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Halen Smith Intervisew, May 29, 1992
Interviewsd by Stanley . Kimball

Filename: SMITH. 529

o On this May 29, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, Helen and Jewsll. I am
delighted vou have dropped by my office and are willing to share your
gpinions and views of the early days of this University. Malen, 1f
vou do not mind, we will start with you.

I notice vou came in January of 195%, why did you come hetrea

Mo I was working at the YWCA in charge of food service. Mrs.
Mildred Trabue was in charge of the cafsteria in éalton. She asked
1T I would come to work as her assistant. 0OF course I was Just

listed as sscond cook, but I was still her assistant. Lula Bells
Ferry and Marion Arstead waere the other cooks.

We were in that building on the North side of the collegs. The
big building at that time was the Student Center. The cafeteria was

in the basement.

Q:  and vou were herse just about at the beginning, vou started in
January, ws started classes here in 1957 at Shurtleff and prior to
that time vou wers with the Alton YWCA, 1n food services I presume?

How did they learn of vou, they came to yvou?



H: Yes, vears ago I had worked with Mrs. Trabue, she had done

catering work and that is why she callsd me.

@: I haven’t heard that name in ages.

Me It was Just for catering, and I did the catering at the YW,

@:  You staved hers until 1973, that’s 14 vears.

H I went to East St. Louls from Alton. T was supsrvisor when I

want to East 5f. Louis.

G B0 vou wers promotad and went down there,

H:  Yes, Mr. Carr and Mr. Turner called me and told me to bring my
husband with me, I guess they knew we would have to discuss 1t

togethear. I took the position in Fast St. Louls a8 a sUpervisor.

(N I remember in the 1%61 News, our vearbook, there ls a photograph
of vou, somewhere in the 0ld Rock High School down there. Why did

vou stay so long?

H: I enjoved the work and I liked it. 1 liked the psople and
evervthing. I really liked East St. Louils because evervone was there
in the same building. You knew the instructors and you knew

eveaeryone.

Q: Did yvou retire at East St. Louls?



M: Mo, I cams to Edwardsville in 1967, and then once & week [ would
check on East St. Louis, or 1f something came up I would go  and

chaeck to see that evervihing was right.

G Many people have mentioned the fact that in the so called good
old days, in East St. Louis and also in Alton, there was much wmore
collegiality, we were much closer together. Than we cama oult here
and we have gotten big and scattered, and we have lost that.

What oo vou consider vour greatest contribution to this place

M I guess my enthusiasm, I liked my work. I liked the psople and
the students and I really enjovead 10, RIGKKKINSERT Bxxfkx T took early
retirement because 1'd never had the chance to just rsally live on my
own. When the children were there I could not work and then when [
started to work I could not do anvihing. I was interested in doing

volunteer work in the community. So, I took early retlrement.

@ Your greatest satisfactions?

H:  You actually began to feel like vou were a part of the

University. Mr. Crabb came along, he was the manager of food

ssrvice. He was good to work with, and all the staff and students

ware good to work with., We got along very well.

Gz Your gareatest frustrations?



He  Well, I don’t remember that manmny in Alton. In Fast St. Louls,
some morning yvou'd get there and the doughnuts would be gone.

Someong had stolen the doughnuts. At that time deliveries were left
on the doorstep. It was not very bad, but every once in & while thay
would be gona., So finally, Mr. Crabb built a chute so they would go
down inside. Two or three times we had a bomb warning in the school.
OFf course everyone would have to leave and go outside. Finally they
discovered that svery time they had a bomb warning thare was an @xam
Going on. The last time we had one they Jjust ignored it, we did not
leave the buillding or anything and we did not have any moreg as tar as

I know.

Q: Well, that was perhaps a risky thing to do, but if it solved it,

I guess 1t was worth it.

Moo Well, someway or another thesy discoversd that every tims Lhey had

one there was an e@xam schedulsd for that hour.

N3 any other comments along the frustration line?

H: One morning I went to work and Semmi, the lady who opsned up all
the time, was theare ahead of me to get things started, noticed Lhe
place had been robbed. Somecns who knew whers the money was.

