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DePue:  Today is Wednesday, September 7, 2011. My name is Mark DePue, Director 

of Oral History at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, and today I start 

a series of interviews with Professor Cullom Davis. Howôre you Cullom? 

Davis:  Fine, thanks.   

DePue:  We are in the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, borrowing one of their 

offices here. In the interest of full disclosure, let me say that Cullom is one of 

the pioneers. Maybe thatôs not a word youôd like to use, but one of the 

pioneers of oral history in the United States, a very influential personality in 

that respect. I was privileged early on that you agreed to be something of a 

mentor and occasionally guide me through the pitfalls of oral history. I really 

appreciate that. 

Davis:  Well, thank you. I would say that I wasnôt a first stage pioneer. I could 

number and name maybe a dozen people who were. But I was a second stage; 

letôs leave it at that. But, thank you. 

DePue:  Weôll have an opportunity in later sessions to talk much more about oral 

history, but your career is much more than just that. Weôre going to 

concentrate in this first session on your early life and how you ended up 

getting to that position of being an oral historian and being one of the 

pioneers, a second-generation pioneer, if you will. I always start with when 

and where you were born. 
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Davis:  Alright. I was born on May 2, 1935, according to my birth certificate, at the 

Copley Hospital in Aurora, Illinois.  

DePue:  Tell me a little bit about your family background. 

Davis:  My parents both grew up in central Illinois. My motherôs maiden name was 

Scripps, and she and many relatives lived in the small, west Illinois county 

seat of Schuyler. The family was a prominent family in town. The ones who 

really became world famous in the newspaper business were a part of the 

family that left Rushville and went elsewhere. My motherôs father was a 

merchantðthere was a dry goods store in Rushvilleðthey owned some 

farms. They were not wealthy, but they were prominent and comfortable, 

comfortable enough that she went to college and graduated from college. 

DePue:  Where did she go to college? 

Davis:  She went to DePauw, not DePaul, but DePauw [Greencastle, Indiana]. At 

some point in my motherôs adult life, her family moved to Peoria, which is 

where my father grew up. His family had been Peorians for three or four 

generations, and his father was a fairly comfortable man who attended to his 

investments. (laughs) How do they put it? There used to be a phrase for that. 

But, anyway, he owned a little bit of real estate in Peoria andð 

DePue:  Your fatherôs father. 

Davis:  My fatherôs father. Heôd worked in an architectôs office, but he wrote specs; 

he wasnôt an architect. He was known around town as Judge Davis. He never 

was a judge a day in his life. But he was a very kindly man and lived in a 

comfortable homeðthis is my grandfatherðwidowed early because his wife 

died in her forties. So, I have memories of him, which Iôll go into later. My 

motherôs mother had also died. I never knew either of my grandmothers. They 

both died of probably heart disease in their forties. But I knew both of my 

grandfathers, one better than the other.  

   My parents grew up, fell in love, went to collegeðnot the same 

college, my father went to Princeton Universityðbut fell in love, got engaged, 

and got married in October of 1928.  

DePue:  Before the stock market crash. 

Davis:  Yes, before the crash. Dad had no trouble, because of social 

connections, getting a job in the biggest local bank. They were a very 

fashionable young couple. Within two years they had a daughter, Mary Locke 

Davis, born in 1930. But by then my dad had lost his job at the bankðI donôt 

know exactly why, except obviously they were trimming backðand was 

unemployed for several years in Peoria and finally took a chance on a life 

insurance sales job in Aurora, Illinois. How he did in that sales job, I donôt 

know, but he wasnôt the kind of person who comfortably approached people 
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to try to sell them things. He was justéHe was a lovely man, but he was not 

aggressive. I know that his father supported them during the period of three 

years or so in Aurora. Iôve seen pictures of their apartment, which was okay. It 

was really an apartment carved out of a home.  

  I know that my father had this job, but at some point it ended. Yet he 

kept going to work every day. This is one of these sad family confessions of 

going as if he were going to work. He took the train into Chicago every day, 

unemployed, and he would read the paper at the Chicago Library. He was 

ashamed, Iôm inferring, embarrassed or ashamed. He wasnôt drinking heavily; 

he was just ashamed that he, as an adult parent, could not support the family. 

So, he went off as if he were commuting to a job in the city. This happened 

for a period of time. I donôt know the length of it, and I never had a chance to 

talk to him about it because I learned it after he had died. These were tough 

times for my parents. My mother didnôt work, but she was busy with her 

daughter, and then in 1935, her son. 

DePue:  As far as you know, was your father still unemployed when you were born? 

Davis:  As far as I know. Now maybe he was trying to peddle life insurance, and 

maybe once in a while he would get a commission. But my impression is he 

was a flop as a life insurance salesman. He just didnôt have that kind of 

personality, and I donôt say that disrespectfully. So, to my knowledge, my 

paternal grandfather and maybe even my maternal grandfather were helping 

out.  

DePue:  Cullom is a rather unusual name. I know thatôs not your full name. What is 

your full name? 

Davis:  George Cullom Davis, Jr. So, my father had Cullom also, but he was known 

as George. I became knownðto save problems in the familyðas Cullom. Iôm 

very grateful for that, although itôs a name that I have to spell for people and 

they often confuse with being my surname rather than my given name. Itôs 

distinctive, and Iôm proud of it, and I donôt like the name George. (DePue 

laughs) For a long time I was George Cullom; then I was G. Cullom Davis; 

now Iôm Cullom Davis. 

   Yes, itôs a family name, probably Welsh, though none of us has ever 

investigated this. Weôre proud of it because of an ancestor who was a very 

prominent nineteenth-century Illinois Republican politician, Shelby Moore 

Cullom, who grew up on a farm in Tazewell County, Illinois, but was born in 

Tennessee. His father was a member of the State Senate, and then he was 

elected city attorney of Springfield in the 1850s and rose in Republican ranks, 

knew Lincoln, practiced some cases with law. Heôs not partner, but he was on 

either the opposition side or the same side with Lincoln on a number of cases I 

discovered when we got involved in that work.  
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   He then ran for the State Legislature and was elected, re-elected, 

sometime in the late 1850s and then was elected for two terms, I believe, to 

the U.S. Congress, during the Civil War, not before the Civil War occurred 

but during the Civil War. For example, he voted on Andrew Johnsonôs 

impeachment. 

DePue:  For or against? 

Davis:  Well, as a congressman, he didnôt vote to remove from office, but I guess he 

voted on the impeachment. He maintained a residence in Springfield. This is 

my great-great-great uncle. Then he became governor and U.S. Senator and 

before that, Speaker of the Illinois House. He had a fifty-year career in 

politics. 

DePue:  Now, the years I have for governor are 1877 to 1883. 

Davis:  Thatôs correct. 

DePue:  Two terms, and then senator, this is amazing. I donôt know if anybody has 

matched this in Illinois, senator from 1883 to 1913.  

Davis:   Thirty years. It may have been bested by someone; I canôt think who right 

now. But youôre right; itôs quite a record. And he never was tarnished with 

disgrace. He made a couple of false steps.  

   I wonôt go into the details, but there was some corruption scandal 

while he was governor, but he was never tainted with it. Then there was a 

famous senate election scandal in 1908, involving the other senator, William 

Lorimore. Cullom had supported Lorimore, but it was Lorimore who bought 

votes and so forth. So, he [Cullom] led kind of a quiet, bland but successful 

political career. 

DePue:  Weôre going to jump ahead just a little bit here because when you were a 

history studentðI think at the masterôs levelðyou studiedð 

Davis:  Even at the undergraduate level. As an undergraduate at Princeton University, 

I had to write a senior thesis, which is comparable to a masterôs thesis. Mine 

was the political career of Shelby Cullom, though I found out that I couldnôt 

possibly finish the job, so I closed it with his unsuccessful bid for a 

presidential nomination in 1896. I thought, that kind of caps things. I 

exhausted the Congressional Record and his papers and other papers. Itôs a 

pretty good thesis. So, I did that. 

DePue:  I wanted to read a couple of quotes.  

Davis:  Oh, okay. From the masterôs thesis or fromð 
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DePue:  No, no. Iôm afraid I donôt have your masterôs thesis. This is David Kenney 

and Robert Hartley who wrote the book on Illinois senators called An 

Uncertain Tradition.1  

Davis:  Yes. 

