“Reports and Commentary: Peoria, Illinois” (Atlantic, November 1974)

Peoria, Illinois, is a city of some 130,000 in habitants on the Illinois River.  It is an old city, dating from the early nineteenth century, and contains many of the oldest buildings in the state, the Chicago Fire having destroyed most of the competition.  And it is proud, in a semi-conscious way, of a heritage dating to the seventeenth-century explorations of Father Marquette.


The Peoria Historical Society is active enough to be visible, but not strong enough to preserve many of those old buildings from deterioration and—ultimately—the wrecker’s ball.  Route 74 cut a wide swath through the city’s oldest quarter, and even today its great Victorian mansions fall at the rate of one or two a year.  Those that remain become funeral homes, office buildings, or multiple-occupancy dwellings along High Street and on the near North Side.  Two years ago the Central Illinois Landmark Foundation was formed to raise funds for the preservation of Peoria’s architectural heritage, but it has yet to overcome the handicap of its late start.  In the Peoria Journal-Star last August, the foundation listed five important buildings threatened by the city’s urban renewal project.  At the time, one had already been demolished, another was scheduled to fall within the week, one was condemned; the other two (including the home of Lydia Moss Bradley, founder of Badley Unversity) stand precariously close to the edge of demolition.  When Peoria’s major hotel changed hands in 1971 and turned from the Père Marquette to the Peoria Hilton, many locals complained loudly; but times do change, and after a complete renovation, the Peoria Hilton it became.  

Eclipse


Peoria has until very recently been a town in eclipse, torn by political squabbling and sinking below the main current of state political and economic growth.  Once Illinois’ second largest city, it has slipped to third behind Rockford.  A century ago Maud Gonne, the radical Irish beauty, made Peoria one of but a dozen engagements on an American tour promoting Irish nationalism, and, to judge from the reaction in the town’s five daily newspapers, she was warmly received.  (One could develop a strong case for the Midwest’s being as much a center of radicalism as a hotbed of conservatism, now as then.)  Today, few presidential candidates visit the city, and when they do their addresses are reported only in the Journal-Star.  Peoria is served by Route 74 east to Indianapolis and west to Davenport, where it joins Route 80.  It has no direct superhighway to Chicago or St. Louis, although one has been discussed for some time.  A single airline serves Peoria, much to the dismay of Mayor Richard Carver, Congressman Robert H. Michel, and Senator Adlai Stevenson III—all of whom have been thus far unsuccessful in their efforts to remedy the situation.  A strike by Ozark Airline mechanics last spring crippled the city.  Otherwise, however, Ozark does well for itself: Peoria has no Amtrak service.  A single passenger train leaves each morning at 6:45 for Chicago.


Peoria boasts three major industries: Caterpillar Tractor (the nation’s thirty-fourth largest corporation), Hiram Walker, and Pabst, although Pabst is actually located in Peoria Heights.  Of the three, “Cat,” as it is called, is the town, electing state and U. S. representatives, directing banks, driving property values and rents surprisingly high, insulating the area from recession, closing stores and churches and auctions when it shuts down for vacation late in July.  Cat employs thirty thousand persons in the greater Peoria area, many black, many straight up from Kentucky, Missouri, and southern Illinois.


The blacks live on the near North Side and the near South Side, or across the river in East Peoria.  They are active and vocal: state and local NAACP president John Gwynn is a nightly news personality.  Whites live on the perimeters of the city, in the Heights and the Knolls, on the Bluff and the North Side, in all-white satellite communities that ring Peoria—Washington, Morton, Pekin—even as far away as Mossville, Chillicothe, Mackinaw, Hanna City.  Whites from Kentucky and southern Illinois gravitate to Sunnyland, Creve Coeur, North Pekin.


Peoria is politically right of center but neither as conservative as the Journal-Star would make it appear or as liberal as editorials on Channel 19 (the local ABC affiliate) might suggest.  Nixon carried Peoria in 1968 (narrowly) and again in 1972 (with 67 percent of the vote).  Adlai Stevenson III won in 1970, Governor Daniel Walker and Senator Charles Percy in 1972.