I guess that was the second time. The first time, we used Lo
keap the changs in the drawer. Wsell, that was taken, the changs you
use Lo open up with., After that we decided, well we will just lsave
the cash register open at right.. Ths security guard always went i

With the girl who checked the money. It had to have been somaeons who



knaw whers the monsy was because the change drawsr was in the bottom
of the file cabinet and the money for the business offics was 1n an
envelope 1n the top Tile drawstr betwsen papsrs. They knew sxactly
where to look. They took everything but the psnnies. Thay took the
folder with the money in it and the cash drawer, except the pesnnlas,

some wersa scattersed on ths floor.,

@D:  Aboul how much money was involved?
H o T don’t know exactly. We usually had a couple hundred to turn in
and we always kept about $35.00 in the cash box. When Semml saw what

had happened she left the building and went to ths police station.
They came back with her to check things out, I don’t know what sver
happened to it, but Mr. Crabb and Mr. Handy brought me changs fTrom

the office to open up that day.

@: Did they even find who did it?

M They didn’t have any idea who could have done iLt. But we
always feared someonsg who worked there knew, because they Torced ths

dranar open.

H: Some of vour best memories of vour 14 yvears hare?



H: Well, There in East, I keep talking about East St. Louis [ guess,
but right after Mr. Crabb came, he decided to have a couple of davs
all-vou~ can-sat specials. I think the second time was when hs
decided not to do it anvmore because this one fsllow Jjust piled his
plate completely full of chicken.

I had a beautiful Ffruit arrangemsnt &3 the center plece, and I
was so disappointed because the Tirst group that came through ate

all the fruilt.

G Worst memories?

M:  Oh, sometimes the steam down thars. Something would happen and
the place would steam up or the dishwasher would, something would
happen. Every ohce in a while we'd have a leak up over head. See we
were in the basement. [t was considered first floor bescause you could
anter from the street. Bubt i1t was still the ground floor and the
pipes that ran through we would have a leak a lot of times and we
would have someone from the physical plant come 1n right away and
check 1t out and work to fix it. I guess that is about the worst

thing.

AN Let me ask yvou a tough guestion, wers vou ever subject to any

discrimination on this campus?

M No. When I first came, Mr. Hubert, was in charge of thz campus
in East St. Louls and he told me to begin with , Mr. Smith wa have
never had a black supervisor before but anvbhbody who doesn t want to

work for vou they can just and we 11 just hire someons slse.



But I never., 1L had only one student and he never sald anvihing, butb
that Tirst day 1 was there I went arocund and introduced myself, asked

evervbody their name and so later in the day 1 said to this student,

vou didn’t tell me vour name. He said, oh it don’t make any
cdifference this i1s my last day to work anvway. So that’s the only
incident.

Thers was another yvoung man who was the president of student
council. He came in welcomed me and told me he wanted to hslp me,
whateveaer they could do, if thsy could help in anyway. They waere very
nice to me.

One day an elderly man man walked in, see we were right off the

street, I went over and told him, vou'll have to lgave and he looksd

up and sald, opps Jup Jumpsed the devil., That was the only time I have
gver had anything sald. The instructors, sverybody was very
cohganial, very nice. Over herg ils the same way, when [ came to

Fdwardsville, I stilll had the sams, bLhersg wWas was naver any
difference that I noticed.

There was ons other little thing, well, some of he student
workers were kind of disturbed when I first did it. In alton
svarybody pald for thair food, even the worksrs pald for theilr food.
Wall in fast 8t. Louis I discovered that they didn’t. And of course

whern I made that ruling I ran into & little problem.

G Any humorous stories vou'd care to pass on Helen?
H o Gh I don’t know. A lot of times vou had girls who came in that
had never worked before. Not even at home. S0 Clara sald to me,

they are terrible they don’t aven know how to take pile out of Lhe pan



after it's been cutb. She asked her, dorn’t vou help cook at home and
she said, mother savs my days coming later. She said, well honay
vouir day is here now.  So.