DePue:  Hereôs what they wrote about him. ñCullom is a perfect example of how 

length of service does not automatically insure historyôs blessings.ò 

Davis:  (laughs) Thatôs true. 

DePue:  And elsewhere, kind of a very thumbnail sketch of who he was politically, 

ñable, durable, rather colorless, and generally conservative.ò 

Davis:  Um-hmm.  

DePue:  Almost, by saying ñgenerally conservativeò thatôs a way not to distinguish 

him from others in the Senate, maybe. I shouldnôt necessarily be offering that 

comment. And finally, ñCitizens of Illinois apparently took comfort in the fact 

that he did not crusade, rant and rave, or shout on the floor of the Senate. 

(Davis laughs) Stability, conservatism, and loyalty to Illinois were qualities 

that paid off for Cullom.ò 

Davis:  I think thatôs an aptéI could add to it a little bit, but I think thatôs an apt 

thumbnail biography. You wonôt see any monuments here in Springfield to 

Cullom. Youôll see highways named for state representatives and parks named 

for someone who served on the city council, streets named for all sorts of 

characters; thereôs nothing like that. 

DePue:  Any regrets from the family because he didnôt get much notoriety? 

Davis:  No, I kind of make fun of that. A couple of times Iôve given talks at the 

County Historical Society and whimsically noted that he is a forgotten man in 

his own home town. As an historian, I feel he deserves some stature, but Iôm 

not trying to bang his drum. Thereôs a Cullom Street in Bloomington, Illinois. 

Thereôs a town of Cullom near Kankakee, and there is a Cullom Street in 

Chicago. Somebody recognized him, but we donôt have anything down here. 

DePue:  Letôs pick up the narrative about your father and his challenge to find 

employment. 

Davis:  Yes, right. At some point after my birthðand Iôm not sure exactly when; Iôm 

guessing maybe about 1938ðthey returned to Peoria because my father hoped 

                                                 
1An Uncertain Tradition is the first comprehensive treatment of the forty-seven individualsðforty-six white 

males and one African American femaleðwho have been chosen to represent Illinois in the United States 

Senate from 1818 to 2003. (https://www.amazon.com/Uncertain-Tradition-Senators-Illinois-1818-

2003/dp/B005Q7DKNQ) 
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Cullom Davis, 1940, age five. 

he might find a job there because his father had connections, and the 

depression was moderating a little bit.  

   So, they returned with baby Cullom, maybe two years old, and my 

sister, Mary. A sign of their relative lack of resources was they moved into my 

motherôs fatherôs home, which in those days was pretty common, especially 

during the depression. Nowadays itôs much less common.  

   So here was this elderly Scripps, who owned the home, and his son, 

my uncle, who was just finishing college, living there. My grandfather had a 

maidðjust a daytime maidðand then here moved in this young family. So, it 

was a little snug. I slept on a sleeping porch, which was unheated, but had 

plenty of blankets. It was designed for healthy sleeping in those days. They 

thought fresh air was good for you, and maybe it was. It was a little snug, but 

that was the way they could live. I lived in that home for the first ten years 

that I lived in Peoria, until they moved away.  

   It was a comfortable home on the bluff of Peoria, which is often a 

fancy part of town. But it was the houses on the bluff side of Moss Avenueð 

which is the name of the streetðthat are the really fancy places. Our home 

was a frame home, probably had three or four bedrooms. It wasnôt bad, but it 

was not in the fancy part of town.  

   My dad did get a job at a department store called Clarke and 

Company, which was the second or third best department store in Peoria. He 

could walk to work, just walk down the bluff on Main Street, and there was 

the store. 

DePue:  When you say second or third best 

do you mean selling higher quality 

materials? 

Davis:  Biggest, I think, biggest volume. 

A Block & Kuhl was a big one, 

and Bergnerôs was a big one, and 

then there was Clarke and 

Company.  

   So, Dad worked there. I 

think he was kind of a floor-

walker; Iôm not sure. You know what a floor-walker is? Kind of the floor 

manager. He was a very nice guy; everyone liked my father, but he wasnôt 

aggressive, and he never really was promoted particularly in that job.  

   Finally, the store closed, and he was out of a job again. I canôt 

remember when that was, but it was probably ten years later. We may pick up 

other aspects of his employment history, but it was a spotty one.  
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Cullom, age 8, third from left in the first row, circa 1942. 

DePue:  Would you consider the time that you were in Peoria, living with your 

grandfather and your father, now having a job, as happy years for you? 

Davis:  Yeah. It was during the war, not that that was happy for everyone, but sure. I 

had a natural childhood, walked to school, fought with my sister; my parents 

were lovingðthereôs no doubt about thatðmealtimes were pleasant. I liked 

my Uncle George and, as long as I knew him; I liked my Grandfather Scripps, 

but he died of cancer about a year or two after I moved, so I hardly knew him. 

DePue:  Who were the dominant personalities when you grew up? 

Davis:  I thinkðthatôs a good questionðI think in different ways my parents. My 

father was much more accommodating; he never was strict with me. He talked 

about stories and history and famous people he admired. He was an interesting 

guy to talk to.  

   My mother was a little more disciplined, though she spoiled me; 

thereôs no doubt about it. I was the favored child; I have to admit. I was a 

pretty good kid, and I was a good student. Which of them was dominant? I 

think maybe, in many ways, my mother was the decision maker, I think.  

   They 

lived relatively 

modestly, 

though they had 

many wealthy, 

middle class 

friends. So, they 

had to make 

appearances. 

They would host 

the cocktail 

party at their 

home, not at 

some club. Not 

that thatôs a 

terrible liability, 

but Iôm just 

pointing out, in 

their social 

circles, they were of limited means.  

   Every Thursday night for years, we would be the guests of my 

Grandfather Davis for dinner at a downtown menôs club. Even during the war, 

I hate to admit, you could eat prime rib there; donôt ask me how. It sounds 

crooked to me, but Grandfather would treat us to a good prime rib dinner 

because that was the day his cook had off. That was fun; that was an event to 
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look forward to every day. Otherwise, my parents didnôt go out to dinner 

much.  

DePue:  Was your family religious? 

Davis:  Yes. They had had different denominational interests, but by the time I came 

around, they were Episcopalians, which was, of course, the socially prominent 

faith to have. I donôt want to say thatôs what drew them, but they had many 

friends in the Episcopal Cathedral because itôs a cathedral of the diocese of 

Quincy, but itôs located in Peoria.  

   We went to the downtown cathedral every Sunday. I participated, was 

in the kidôs choir. So, yes. Later, when I went over to school, I had religious 

services every day except Saturday. My faith was fairly strong. Later it 

diminished and died, butéI donôt know how deep the religious faith was of 

my parents. It was what every family should do. We didnôt talk big questions 

of faith and destiny in the house. 

DePue:  How about talks about politics? Did that occur? 

Davis:  A little bit. I didnôt do much talking. It became very clear, though, that my 

father, at leastðand maybe my motherðhad voted for Franklin Roosevelt in 

1932, during the depth of the depression. It was very clear that they had 

rejoined the Republican Party in the forties. Roosevelt began to be ñthat man 

in the White House.ò  

   My mother spoke disparagingly of Eleanor because she spoke in such 

a shrill voice and was kind of a busybody, my mother thought. My mother 

judged people kind of on their social bearing, and Eleanor just had different 

goals. I later came to really deplore that, taking that view of her [Mrs. 

Roosevelt] politically. But she [his mother] had the right to that, and she was 

that way.  

   They developed the same attitude in the forties toward Adlai 

Stevenson, even though he was a prominent Bloomington citizen, citizen of 

international repute. When he ran for governor, my parents met him and his 

sister.  

DePue:  This would have been 1948? 

Davis:  Yes. He was divorced then, and Iôm sure my parents were critical of that 

because that just didnôt happen in our family. They had also met his sister, 

who kind of became the first lady of the governorôs mansion when he was 

governor. I forget her name [Elizabeth ñBuffieò Ives]. She was a character. 

She was an outspoken character, highïsociety-Bloomington. But my parents 

just disliked her. Because they disliked her, and they had been Republicans for 

a few years, they disliked Adlai.  
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   Thatôs the kind of talk I heard with my parents and their friends and 

their relatives. It was Republican; it was, part of it, gossip. But I remember, 

for example, my father was a great admirer of [General] Douglas MacArthur, 

a great admirer. And he despised Harry Truman for firing him [MacArthur].  