The dedication of the Everett M. Dirksen memorial Library in Pekin on June 15, 1973, gave President Nixon an opportunity to visit the safe heartland during troubled times, two weeks ahead of John Dean’s appearance before the Senate Watergate Committee.  Senator Howard Baker, Dirksen’s son-in-law and the committee’s ranking Republican, appeared on the platform with the president.  So did Chuck Percy, who had been pressing for a special Watergate prosecutor and was at the time persona non grata around the White House.  Peorians speculated loudly on whether or not Democrats Walker and Stevenson would show.  They did.  The library was dedicated without incident.

Risky Business


Weather has been bad this year: first the rains, then a drought.  Thirty percent, maybe more, of the corn crop is lost.  Farmers are cautious: profits from the 1972 Russian wheat deal enriched the middlemen, the speculators, the Chicago grain-dealers to whom these men had already sold futures as early as March and April.  The drought will mean less grain and higher prices for what is harvested.  The farmers have learned their lesson; many intended to hold this year’s crops until fall.  The federal government is not popular here, although it is not vilified as it was after the wheat trades.  Washington is widely suspected of over-management at home, too much generosity abroad.  You see few “AMERICA—LOVE IT OR LEAVE IT” bumper stickers these days, but many that read, “DON’T BITE THE HAND THAT FEEDS YOU” and “I’M PROUD TO BE A FARMER.”


Despite increased food prices, the family farm is still a marginal business, always a drought or a flood away from disaster, always subject to the whims of chemical and oil companies which manufacture the fertilizers and insecticides used to grow grain and the kerosene used to dry it.  A twenty-year-old tractor is not scrapped the way a ten-year-old car might be; barn siding and bales of hay bought cheap at auction are important to a farmer’s economy.  Farming is a risky proposition.  Sunday papers list as many as three or four closing-out sales or the coming week.


Although misfortune in one form or another occasions most auctions—and the close-out sale signals that greatest misfortune of all, the death of a dream—the auction is an essentially pleasant social occasion, like an Irish wake or a Bourbon Street funeral.  The vicissitudes of nature and of life being unavoidable, friends and neighbors accept the inevitable and come to pay their final respects.  Outsiders come intent on bits and scraps of the past, but the days when you could buy an oak washstand or a Tiffany-style table lamp for a few collars are gone for good, lost to inflation and a newly developed reverence for a fast-disappearing past.  “Used to be you’d get whole boxers of stuff for fifty cents, a roller; nowadays they sort it out, each pieced goes for three, four bucks,” says a speculator at one auction.  Very rare items—an antique spinning wheel, a nickelodeon—are bought by collectors and dealers, eliciting loud comment and even applause as prices rise to hundreds, to thousands, of dollars.


Invariably you find portraits of nineteenth-century ancestors, dark and austere and hardened by their long struggle against the earth, but not without traces of sober compassion and stiff humor; Depression glass, old stone canning jars with zinc lids, Peoria Pottery pieces; heavy brass or carved walnut beds, a dry sink, a washstand or two (very popular these days), perhaps an icebox.  Occasionally you might see an old miner’s lunch pail, or a county history dating to the thirties (the unread fruit of many a Depression writer’s labor), or a butter churn, or a butcher block.  All are the objects of great curiosity and intense bidding.  Portraits of Lincoln, the Springfield lawyer, always bring good money.


“The matter here today is the estate of Pike Essig, passed on after seventy years here, and the youngsters there in Maquon are just too far away to keep the place a-goin’.”  Colonel Gail Cowser checks his watch, climbs to the rear of a pickup truck, and reads from his bill.  “Terms of the sale are cash, no property to be removed until terms are complied with.  We want to move right along here today ’cause we got a lot of goods and it looks like it might be a-fixin’ to rain a spell.  ‘Good enough,’ the man says, ‘sure could use some!’  Now we want a good sale today for Pike’s relatives, and what have we got to go, boys, get it on up there and I want a dollar to go on the old milkin’ stool.”


Slowly, methodically, the Colonel works his way through three hay-racks of goods, then along the plywood tables, down the rows of furniture, and on to the farm machinery.  The farm equipment has been advertised for one o’clock; around noon farmers begin to take the place of dealers and young couples from town.  Soon they are all that remain, faces weathered, telling stories about times past and present, joking roughly, worried about the corn crop, intent on a hydraulic lift of chicken wire.  By three, the ladies of St. Mark’s have sold all the home-baked pies, all the hot dogs and the iced tea; everyone has settled with the clerk and removed his property; the Essig farm sits empty and expectant along Big Hollow Road near the Washington Blacktop.