Some of the bovs didn’t know how to work and Mr. Cole was
supaervisor of the physical plant, anyway he was 1n charge of the
students., Thers was ancobher fellow was in charge of the physical
plant at that time. But he had charge of ths students ,so he cams 1In
one day and savs Mrs. Smith. Do you have anvthing this voung main can
do that he won’t break up something? T said wall the walls nsed

washing., He said good 1711 let him do that.

@ : Well did he handle that all right?

Mo Vs, You Just had to have patience with them and most of bthem
were anxious to work. And it wasn't hard to Fingd students when we

were in East St. Louils bto work bscause so many of them wanted jobs.

G Wers vour experiences overall gsnerally pretity good with the

student workers?

Moo Oh ves. I used to work too and I realize how people falt wibth
someons over Ltheam. T always trved to be reasonables. But Mr. Crak
use to tell me sometimas I was Lo gentle with the help. But anything
I wanted domne usually got dons. I asked ong of the fellows to do
something and when T left I heard him say to the other fellow, 1711
do anything for Mrs., Smith, but I don’t care much for the rest of

Lhem.



and when I came in in the morning I would go around to sach
department and speak to avervbody and see how things were Qolng. e
I Just thought that was part of the what you should do. Tt wasn
that I was trying to buy brownie points or anything it’'s just the
way, I remember how I had been treated at certain jobs. I have ridden
on both ends of the wagon and it’s kind of bumpy back there on the
back and since I've been in the drivers seat I wanted to be nice Lo

the one’s riding on the bumper.

Qe Obviously vou had black andg white student workers mixed and
presumably that never caused any problems.

H I never had any problems, but when I went to East St. Louwis I
discovarad that all the black students were bus people who did ths
dishes and the walters out front were caucasian., But I mixed 1t
both wavs, I had cashiers, some were the white girls, some wers the
black girls, it didn’t matter. The help didn’t seem to mind a bit.
I tried to treat evervons the same.

I tried nobt to make a difference, causse one girl spoke to me one
day and she said, Mrs. Smith they used to and I saild, well we don’t
4o that we treat evervbody alike.

I had besn through all that and knew how they felt., I felt I
should treat the other group the same way I wantsd to be treated
becausa I knsw how 1t was to be made a diffarence.

& That’s a great contribution vou made from a racial or &

anti-discriminatory policy on this campus.



What contributions do vou feel the University as a whola has

mads to the arsa?

H I attendsed Shurtleff a short time and someone asked me 1T I was
sorry when they closed Shurtletf down and I said no. She never could

understand why I didn’t object to the closing. Waell I knew the state
college was coming 1n and there was a bilgger chance Tor more

studsnts Lo attend school.

[ S0 vou're saying that we made a great contribution

academical lv.

Mo T think so and then I think with the different things they had -

the programs and esvervihing, even the community is besttsr too.

N Cultural snrichment, perhaps we could call it.
H Yas

A Did I hear yvou say vou attendsd Shurtleff?

H Um=-timm .

Q: That's interesting. When?

M Oh it must have been what 36 or "37 1 guess,.

Gl You had long since laft by the time SIUE came along.

10



H Yes . I just couldn’t afford to go any longer. and so I had to

gaet a job to work and 1 would like to have gone at night, but I was

still working and 1t was hard. I think I went one semsster at
night.

@ I have interviewsed soms psople who taught at Shurtleft before
we btook it over and then staved on. YOu are the first pesrson [
think that I have talked with who has sver been a student there. So
that's an interesting dimension., Guite interesting that yvou would be

there in the 30's then go elsewhere and then come back and for a
while work there before yvou went Lo Fast St. Louls.

It vou had it to do all over, would vou do 1t again?

H o Well, 1T I was the same age I would.

Q: You have no serious regrets. Now is there anvihing vou would
care, Helen, to add to any of the gusstions ws have talked aboutb.
any other addition information or address any toplc that I haven’t

addressed,

M I'm glad of the sxperience and I'm glad I worked here becauses
I had other experiences I probably wouldn’t have had. No matter what
I enjoved and I think it helped me. I raally enjoved doing itb. I

think I benefited from 1t too.

@ Well good on that happy note mavbe we will end this part of the

imterview,

Ii



Mo Well, 0.K. fine and I snijoved doing 1t.
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