   I later discovered that MacArthur had broken a basic rule of service, in 

ignoring the commander-in-chief. Now, Truman may have made mistakes on 

that, but he had to deal with an undisciplinedéBut my father admired 

MacArthur for returning to Bataan [Peninsula], returning to the Philippines, 

and we all knowéForgive me, but I later learned that also MacArthur had let 

the airplanes on Clark Field [on Luzon Island, Philippines] sit after Pearl 

Harbor, not exactly a heroic gesture, also that MacArthur made a fetish of his 

return to the Philippines [October 20, 1944] as if it were a triumphant, 

personal act, rather than the United States, ñPeople of the Philippines, I  have 

returned.ò (DePue laughs) There was an egomaniac there, I later discovered. 

But my father loved him, even bought a long-play recording of his farewell 

speech, which Iôm not sure we ever played at home, but he bought itð 

DePue:  The one to Congress? 

Davis:  Yes.  

DePue:  ñOld soldiers never dieéò 

Davis:  Yes, right. That was another instance of my fatherôséthe political 

manifestation of my fatherôs loyalty. He admired military heroes a great deal, 

of any stripe or period, and read about them. 

DePue:  You mentioned Pearl Harbor.  

Davis:  Um-hmm. 

DePue:  Youôre apparently only six at that time, but do you remember it? 

Davis:  I think I do. You know what itôs like; so many films have shown the radio, the 

big radio, with the people hearing the news of Pearl Harbor. (laughs) Thatôs 

maybe what I remember. I know I remember the family being around the 

radio. Whether I actually heard Rooseveltôs words or much of it, I think I did. 

I was very conscious with the war as a six-year-old; wars are kind of exciting. 

I followed the war with the world map and dye and thumb tacks and read 

books. My father brought me books about the war. I collected tin cans and 

chewing gum tinfoil, and I bought savings stamps. To the extent that a snotty, 

eight-year-old kid was a patriotic supporter of the war, yeah, I was.  

   My father didnôt serve. He said he volunteered for the Navy, but they 

turned him down because his teeth couldnôt handle the hardtack; I donôt know.  

DePue:  He would have been in his late thirties? 
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Cullom, age eight, at a Jeepôs steering wheel, circa 1943. Photo 
taken at Camp Ellis.   

Davis:  Also, he was a little older; he waséright, he was in his late thirties. My uncle, 

George Scripps, who had lived in our house with uséMaybe he volunteered; 

I think he was drafted and served in the Army engineers in Italy. The war 

experience was something I knewéI had a booklet that showed the profiles of 

all planes, Japanese, German and U.S. I could spot a Japanese Zero if it flew 

over the house.2 (both laugh)  

   We had an aunt; my father had an auntðit would have been a great 

aunt for meðwho lived in Carmel, California, a fairly wealthy, independent 

woman; I think sheôd been divorced. She had a Japanese gardener and a 

Japanese cook. And she feared, early in the war, according to my parents, that 

the Japanese would hit the U.S., the western coast. So, she kept the trunk of 

her car loaded with canned goods, ready to split east if she had to. She later 

claimed that her Japanese gardener mysteriously left after Pearl Harbor, 

maybe out of fear, maybe he was rounded up, probably was interred. But she 

thought maybe he was a spy, and he had been in cahoots with the Japanese. 

DePue:  Was he first generation 

Japanese, or do you know? 

Davis: I donôt know; I donôt know. 

It was part of the family 

folklore. (DePue laughs) 

Sorry, Iôm departing fromð 

DePue: What do you remember 

about rationing? 

Davis:  That it existed, and we had a 

stamp on our car, and that 

we had a victory garden so 

we could grow tomatoes 

and peppers and green 

beans. It was the patriotic thing to do. But I also rememberðI told you about 

the prime rib at the private clubðalso, Dad had some liquor in the basement 

that heôd somehow gotten just before the war. I know they sold liquor 

beforeð 

DePue: Yeah, that was thirty-three or thirty-four. 

Davis: Yeah. No, this was post prohibition, but it seemed like it was kind of hoarded. 

Then he had a set of tires that were in the basement that hadéMaybe heôd 

bought them before they were rationed, or maybe he used them with 

                                                 
2 The Zero, also called Mitsubishi A6M or Navy Type 0, fighter aircraft, a single-seat, low-wing monoplane, 

was used with great effect by the Japanese during World War II. (https://www.britannica.com/technology/Zero-

Japanese-aircraft) 
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rationing? I donôt know, but they were in the basement. I always 

suspectedéBut in other exterior respects, sure, we followed the rules, and my 

mother had to be careful shopping.  

DePue:   But Iôve got to believe that for a young kidðand thatôs what you were 

obviously at the timeðwho later would have this love of history and politics 

and those kinds of things, this would be a very good time to be growing up.  

Davis:   Um-hum. It was exciting. It was exciting. My friends and I played war. The 

back of our house [was] on an alley. We built a little fox-hole (DePue laughs), 

away from my motherôs garden. We played war, a lot; boys and girls played 

war. 

DePue:   Who were the bad guys? 

Davis:   I donôt remember. Iôm sure we took turns. But, Ið 

DePue:   I mean was somebody playing Germans, or were they playing Japanese orð 

Davis:   You know, I canôt remember. Maybe we were shooting at a mysterious 

enemy. I think that maybe we all allied ourselves.  

   I followed the war to some extent. I knew about Dunkirk, which was treated 

as a heroic achievement, and we know it was not quite that (both laugh). My 

father was an immense admirer of Winston Churchill, immense admirer. I am 

too, of course. That led to some history reading I did later in my life. So, the 

war had a big impact.  

    The politics of it, I didnôt follow as closely. I knew about rationing. Of 

course, I showed you I knew about Camp Ellis and visited it.3 But I didnôt 

know the politics of the war. I knew that Mussolini was bad, and Hitler was 

bad, and Hirohito was bad, but I donôt recall, at that age, knowing about the 

concentration camps until the end of the war.  

   We had some Jewish friends but not very close friends. My father 

would often sayðand so would my motherð ñWell, we know the 

Salzensteims; theyôre nice people; we donôt know them very well.ò As I look 

back on it, that was their way of dealing with it. But they did have some 

Jewish friends. 

DePue:  Do you remember the end of the war, either V-E [Victory in Europe] Day or 

V-J [Victory in Japan]? 

                                                 
3 Camp Ellis was established as a World War II Army Training Center in 1943 near Table Grove, Illinois. 

About 125,000 troops trained at the camp during the war. A Prisoner of War (POW) camp for 2,500 German 

and Austrian soldiers was later added. The camp was declared surplus in October 1945. 

(http://www.lrl.usace.army.mil/Missions/Environmental/CampEllis.aspx)  

 

http://www.lrl.usace.army.mil/Missions/Environmental/CampEllis.aspx
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Davis:  Yes. That I do visibly remember. I donôt remember so well the V-E Day, but 

V-J Day, I do. Weôd been awaiting it. When it occurred, there was loud noise 

coming from downtown Peoria, which was just down the bluff. So, my father 

and mother and I and their friends, the Gunthers, got into Mr. Guntherôs big 

sedan, and we drove downtown. There was a big parade and revelry and a lot 

of drinking and shouting. We got stuck in a traffic jam. Some of the revelers 

may have had too much to drink, but they began sitting on the hood of Mr. 

Guntherôs car. That worried him, and so there was a kind of an altercation, not 

fist-fight, but kind of an altercation. So, we then left.  

   But I was bug-eyed with excitement to see all the celebrating. I 

remember that day. I donôt remember the announcement; I remember 

celebrating V-J Day. 

DePue:  How about the dropping of the atomic bomb? 

Davis:  Read about it, but I have no distinctive memories of it, except inéWell, this 

was later. In 1946 and forty-seven I was sent away to a summer camp, up in 

Minnesota. It was good experience for me to be away from the family for a 

while. When I got up there, there were traditions there. You had to memorize 

all the big ten fight songs and that sort of thing. It was a good camp. I learned 

how to sail and swim and shoot a bow and arrow and a rifle.  

   I guess it was forty-seven. The camp counselor would always have 

some corny joke, and during the atomic testing in the Pacific, he said, ñYou 

may have heard about the explosions there at a place called Bikini, but 

apparently the explosionsòðhow did we put it? ðñdidnôt bik-ini difference at 

all.ò4 Bikini , it was a play on words. Iôve remembered that for 63 years. That 

was post forty-five, but it was the atomic era. My knowledge of all that was 

pretty limited. 