Jubilee


Jubilee College was one of the earliest educational institutions in Illinois.  It was founded in 1840 by Bishop Philander Chase, who had established Kenyon College in Ohio, some sixteen years before, to serve the newly formed Episcopal diocese.  Many of its early staff and much of its initial financing came from England; the names of British towns litter the Jubilee graveyard.  And much support came from the South.  Jubilee flourished from 1840n to 1862, containing a theological department, a college proper, a prep school for boys, and a seminary for girls.


With the Civil War, however, Southern support diminished, and the sale of college lands could no longer maintain the college.  It reopened sporadically after the Civil War, but closed for good early in the twentieth century.  In 1933 the College was presented to the State of Illinois, and is presently the heart if an attractive park, picnicking and camping permitted beneath the oaks and on the slopes of its rolling acres, just off Route 74 at Kickapoo.


The college is beginning to show signs of the restoration work in progress.  The dormitory’s crumbled north wall has been rebuilt, and the building should have chimneys and a roof by next fall.  The Committee for the Preservation of Jubilee College has organized two “Olde English Faires,” one this year and one last, which have proven spectacularly successful in generating interest in the project; it has begun the task of tracing and contacting Bishop Chase’s many descendants, the preponderance of whom have left the Illinois are and migrated to Texas; it has begun collecting books and furnishings for the interior of the college.  Remnants of vine may still be seen clinging to cracks between wall and window or under the eaves, and a sign behind the chain link fence still reads “WARNING: COLLEGE HAZARDOUS,” but after decades of steady degeneration, restoration has begun.

Will It Play?


It is early in the Watergate scandal; Senate hearings point to substantial corruption, but nobody important is yet in jail, and August 8, 1974 is nearly a year away.


David Frost has come all the way from England to see how President Nixon is playing in Peoria.  Two hundred citizens are needed for his town meeting type television show.  Call the Frost people at Channel 25 tonight, the ads read, to participate in this program.


Most area dignitaries are among the crowd as, after a series of technical malfunctions is resolved, the tape begins to roll.  Mayor Carver, Congressman Bob Michel, representatives of banks and industries are all lined up across row one.  Joe Gibson, former president of the Young Republicans, stuffed into a suit and vest, munching affectedly on a cigar, is in the eighth row next to a light support.  Gary Fethke, articulate and liberal, a professor of economics, is here.  And the Reverend Dan Demmin of Calvary Bible Church, sponsor of a series of pro-Nixon advertisements which appeared in the Journal-Star under the banner “He Is Our President.”  Other seats are filled with his elderly parishioners, who will speak reverently of The President, and with an assortment of housewives, students, ordinary citizens.


Professional Republicans are cautious: Carver and Michel both hedge, although Michel will support Nixon almost to the end, calling for resignation on the day it is delivered, long after the land has slid from under the President.  At the moment both sense something awry, but they are preoccupied with plans for urban renewal and a Chicago-Peoria-St. Louis superhighway.  The amateur Joe Gibson  delivers an impassioned but ill-advised speech, puffing out his vest, accusing the media of cruel and unnatural punishment in their pathological hatred of Nixon.  It’s standard party line these days and is recognized as such.  One of the Reverend’s parishioners says that Nixon is a great man because he brought the POWs home. A remark that elicits catcalls from many.  One student believes that Nixon lied to the American people; she does not elaborate.  Debate proceeds, passionate, bitter, disorganized, skating easily across the surface of issues.  The man behind me observes in a whisper, “They’re all crazy out there, you know.  They’ll have Nixon’s head and others too before it’s all said and done.  You wait and see.  Crazy: the whole East Coast and the whole west Coast.  I been there.”


Frost takes a straw vote: two thirds of those present believe Nixon guilty of wrongdoing.  A very small minority believes he should resign or be removed from office.  As remaining minutes run to three, to two, to one, Reverend Dan rises and closes this program from Peoria, Illinois, with a biblical quotation: “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities.  For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by god.  Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed.”  Hoots and catcalls, shouts of “Sit down” and “No, no” fill the air.  As I drive from the studio I note a blue Chevy bearing a homemade bumper sticker: “IMPEACHMENT WITH HONOR.”

