it in Coles County. After that, I realized that guy’s probably
right about these different dialects—maybe. That might be why. I'm sure there’s—
like “Warshington”; I’ve always done that; that isn’t to do with the speech therapy;
that just has something to do with where 1 grew up.

What did you and your buddies do when you’re riding around on your bike?

27



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

I collected. I’ve been a lifelong collector. Early on, I collected stamps, from which
I learned a lot of history and geography. I still collect stamps. I don’t get as much
time at it. I get it a lot at home. But I’ve found it to be a great way to, as I said, learn
history and geography and kind of the outside world. I collected rocks. I was a rock
hound. I would go find granite or split open, and fossils, and things like that; so I
had boxes of rocks around the house. Everybody back then had models, airplane
models. I never was a big car model—I had some, but more airplane models. I got
into rockets. I kind of knew what was going on in satellites. I knew who Warner
von Braun was; he was one of my heroes. I followed that kind of stuff. And one of
the things Brenda will tell you is that I don’t do anything halfway: I'm impulsive.
It just takes me over. So if I get into a hobby, it’s all the time. And I was that way
with stamps, I was that way with rocks, rockets; whatever I got into, it wasn’t just
one hour a week I might do that; I would really get into it. I was in Cub Scouts.
We’d play cowboys and Indians. I always wanted to be the Indian.

Why?

I just felt like they were the good folks. I thought they had been mistreated.
Geronimo was one of my early heroes. That’s why I called my dog Geronimo,
known as Mo. He lived to be seventeen years old, and he was a Chihuahua.

Was that your dog when you were growing up?

Yeah. Not the dog I would have picked; I always wanted a dog like Tony. This was
Fred’s dog, this collie here, semi-collie. I wanted a big dog, but—

We’re looking at one of the pictures that Fred had given us.

Yeah, and that’s a semi-collie; but that was Tony, a stray dog he’d picked up in
Vinita, Oklahoma. I always wanted a big dog, but Mom didn’t—we didn’t have
room. And my cousins, when I was about seven, sent me a Chihuahua, and Mom
couldn’t turn it down; they sent it to us. Or we were down and they gave it to us,
and we brought it back. It got killed about six months later. I watched it get killed—
that was traumatic—get run over by a car. Then she knew I needed to get another
Chihuahua, so they sent this other Chihuahua by mail, in a box, and that dog lived
to be seventeen years old. He stayed with Mom after I left and became Mom’s dog.
She never thought to want a dog in the house, but she said when she’d come home
from work, it was the only one in the family that was just glad to see her, that didn’t
ask when dinner would be ready, or would you iron a shirt, or can you loan me
some money; that dog was just glad to see her. The fact that dog was hungry, I
didn’t want to... But anyway, what was...?

We were talking about what you were doing with your free time, and the stamp
collecting and rocks and everything else. But the question that always comes up, or
the question I have for you now, I guess: you obviously got interested in history and
politics at a pretty young age.

Yeah, yeah.
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And I would suspect that your fascination with politics kind of set you apart from a
lot of your buddies as well.

A little bit. There wasn’t a whole lot to show that. I got fascinated with politics in
first grade. This is a story that people have heard me tell for years, so we need to get
it down officially here. In first grade, it was 1952, Eisenhower was running against
Stevenson for president of the United States, and we had a mock election at
Franklin elementary school. And during noon hour, I remember the upperclassmen,
the third-graders and the fourth-graders, came to me and said, “Help us get votes for
Eisenhower.”

I had a picture on my wall at home of [General] Douglas MacArthur. We
made soldiers out of clay and things like that. We played army all the time. We