DePue:  Well, letôs talk about schoolð 

Davis:  All right. 

DePue:   éespecially getting into the high school years. This would have happened 

after the war was over. 

Davis:  Yeah. Very briefly, I went to Washington Grade School, three blocks away 

when we lived on Moss Avenue. In 1947, my parents sold the house on Moss 

                                                 
4 Bikini  Atoll  is a Micronesian Island chain located about halfway between Hawaii and Australia. Between 

1946 and 1958 a nuclear testing program was conducted on seven sites at Bikini Atoll. These involved the 

detonation of a series of 23 nuclear devices by the United States on the reef itself, on the sea, in the air and 

under water. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikini_Atoll) 
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Studio portrait of Cullom Davis, 
age eleven, circa 1946.   

Avenue that I guess my mother had inherited after my grandfather died and 

my uncle moved into his own home. 

DePue:  Was your grandmother not living? 

Davis:  No, I said both my grandmothers died back in the 30s. 

DePue:  Oh, thatôs right. 

Davis:  My parents decided to build a home out in Peoria Heights. They were able to 

buy a little slice of land that wasnôt very expensive, but to pay for this home 

was going to be a major challenge. About that time, my father was out of 

work again, but they found a way to do it.  

   We lived for one year, after selling the house, in a tiny little cottage, 

bungalow, in Peoria Heights. I mean tiny; it had two tiny bedrooms. My sister 

couldnôt really visit; she was away at school, soé (laughs) It was funny. 

Anyway, it was a little tiny place. My parents called it the acid test because, if 

we could survive that, we could survive anything.  

   Then we moved into this really nice, architect-designed home on the 

same street, not on the fancy Grandview Drive street of Peoriaðwhich youôve 

never seen; itôs quite a driveðbut on Miller road. There were some nice 

homes there, and they had good friends there. This was a comfortably 

designed home with a distant view of the country club golf course. It wasnôt a 

fancy home, but it was nice, and they had to borrow a lot of money to pay 

[for] it.  

   At that point, I started going in sixth grade, eleven years old, toðso it 

was forth-sixðto Peoria Heights Grade 

School. Went there three years, did very well. 

I did one in Washington school too. I went 

then one year to Peoria Central High School; 

it was then called Peoria High School, but 

when they built that it was called Peoria 

Central, which was the venerable, white high 

school in Peoria. I took pretty rigorous 

classes, Latin and algebra, not French yet, 

and I did well; I was a good student.  

DePue:  You mentioned the white high school. Was 

there a sizeable black population there? 

Davis:  Yes. At Peoria Central? No, there was a 

black population, but there wasnôt much. 

DePue:  In Peoria? 
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Davis:  Oh yes, very large, on the south side. Most of the black students went toéIôve 

forgotten the name. 

DePue:  Were those schools integrated then, in the late forties? 

Davis:  Slowly.  

DePue:  Did you have any experience with African-Americans at that time? 

Davis:  Yes. I did. Thank you for asking. When we lived on Moss Avenue, on the 

bluff, right below the bluff was a large population of blacks. In grade school, 

it was integrated, and I became good friends with a number of African-

American kids. One was a girl named Tracy Hubbell, who was fun and nice, 

and then another guy, who was a very good athlete, and another, the guy was 

Junior Tracy, without an ñeò. He was a great guy, and we palled around. I 

donôt remember ever visiting his house, but we had lunch together; we played 

ball together, and I had him over to the house.  

   One day after he had been at the house, my mother said, ñCullom, itôs 

nice that you have your good friend Junior Tracy, and Iôm pleased about that. 

But the time is going to come when youôre going to have to stop having him 

come to the house.ò I didnôt understand what she was getting at, but she had 

the racial biases that all of her generation had. I guess I was discovering that. 

It wasnôt malignant, though I think they used the ñnò word, as I recall; I think 

so. 

DePue:  How much of her attitudes would have been connected with, at least, 

aspirations to be of a higher portion of society? 

Davis:  Sure, sure, no doubt about it. She thought of herself asðshe never was a 

debutanteðbut she thought of herself as high society, good family, you know, 

good family connections, sociable, a good hostess. That was probably part of 

it. It was the thing to be, but it was racial, sure. 

DePue:  Were you of the ilk to kind of rebel against this edict? 

Davis:  You know, I didnôt. I have to be honest here. I was generally a pretty go-along 

kid. I guess I said, okay. I still saw Junior at school and, once in a while, after 

school. After Iôd moved, I ran into him downtown, and we would visit. He 

was a worker somewhere.  

   The same with Tracy Hubbell, who went to my high school the year I 

went there. I got to know her, and she was very nice. I canôt say we were best 

of friends. She had other friends; I had other friends. There were clubs there, 

and she was not in one of the girlsô clubs. But I liked her; she was always a 

pleasant person and a pretty good student. 
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DePue:  You mentioned earlier that you were kind of Momôs favorite, maybe both 

your parents. Why? 

Davis:  Wellð 

DePue:  What was it about you, Cullom?  

Davis:  I was easy to raise. I basically obeyed the rules; I had an even temperament. 

My sister, bless her heart, sheôs still living; sheôs five years older; we love 

each other, but sheôs always had kind of a brittle personality, and she was a 

source of great vexation to my parents. They were proud of her; they loved 

her; she was bright; she went to college, but they clashed. I was always, I 

guess, kind of a welcome relief. (both laugh) 

DePue:  Which one of the parents do you think you take after more? 

Davis:  Probably my father. I resemble him somewhat, my bookish interests. Though 

my mother read books, it wasnôt a huge hobby. My mother drank more than 

was healthyéWell, both parents drank more than was healthy. But it affected 

her. Though I, at a certain age, drank a lot myself, I developed more moderate 

habits in my thirties. And they smoked a lot. They were just creatures of a 

generation where you didnôt know about all the bad habits that you had.        

DePue:  But what I know about your career afterwards, it sounds like you were much 

more assertive than your father was. 

Davis:  Yes, and that was drilled into me because they made it very clearéMother 

and Dad even reminded me that my father had not gotten his degree at 

Princeton. Heôd gone there four years, could have finished, but he never wrote 

his thesis. So, this got drilled into me because the inference was, if he had 

gotten his thesis and graduated, he would have held onto his jobs. Who 

knows? I think more he would have held on if heôd promoted himself more 

because he wasnôt; he was a weak employee. So, they drilled it in me that, 

ñitôs a hard world out there, Cullom, and we donôt have much money, and 

youôre going to start working,ò because my father never had worked as a high 

schooler. ñYouôre going to start working at a young age.ò I didnôt object. 

DePue:  Did you have jobs when you were living in Peoria? 

Davis:  Yes, yeah. At age fourteen, I was a day-camp counselor for kids. I was kind of 

a life guard at a pool, half-day a week for three months. Then I got a job 

through my parentsô influence, working on the railroad, the TP&W [Toledo, 

Peoria & Western] Railroad, which is an Illinois line that goes from the 

Indiana border to the Iowa border. Itôs all freight, but it avoids Chicago, goes 

straight across the state, through Peoria. 

DePue:  A different kind of job than working as a camp counselor. 
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Davis:  It was. And it was hard work. First of all, I was on a section gang, which was 

a great experience. I learned a lot of words that I had never known (DePue 

laughs). But I obviously was over my head, and these workersða lot of them 

Mexicansðp.m. would be out drinking all night and whoring, but they would 

be on the job there at 7:00 a.m. and pounding spikes into the rails.  

   I was worn out. I was sixteen or fifteenðI canôt remember whichðI 

was worn out. Iôd go to the water thing often. The foreman justéHe knew 

that the president of the company had kind of gotten me into this thing, and he 

disliked me. When we had to roll on a little flat car and then change a switch, 

heôd order me to do it. I tried, and I didnôt do it well and soéForgive me, one 

Friday he told me. ñAw, piss and go home.ò (laughs), which was his way of 

saying, ñIôm not going to put up with this any longer.ò  

   So, I was out of a job over the weekend, but then my fatherôs friend 

got me a job with a surveying crew, still hard work, out on the sun tracks, 

measuring for leveling work, but nice guys, engineer, civil engineer. They 

treated me as a kid, and I worked hard. I did that for two summers, and it was 

good for me.  