Roots


The city of Peoria is not to be confused with Peoria County.  Unlike many counties with a large city at their hearts, Peoria is not entirely urban.  It reaches north to Lawnridge and Edelstein, to Rome and Princeville and Laura; west all the way to Elmwood and almost to Farmington; south to Mapleton, Glasford, and the Kingston Mines.  Drive out Route 74 west (or east, although once you cross the river you’ll be in Tazewell and Woodford Counties), and the prairies spread out before you, rolling back unevenly from either side of the highway.  Or better still, take old Route 1590 through Kickapoo, Eureka, El Paso, and Chenoa, or 116 through Roanoke, Metamora, Eden, and Hanna City: rich earth, black after spring plowing and disking, green with acres of corn and soybeans in the middle and late summer, washed brown stubble in fall after crops are in and the pulse of life has slowed for another Midwestern winter.  The oaks line the ridges and slopes, their twisted roots groping unconsciously toward bedrock, their wood so hard it must be nailed while still green or it will bend even a three-inch nail.  A panorama spreads from each crest of these rolling hills.  The land is pieced and measured, marked by dirt roads and narrow creeks, each farmhouse with its barn and oaks and white siding and iron fence, each town with its water tower and center square and church.  The red brick schools still stand at rural intersections.  All around are the fields of corn and soybeans, the black earth pushing nourishment to the city, to either coast, to starving Africa and India, and to Southwest Asia.

“Very Impressive”


Urban renewal was a going concern in Peoria throughout the sixties, financed largely by private and state funds, producing a long series of modern private and state buildings: sears, the library, the courthouse with its plaza, the Caterpillar parking garage, the Ramada Inn, the medical building on St. Mark’s Court.  By 1968 Peoria was ready for extensive ventures in low-income housing, sponsored by one its more progressive mayors and city councils and financed by a 5 percent utilities tax.  By 1969, Mayor Robert Lenhausen and his city council were gone, deposed by a group of usurpers calling themselves Citizens for a Representative Government, who were elected on a  single issue: the utilities tax.  CFRG aldermen and Mayor E. Michael O’Brian strangled urban renewal in federal red tape; fought colorfully and continually with NCAAP leaders, protesting Badley students, those who till cherished notion s of city-sponsored low-income housing, and city managers; and provided Peoria with one of the saltier chapters in its political history.


Four years later, however, the bloom was off the rose: the utilities  tax was a dead issue, and Mayor O’Brian found himself embroiled in a miniature Watergate (liquor licenses, not milk funds).  Continued media exposure of the City Hall circus left many citizens disenchanted with CFRG shenanigans.  That year city government returned to more responsible hands.  Mayor Carver—young, articulate, sensible—works well with Governor Walker and other state officials.  He has achieved statewide and even national prominence in two short years.  The city has a comprehensive plan for downtown development, the promise of a north-south freeway, hope of a second airline, and a resurrected urban renewal program.  With the passage of time and an estimated $75 million in public funds (and $200 million in private capital), some 1500 acres of the near South Side, many already purchased and cleared, will be turned into lakes and parks (Carver Park among them), single-family and high-density residences, and—most significantly—the Peoria branch of the University of Illinois Medical School, relocated in the Target 2 area below the Bluff after an energetic campaign down in Springfield by the mayor and a project and squadron of select salesmen.  Already land has been cleared for the project and construction begun.  Governor Walker released $6 million in state funds in late May of 1972, and a target date of June 15, 1976, has been set for the opening of the building.  Architect Angelos Demetrion’s model for all of downtown Peoria, not a part of urban renewal per se, should be off paper and into concrete and steel in ten years.


On a visit to Peoria, Governor Walker chats with the mayor, reviews med school plans and the Demetrion model, finds it all “impressive, very impressive.”

Baby Doll


Baby Doll Cowan is dead at seventy-three, hardly a month after achieving the notoriety accompanying her fiftieth arrest for prostitution. My brother-in-law sends me a newspaper clipping all the way from New Jersey.  She died in a small two-room apartment on the near South Side, what’s left of Peoria’s red-light district, at home with her boots off.  Friends discover a copy of The Happy Hooker beside her bed, a fact noted in the local newspaper.  At the time of her death, Baby Doll was reportedly writing her memoirs for an unnamed New York publisher.  All three Peoria television stations devote air time to the funeral: two hundred of the local citizens paying their respects, flowers everywhere.  ”She was a kind person,” a member of the South Side community tells us, and adds, “She always loved children.”


“There are no real houses of prostitution in Peoria anymore,: a local attorney offers over gin and tonics.  His audience—a poet, an aspiring novelist, a film-maker—turns suddenly attentive. “Not since the old days, since the fifties, the early sixties.  The massage parlors?  Finished too, gone the way of the New York City parlors.  Mostly it’s girls working on their own.  They pay their fines and are back on the street again.  In the old days it was a regular route: Chicago, Peoria, East St. Louis, St. Louis.  Only the big names like Baby Doll stayed.  Now,” he says, “it’s independents mostly.” 


He is asked about the periodic arrests which, along with the pot busts, seem to make up the bulk of Peoria’s law-enforcement activity.  “Well, you know, it’s hard to get excited about prostitution anymore.  Everybody knows it’s there, but it’s not a vicious thing, not a vicious crime.  So every now and again somebody goes out and busts somebody, but there’s no organized crackdown.  The judges . . . I’ll tell you, it’s money mostly.  I don’t know what it’s like now, but a few years ago the county was so broke that some nights it would have two patrol cars on duty for all of Peoria County.  You know how big Peoria County is?  There are towns up there—Lawnridge, Edelstein, Oak Hill—that don’t have one full-time cop.  They depend on the county for everything.  Two one-man cars.  Now who’s to worry about prostitution?”


When last busted, Baby Doll was carrying $37.10 on her person.  “Who gave you the dime?”  “Every one of them, honey.”  The story was in all the national newspapers.  Tonight the novelist tells it.  It’s the kind of story a Peorian would appreciate.

“We Can Do It”


We are drinking a Heineken’s in Jumer’s Schwartzer Bär when the alarm sounds.  There is no panic: it’s late afternoon and the place is empty except for ourselves, bartender, and barmaid.  Outside we watch a thin smoke spiraling from the sside of the restaurant.  “Grease fire in the kitchen,” somebody announces.


Jumer’s is a Peoria institution, initially a diner, then a restaurant, most recently a motel, complete with antique shop and the Schwartzer Bär (named for the large black bear which stands beside it, but corrupted by Peorians to Schwartzer bar).  With each change Jumer’s has become more opulent, furnished throughout with ornately carved Old World furniture, leaded glass windows, ornate fireplace mantels, paintings such as would have appealed to the German mind of fifty years ago, and the finest collection of beer mugs and steins in downstate Illinois.  Peorians flock here for the décor, for the family atmosphere, for the apple and cinnamon rolls that accompany every dinner.  On Sunday evening, when salesmen have left town and the Père Marquette and Ramada Inns are empty, you will need reservations for dinner here.  And each weekday there is a cocktail hour, five to six, with an assortment of cheeses and cold cuts, bean soup warming on the fire, and a try of warm anything from pepper rings to midget hot dogs in sauce to (yes, once even) chicken winds—all free.  My Heineken’s costs a dollar, but we do not pay on this day of the fire.


The West Peoria Fire Department arrives first, then units from Peoria’s South Side; later the alarm is extended to the Heights, Limestone, and Dunlap.  By six the kitchen roof is splintered, but the fire appears contained.  I leave, congratulating myself on a free drink.  But the fire is not finished: it has found its way through a false ceiling and will consume the roof and second story of the restaurant, which will collapse onto the ground floor, destroying steins and carved wood cabinets and antiques and the finest painting in the complex.  Miraculously a grandfather clock, Peoria’s favorite piece, is spared, protected by a staircase from falling timbers.  The great black bear suffers only smoke and water damage.


The restaurant is leveled; Schwartzer Bär Lounge and motel are saved, Newscene 19 reports.  Next morning I return to poke and pry.  A woman looks up from studying blistered paintings. “Well, we restored these once,” she reassures me, “and we can do it again, I guess.”


Friday, August 9, 1974.  The ritual purgation of Watergate has reached its inevitable conclusion, a bit sooner but not much different from what most of us had expected.  Now Gerald Ford, former congressman from Michigan, “a plain man who works hard,” we are told by Parade magazine, becomes the thirty-eighth President of the United States.


“Now we shall see,” a colleague muses aloud, “how Peoria plays in Washington.” 