DePue:  Did the experience of getting fired, basically, getting canned, did that hurt you 

at the time? 

Davis:  I was embarrassed, but I knew that I was out of my league. So, it was a relief, 

honestly. 

DePue:  In other words, you figured out at that time, I might have to make money 

using my brain rather than my brawn? 

Davis:  I guess so, because, of course, they asked me, ñAre you going to go to college 

there?ò I got a little bit of that. My parents, at home, were saying that, of 

course, and my friends and parents were saying that. I think probably. I donôt 

remember that light going on in my head butð 

DePue:  You mentioned that you only went to Peoria Central for one year. 

Davis:  Yes. Because my parents were counting on me being admitted to Princeton 

University, and they were afraid that Central High School, for all of its 

quality, would not put me in a position to be guaranteed admission. So, at 

great personal sacrifice and with a scholarship, they enrolled me at the 

Lawrenceville School, which is in New Jersey, five miles from Princeton and 

had always been considered a feeder school for Princeton. In those days 

Princeton accepted most of its students from private schools. 

DePue:  Iôve got to believe that Lawrence School, at that time, was a pretty pricey 

place to go. 
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Davis:  Relatively. Now itôs out of sight. Itôs the Lawrenceville School. Yes, it was, 

but I got a scholarship because my uncle, my fatherôs brother, was a trusteeð

talk about corruptionðand so they arrangedéalso my parentsô income. My 

dad was out of a job for two years, until he got another department store job. 

They could prove that they were of limited means. My mother had a very 

modest income from some farms that she had inherited, maybe $5,000 a year 

or less, $3,000 a year. So, they qualified, and I qualified.  

   I was admitted there. It was a scary experience because I was a new 

kid there, and they always teased them [the new kids], and I had had hepatitis. 

Iôd gotten hepatitis my senior spring in high school. How, I donôt know, 

hepatitis Type A, bad food somehow. I had to spend all of that summer 

literally in bed because I couldnôt exercise; I couldnôt drink fatty foods. I had 

to learn how to drink skim milk, and I got a blood test every week.  

   Finally, that August the doctor said I could go away to school. But I 

had to keep drinking skim milk, and I could not do any intra-squad athleticsð 

Iôd been a very good swimmer in high school, even my freshman yearð

otherwise I would have gone out for the swimming team and probably gone 

out for others. So, I couldnôt. I was a real nerd, okay? Here was a kid who 

was, on orders from a doctor, not to exercise. How do you make your name in 

a privateéin any kind of school? You do something athletically. So, I got a 

lot of teasing. But I handled it okay, so I became fairly popular.  

   I was elected this and that and did very well in classes and very active 

in extra-curricular. Iôm sure there were still my classmates who thought, Oh 

that dude is queer or a weakling. But I was very popular otherwise, even with 

kids who got a lot of teasing; I kind of often stood up for them. Not a 

champion of them, but I just had an open mind. 

DePue:  When you sayðIôm going to put you on the spot here, Cullomðwhen you 

say queer, youôre not meaning in the context that we would use it today 

[homosexual]? 

Davis:  In a way thatéWell, thatôs a good question. In those days, you used ñqueer,ò 

and it could have a sexualéIt could just mean weird, but it had a sexual 

connotation. I wasnôt queer. I never, I never manifestedéWe all have 

thoughts, Iôll say that. But I never manifested anything.  

  In fact, as a Boy Scout, before I went away to high school, one of our leading 

scoutsðhe was kind of the assistant patrol leader at summer campðmade a 

pass on me. It scared the daylights out of me, scared me. But he was clearly 

gay, and we were alone in the tent. I justéI didnôt know what to do except to 

say, ñNo,ò and I left the tent. I didnôt have any homosexual inclinations. 

DePue:  What was it that you were doing that you were able to distinguish yourself, so 

that you were able to form these friendships and get some notoriety? 
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Davis:  I joined a lot of clubs, did well in those, was popular. As I say, I was popular, 

kind of, with some of the other wienies. (both laugh) Also, I had a sense of 

humor, and I got along well with people. Gradually I made those friends. But I 

did very well in a theater club; I did very well in the chapel ushers club; I 

carriedðnot the chalice; what is it?ðthe cross at daily chapel services; I got 

great grades. Iôm sure they thought I was a real straight arrow; thatôs probably 

the way to put it.  

   At home, I was a hell-raiser. I was dating the same girl a lot, and we 

were doing a lot of things, and we drank. So, I was a Jekyll and Hyde sort of 

character. But at Lawrenceville I was a straight arrow, as far as they could tell. 

DePue:  I assume, when youôre staying at home, thatôs only during the summers, when 

you come back. 

Davis:  Right. Oh, I sometimeséOnce in a while, my parents could afford to have me 

come home, not for Thanksgiving but for Christmas, always. 

DePue:  I assume on the train. 

Davis:  Yes, yes, which was a day-and-a-half trip and then changing trains in 

Chicago. 

DePue:  In boarding school, how many roommates did you have? 

Davis:  My first year I had one. My second year I had two. These were in what was 

called houses, small dormitories of maybe thirty-five students. My last year, 

which was senior high school, we called it ñfifth form,ò different terminology. 

I had three roommates in a nice suite, with a separate bed. Two of us shared 

one bedroom, and the other one shared the other and then kind of a common 

room.  

   So, I had roommates, and they were all friendly and fun. I became 

popular. I was elected to the Fifth Form Council, which was the student-

elected body; I think all the straight arrows probably voted for me (laughs). I 

won honors; I won awards, so I was a distinguished, Lawrenceville graduate. 

DePue:  Were there some of the students there, maybe some of the legacy kids, who 

were a little bit more rebellious fromð 

Davis:  Oh sure, sure. They were hell-raisers. If they could get away to New York on 

some flimsy excuse, they would drink themselves silly. I did once. There also 

were international students from wealthy, Latin American families, including 

the son of Fulgencio Batista, the dictator of Cuba (laughs). These were spoiled 

kids, miserable kids, often. Their parents really were getting rid of them, so 

they sent them away to school. I befriended them; they were nice kids. One of 

my best roommates was a guy froméHe was an American, born in Mexico 

and spoke, of course, fluent Spanish. Like all Mexican boys of a certain 
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stature, he had had his first sexual exploit with the family maid. Another 

storyé (laughs). Sorry, Iôm turning this a little raunchy. (DePue laughs)   

DePue:  Were you ever lonely? 

Davis:  Yes. I know that first fall I was lonely, because it was hard to make friends; I 

was teased a lot. My grades were good, but it was...My parents must have 

picked up on that. Maybe the house-master or the school master called my 

parents or wrote them, saying, ñWeôre a little concerned about Cullom. He 

seems lonely,ò because, lo and behold, my father came out to Dadôs Weekend 

in November, not Thanksgiving; it was just a Dadôs Weekend.  

   That was really unusual because they didnôt have that kind of money. I 

think they were worried about me. I was glad to see him. I donôt remember it 

as being an emotional time. I know I was glad to see them, and it was a good 

idea. Iôm sure they had been advised by the authorities. But I never, never 

considered quitting school. When I did something, I did it. Not that I had 

enormous courage, but I justéI followed orders (laughs). 

DePue:  What were your academic interests? By this time, youôre becoming more 

aware of those kinds of things. 

Davis:  Um-hmm, um-hmm. I loved French; I was very good in French, won awards 

in French. I loved mathematics, did brilliantly in algebra and solid geometry, 

and I liked history, had a good history master. And I liked LatinðI took tough 

coursesðliked physics.  

   History was among the courses I liked, and we read the, then standard, 

American history textbook byéSamuel Eliot Morrison, huge thing, no 

pictures, all text. It was the conventional, upper division, high school text, 

college textbook, for that matter. I plowed through that; it was pretty dull, but 

I liked history.  

DePue:  But you listed several other things before you got to history. I guess I wasnôt 

expecting that. 

Davis:  Yeah. Well, I just was a good student. I loved mathematics, well enough that I 

got placed at Princeton in an honors calculus course. 

DePue:  Thatôs the next question because, obviously, when you get to your junior or 

senior year in high school, the question is, what am I going to do after I 

graduate?  

Davis:  Right, right. 

DePue:  Was there ever any question of that? 
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Davis:  If I thought about it at all, I assumed, in the environment that I was in, that I 

would go into business. Not until I was in college did I work for one, a 

brewery, Pabst Brewery, two summers. ThenéActually, I guess my last year 

at Lawrenceville, I worked for Pabst Brewery, not that I ever thought about a 

permanent job at Pabst.  

   But my final two years in college, I worked at Caterpillar, [Inc.], [the] 

international home office of Caterpillar in Peoria. I didnôt work in the 

foundry; I worked in the advertising division, a white-collar job. I was just an 

intern, but I wrote copy, did stuff like that. 

DePue:  We got a little bit ahead of the timeline here. 

Davis:  Yeah, Iôm sorry. 

DePue:  No, thatôs fine. My impression is that you went to Lawrenceville in the first 

place because the expectations were that youôre getting into Princeton. 

Davis:  Right. 

DePue:  And good kid that you were, you never questioned any of that? 

Davis:  No, though a funny thing happened my senior year. Myðwhat do you call 

it?ðplacement advisor, I guess they were [called], said, ñAre there other 

colleges that you want to apply to?ò I said, ñWell yeah, Iôve admired Amherst 

a lot.ò Itôs not an Ivy League school, but they call it a little Ivy League school. 

I donôt know why, but Iôd heard about Amherst, and I thought, Well, I didnôt 

apply to Yale or Harvard, but at least I applied to Amherst.  

   Lo and behold, the fall of my final year, I got turned down at Amherst. 

My placement advisor was furious. He said, ñWhat are they doing? Youôre 

this outstanding student; you expressed an interest in Amherst.ò He called 

them, and I guess they said, ñWe just knew from the grapevineòðor 

whateverðñthat heôs going to go to Princeton.ò Maybe I had filed kind of an 

uninspired application. I donôt know, but they did reverse themselves and 

offer me a position at Amherst.  

   I chose Princeton. It was more this placement advisorôs fury at my 

being turned downéItôs always good, of course, to have a backup. But I 

probably was a shoo-in for Princeton. 

DePue:  Were you something of a legacy to go to Princeton? 

Davis:  Yes.  

DePue:  Even though you said your father had not graduated? 
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Davis:  Didnôt graduate, but he was an alumnus, and my grandfather attended, and my 

uncle attended and graduated. So, I was very much a legacy, and I had the 

advantage, although going to school in New Jersey, of living in Illinois. They 

did try to get some sort geographic representation. I think I was probably a 

slam-dunk. 

DePue:  You graduated from high school in 1953? 

Davis:  Yes. 

DePue:  At that time there was a draft. Was military service any part of this equation? 

Davis:  No. I donôt even remember it becoming an issue. I must have known it, but I 

was going to college. I donôt think I even had a college deferment; I justéI 

was eighteen, and I canôt remember. I may have paid a visit.  

   At some point I paid a visit to the Peoria Selective Service Board. I 

talked to someone there, and Iôm sorry; I canôt remember. Maybe they said, 

you can qualify as a college deferment. I donôt remember that, but that could 

be, because I wasnôt then bothered again until the senior year of my college. 

So, I guess I had something. 

DePue:  With the Korean War over, in July of fifty-three, there just wasnôt the need. 

Davis:  Thatôs right. Exactly. Thank you. I didnôt mention that, but I was aware of 

that, that I was one of those in-betweens.  

DePue:  You spent basically three years of high school at an all-boys school. And 

Princeton, I believe at the time, is an all-boys school. Did you have any 

reservations because of that? 

Davis:  Yes. I did. But it was the custom then. There was no prep school in the 

countryéWell, there were a few, but they were all boysô schools or girlsô 

schools. The colleges, the good colleges, were all menôs schools. I didnôt like 

that. I had a great girlfriend. We went steady for eight years before marrying.  

   She came out to the spring prom at Lawrenceville, three years in a 

row. She had to take the train out and live in a neighboring home, off campus. 

We were strictly chaperoned, but she made it. Then she was admitted to an 

eastern college, and she visited more than she should have, Princeton. And I 

visited more than I should have, her college, Connecticut College.  

DePue:  Did she pick that to be closer to you? 

Davis:  Yeah. Yeah. Itôs a pretty good college. Unfortunately, because of our romantic 

life, she was dismissed from Connecticut College (laughs) at the end of the 

year. I wasnôt from Princeton. She then had to pick another eastern college, 

and she did, up in Troy, New York. We were a heavy item. 
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DePue:  You havenôt mentioned her name. 

Davis:  No. Her name is Marilyn Whittaker. We met in dancing school, seventh grade. 

DePue:  Dancing school? 

Davis:  There was a dancing school for the children of the middle class at the YWCA. 

We learned how to be polite. We didnôt take it to heart, but we learned 

manners and dancing. I met her, and we started seeing each other, which 

really meant that I went to play basketball at her familyôs basketball court and 

kind of hanging around.  

   Then we had permission in eighth grade to go to Saturday matinee 

movies. There would be an occasional mixed party with chaperones. In high 

school it got more serious. I could drive; she could drive. We became a real 

item in high school. Then, when I was away, Marilyn dated. It was logical; I 

was gone for nine months of the year. But when I came home, we were back. 

For three years she dated, but we remained committed. 

DePue:  Letôs go back to Princeton. 

Davis:  Yes. 

DePue:  Did you like going to Princeton? 

Davis:  By and large, yes. I found it a great intellectual atmosphere. I liked most all of 

the professors, who were interesting and very accomplished people. I had 

good roommates, though we were a little bawdy. Of course, the drinkingé 

Although you couldnôt have women or cars, liquor was open season. So, like a 

lot of college students, I did much more drinking than was healthy, and it was 

permitted. CollegeéIt was kind of hypocritical; they didnôt care if you drank 

yourself silly, but if you were caught with a girl in your room after 6:00 p.m., 

or if you had a car parked off-campus, you could be kicked out. 

DePue:  What was the legal drinking age in New Jersey at the time? 

Davis:  Twenty-one, but the campus townð 

DePue:  When you say, permitted, they just kind of ignored what was going on. 

Davis:  Yeah. There were clubs, not fraternities, clubs; they were able to buy kegs of 

beer, and we could go to the clubs and so on. It was just a wink, wink and nod. 

DePue:  Getting into Princeton now is a real challenge. What did it take to get into 

Princeton at that time? What kind of classmates did you have? 

Davis:  If you went to a prep school, that helped. If you were from Illinois, that 

helped. If you had really great grades, that helped. If you were a legacy, it 
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helped. I donôt think my admission to Princeton was some enormous 

achievement, the way it would be if I were applying today. I think I was 

destined (laughs). Everything was in my favor. Today itôs a very different 

matter, very different matter. 

DePue:  At that time especiallyðand maybe this is much more a term that would 

apply to Boston and Harvardðthe Brahmans of American society, those elites 

at the time, was there an element of that at Princeton? 

Davis:  Oh, absolutely, a lot of snobs. I got to know a lot of snobs at Lawrenceville 

but also at Princeton. Theyôd gone to all the right day-schools and all the right 

prep schools, and they had the right summer homes on Cape Cod. This was a 

world that was unfamiliar to me. They would travel; on spring vacation, they 

would go to Bermuda. I would either stay at Princeton or go home (laughs). 

DePue:  You werenôt invited into that circle very much? 

Davis:  Hmm, no, no. 

DePue:  Were they snobbish towards you? 

Davis:  Not overtly. 

DePue:  It was just kind of an understood arrangement? 

Davis:  Yeah. Some of them went, paying their own way, just to raise hell down in Ft. 

Lauderdale. I didnôt have the kind of money to do that. There was a little bit of 

resentment on my part or jealousy, whatever you call it, envy, envy.  

   That was true even in Peoria. A lot of my friends had parents who had 

a summer home in Michigan or Wisconsin. I didnôt, but I worked. The fact is, 

I liked working. Your first job you feel, my gosh, I can earn money. I had 

good paying jobs, at the railroad and then at Pabst Brewery for two summers 

and then at Caterpillar for two summers. I didnôt object, because my parents 

werenôt taking vacations themselves; that was one way in which they crimped. 

I enjoyed that. I had a sense of accomplishment. 

DePue:  How about academics? I assume that you continued to excel in academics. 

Davis:  At Princeton?  

DePue:  Um-hmm. 

Davis:  No, I struggled, partly because we were all valedictorians (laughs) to some 

extent, and I also goofed off a lot, procrastinated, drank, traveled on weekends 

to visit my girlfriend. I did reasonably well, but I was getting the equivalent of 

Bs and Cs my freshman year. 
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DePue:  Equivalent? Didnôt they use that grade system? 

Davis:  No, it was a point system. One or two courses I really loved and got Bs in. 

One, I only got a C because they couldnôt give me a lower grade; thatôs the 

honors calculus class. I was hopelessly over my head in calculus, taught by a 

brilliant mathematician of international reputation. I was there with a bunch of 

kids who were mathematical geniuses. I had been great in prep school in 

math, but I didnôt belong in that section. If I could have gotten out of it, I 

would have because it was a year-long course, met every day of the week. By 

the second week, the professor was sick and tired of me. It was all cumulative 

learning, so I was already out of it and struggled the whole time. But because 

it was an honors class, he couldnôt give me a grade lower than a C. That was 

the rules of the college. 

DePue:  At what point did you get to select a major? Was that right at the beginning? 

Davis:  No, not until the end of my sophomore year. I took a fair number of history 

courses. I liked them. I loved one history course my sophomore year on 

modern American history, taught by Eric Goldman, who was a great lecturer.  

   I took a great course on the renaissance by another famous historian. I 

took a course on American foreign relations, which I really liked, and 

European history, a great teacher on eighteenth century Europe. I was liking 

history, even my first two years. For me it was a snap.  

   I knew math was going to be my major. I took a couple of French 

language courses, because I had been so good in French. But I cheatedéWell, 

we were supposed to read, in the original French, these novels by famous 

French novelists. But Iôd get the English editions and read them. 

DePue:  I suspect you werenôt alone in that one. 

Davis:  No, but I was lazy. Itôs not as if I couldnôt read them. I was good at French, 

but lazy. Science, I always knew wasnôt my field. I took a required biology 

course and kind of liked it, but it wasnôt myéI took an economics course, 

didnôt like it that much; took political science, I enjoyed. But history was for 

me a natural major. That was an easy decision to make. 

DePue:  This is kind of going back to the nature of the student body. Iôm just curious if 

there were any GI Bill students who were going there as well?5 

Davis:  There were earlier, even during the war. They had a special program for Army 

students to go on an intensified basis. But it wasnôt like the public universities, 

                                                 
5 The term GI Bill ® refers to any Department of Veterans Affairs education benefit earned by members of 

Active Duty, Selected Reserve and National Guard Armed Forces and their families. The benefit is designed to 

help service members and eligible veterans cover the costs associated with getting an education or training. 

(https://www.military.com/education/gi-bill/learn-to-use-your-gi-bill.html) 
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where they were swarming with GI Bill students. By the time I went, in fifty-

three, I donôt remember. Maybe they were housed separately or something. I 

donôt remember many of my classmateséI canôt think of one of my 

classmates who was really GI Bill. A lot of them were ROTC [Reserve 

Officer Training Corps], a lot of them, and naval ROTC, but not GI Bill. I 

donôt know whether it was because of the cost of the school or its high 

standards or its prejudice. I donôt think it could have been prejudice. But they 

liked to have young, eighteen-year-olds entering the college. 

DePue:  Did you have any interest in joining either of the ROTC programs? 

Davis:  I thought about the NROTC [Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps]. But it 

did circumscribe somewhat my choice of courses. I talked to a few advisors 

and some other students and finally decided that I wouldnôt. I might have 

liked that. I had friends who did it, and they werenôt hurt by it, but I did have a 

wider range of course choices. And there would have been weekends I would 

have had to stay in Princeton (DePue laughs).  

DePue:  Thatôs kind of what I was thinking. 

Davis:  I donôt know that that registered, but it certainly would have changed my 

social life. 

DePue:   How about some formal extra-curriculars. We know what, informally, you 

were doing for extra-curricular activities. 

Davis:  I continued my interest in theater. I had been president of the theater club at 

Lawrenceville. I had been a specialist, not in acting, but in backstage work. I 

really did great work as an electrician and making flats and setting designs 

and so forth, and I loved it. So, I joined a very prominent Princeton University 

undergraduate theater club, which every year staged its own original musical 

and took it on the road, which was a huge amount oféon the road, on the 

train. 

DePue:   But theyôre own original? Somebody has to write it and the music for itð 

Davis: Yes, all original. They had a professional director to direct these students, but 

these were students who loveéHarvard had the same sort of club, called the 

Hasty Pudding Club; this was the Triangle Club. They liked to write music; a 

lot of it was really corny. Most of it was satirical songs, with satirical titles. It 

was a revue show, so you could put togetheréthe scene by scene, they didnôt 

have to really connect a lot. But I got involved in that, enough so that, while I 

wasnôt eligible my freshman year [to] go on the road, I did my sophomore 

year.  

DePue: Were you in front of the spotlights or behind the scenes? 

Davis: No, I was always behind the scenes. 
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DePue: You had no interest in getting on the stage? 

Davis: I just had grown up doing that at Lawrenceville, so that was familiar. I didnôt 

ever have that stage itch. I later discovered I have certain skills as a public 

speaker but actingéI can play myself pretty well (DePue laughs). 

DePue:   At what point in time do you start thinking, ñOh my God, Iôm going to 

graduate from college, then what?ò 

Davis:   Yeah. I want to make one reference back to my father, because my father, Iôve 

told you, loved to read. Probably he would have had a successful career had 

he chosen to be a librarian, but that was unthinkable for a man of his social 

standing in those years. He would have been a great librarian, and he would 

have had a secure job. But he read assiduously, all the time, and he read 

certain things.  

   He loved western history, American western history. He loved the 

story of Wyatt Earp and the OK Corral. He loved General Custer (laughs), 

thought he was a hero. I told you he loved Winston Churchill and Douglas 

MacArthur; he read those biographies. And he admired Robert E. Lee. He 

read a famous, biography of Robert E. Lee by Douglas Southall Freeman. I 

know he admired Lincoln because his great uncle had known Lincoln, Shelby 

Moore Cullom. But I donôt remember himéWell yes, he did read the Carl 

Sandburg four-volume biography of Lincoln. So, sure, he liked Lincoln.  

    I inherited, I think, some of that enthusiasm for biography and history. 

I know I did because we talked about it. He talked about it a lot, and I know I 

was an interestedéI want to make that clear, that he was one source and that 

one teacher at Lawrenceville taught me history that I really enjoyed, and then 

I had professors at Princeton whom I really respected and admired. Those 

were what led me to the major. It didnôt lead me to a career.  

  I was convinced in the 1950s that I would enter a job, maybe in 

banking, perhaps in Peoria, where I had connections, or maybe in advertising, 

since I spent two summers my last two years at Caterpillar. I really liked 

advertising. I discovered I had a certain skill for writing advertising copy. 

Those were my ambitions.  

  At Princeton in those days advertising waséMadison Avenue was a 

huge suction of Princeton students into the workplace. (laughs) 

DePue: But wouldnôt that suggest that, if think youôve got a career in business or 

something like advertising, that you would want to take business courses? 

Davis: No, because I wasnôt going to go into the accounting department. I would go 

into marketing. In those days, if you were a Princeton graduate, they said, 

ñLook, heôll learn what he needs to know on the job. If he can write and 

conceptualize, he can be a marketing executive; he can be a salesman; he can 
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be an executive.ò Itôs the classic liberal arts bias, which is much reduced today 

from what it was.  

But no, that didnôtéI did take an accounting course; that wasnôt a bad 

idea. I didnôt take any management courses. They didnôt offer them at 

Princeton. I didnôt take any education courses. They didnôt offer them. Even 

after I got kind of interested in education, my senior year, because I was 

teaching after-school athletics at a local day schooléI may have mentioned 

that to you.  

Princeton day school had these kids and they needed to hire people at 

$1.25 an hour to oversee the after-school activities and athletics of their 

students. So, my roommate and I got jobs. We made about $8.00 a week, but 

it was spending money. 

DePue:   Well, $1.25 an hour doesnôt sound like much today, but it wasnôt too bad at 

that. 

Davis:   It wasnôt bad, no. So, weôd spend two hours there, and I kind of liked it. I 

liked working with kids. That opened up another possibility for me as to a 

career. I didnôt give it a lot of serious thought until the last months of my 

senior year.  

    I interviewed for a job at Procter and Gamble, which was the ultimate 

advertising career. Youôd fill shelves at some grocery store for six months, 

and then youôd be a brand person, and then youôd work your way up the 

ladder. Youôd be making a fortune and drinking three martinis with lunch and 

dating the secretaries at the office (laughs). That was the symbol of that life. 

Well, I didnôt get offered a job.  

  I was offered a job at Caterpillar to come back permanently. I had that 

in the hole, and I liked Peoria, had a lot of friends there. I could interview for 

a banking job in Peoria if I wanted to, but I never did at that time. But I did 

decide to interview for a couple of prep school jobs. I knew I couldnôt get a 

high school teaching job because I didnôt have any education certificates or 

courses.  

  So, I interviewed at a school called Choate, which is one of the 

prestigious, eastern prep schools. I didnôt interview at Lawrenceville because I 

thought that was a little too precious; Iôd been there. I interviewed at Choate. 

They wanted me and my young wifeðabout-to-be young wifeðto be house 

masters for one of the houses. I thought, Thatôs a heck of a way to begin a 

marriage, with thirty adolescent, over-sexed kids under your roof (both laugh). 

Largely for that reason, I turned theméThey offered me the job, and I turned 

them down. I talked it [over] with my fianc®e, and we agreed that wasnôté  
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  Then I got this invitation to meet at Princeton with a man who was 

visiting Princeton, hiring students for jobs at a Honolulu prep school, Punahou 

School.  

DePue:   How do you pronounce that again? 

Davis:   PȊn-a-how. 

DePue: Just like it looks. 

Davis: Actually, yeah. Of course, itôs a Hawaiian word, and a lot of Hawaiian words 

donôt pronounce as theyôre spelled. He was a character. He wore white suits, 

and he had white hair. His name was John Fox, and he had a miserable college 

education himself, something like Southern Arkansas School of Mines or 

something. But he had landed this head master job at Punahou because he was 

so handsome, suntanned, great clothes, and he was kind of aéHe is kind of a 

fake.  

But he figured that he could bring a lot of classðthatôs capital C, 

classðto Punahou by hiring ivy-leaguers. He made the rounds every spring, 

and he went to Yale and Dartmouth and Princeton, and he hired people. He 

hired six of us my year at Princeton, classmates. Out of a class of 600 people, 

six of us got jobs at the same school in Honolulu, and there were a couple of 

Harvard people. This was irresistible. It wasnôt to run a dorm; it was to live in 

a school-supplied apartment, with my bride, on campus, but separate. The 

salary was $4,000 and the chance of summer work, if I wanted to be a life-

guard. And they would pay me half of the airfare to get there, not to get back 

(both laugh).  

DePue: Letôs see, youôve got að 

Davis: And they would payðforgive meðthey would pay a small stipend if we 

started having children, so much per kid (laughs). What a place! So, I 

accepted the job and signed up.  

  But then my draft board got in the way. I had to go have a physicalðI 

was 1-Aðhave a physical up in Newark, New Jersey, which scared me, not 

Newark, but to see the kids who passed the physical. These were not physical 

specimens. Some of them, if they squatted, they couldnôt stand up without 

going over to a bench. Or maybe they were faking it; I donôt know (both 

laugh).  

  I passed the physical, so I had to talk with my draft board. They said, 

ñYouôre 1-A, and you could be called.ò Iôll try to make this fast. I told 

Punahou that I to put off my job because of this. So, I went back to 

Caterpillar, working, not permanently, but temporarily, to wait out the draft 

board. I waited a month and then a month. The draft board kept saying, ñWell, 
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you could be called.ò I did put in an application as a teacher deferment, but I 

didnôt get it, yet, because I wasnôt yet a teacher, kind of a Catch-22.6  

  Finally, in October my wife and I decided weôre going to take a 

chance. So, I notified the draft board I was moving to Honolulu. They said, 

ñWell you could be called.ò We went, and the school had an opening for me 

because someone had to leave. So, I was a fourth-grade school teacher for a 

while at Punahou. It was a honeymoon for my wife and me, though we had 

taken a honeymoon. It was a great life.  

DePue: Tough job to have to move to paradise, huh? 

Davis: Oh, god! Every weekend we would go to the beaches and drink a lot. We had 

all these friends and others at the school who were young, lively. It was really 

fun. I enjoyed the students, many of them Japanese-American, some 

Hawaiian-American, all sorts of ethnicities. It was a very pleasant 

environment. So, that was great. 

DePue: I want to go back and ask you about the decision to get married, how that 

came about and then getting married. 

Davis:  It seemed destiny. Weôd gone together since seventh/eighth grade; thatôs eight 

years. We were engaged before my senior year in college. It really seemed 

destiny. I never had any hesitation. My parents kept saying, ñItôs a mistake, 

Cullom. We love Marilyn, but itôs a mistake to not date others.ò I did furtively 

have a couple of dates at Princeton, just catch-as-catch-can. I didnôt do them; I 

just met girls at some of the parties, and we had some fun. But, I just thought 

the woman of my life was the woman Iôd dated. So did Marilyn. It was all just 

foregone.  

We arranged for the wedding to be on June 23, 1957, had a huge 

wedding party of my Princeton and Lawrenceville friends and some local 

friends andð 

DePue: The wedding was where? 

Davis: In a Methodist church in Peoria that my in-laws belonged to, big wedding, 

400 people, I guess. My in-laws were wonderful people. He was a surgeon, a 

successful surgeon. She was a devoted mother. They could not have been 

nicer to me. They thought of me as a wonderful catch for their daughter 

because I had a little bit of social status, and I was fun and nice, all of which 

was a mistake, butð 

DePue: Youôd graduated from Princeton that year. 

                                                 
6 A catch-22 is a paradoxical situation from which an individual cannot escape because of contradictory rules. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catch-22_(logic) 
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Cullom Davis at a 1968 orientation in Illinois. 

Davis: And Iôd graduated from Princeton. 

DePue:  Did she have any career aspirations? What had she majored in? 

Davis: She majoredégood question. When she transferred, her sophomore year, to a 

college in Troy, New York, I think she majored in Spanish. But we didnôt talk 

about a career that I can remember. She could have gotten a job, of course, in 

department stores, not as a secretary; she didnôt have secretarial skills. She 

could have gotten a good job [in] sales and womenôs wear and so forth. She 

could have done some Spanish, though she wasnôt fluent. But career wasnôt 

really on her mind as it was on mine. Thatôs again a product of the fifties, in 

large measure, and our social standing. So, she didnôt work.  

  She got pregnant when we were living in Honolulu, in the spring of 

1958, after weôd been there for six months. We had our first child in 

December of 1958 in Honolulu, a daughter. It was not a silky-smooth 

marriage. I had some sexual function problems, challenges, that I think I 

overcame, but some, and some insecurities, which were very real. And she 

had some frustrations. But we were married, and we were devoted.  

  After two yearséShall I keep going? After two years at Punahou, 

which I loved, my second year there I took a graduate course in American 

policy in the Pacific, just for fun, and I liked it. It wasnôt a great course, but I 

thought, Well, I could do graduate study.  

  But in the spring of 1959, my thoughts were that IéI wrote some 

letters to bank presidents in PeoriaðI didnôt write Caterpillar because Iôd kind 

of left them in the lurchðand I applied to three graduate schools, Stanford, 

Illinois and Michigan. Right away Illinois accepted me and gave me a free 

ride fellowship. Stanford accepted me and offered me an assistantship, which 

would reduce my classes, and Michigan, I canôt remember. Stanford was very 

expensive; I loved Stanford, but it was expensive.  

DePue: Princeton 

was out 

ofð 

Davis: Yeah, I 

didnôt even 

think of 

applying. I 

thought it 

was way too 

expensive 

and 

probably 

much more 
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selective, maybe not, butéI guess I thought also, Gee, they donôt want to take 

back a Princeton undergraduate. Thatôs often the case, so I didnôt even try. 

DePue: I wonder what your parentsô feelings were and Marilynôs parentsô feelings 

were about your being a fourth-grade teacher out in Honolulu. 

Davis: Right. Well the fourth grade was just for a few months, until an opening 

opened in what was called the senior school, where I taught tenth and eleventh 

and twelfth grade social studies. That was just a temporary to please me 

because they had a vacancy, and they could take me then, and I needed the 

money. By then I had a teaching deferment, and then I had a parent deferment. 

So the draft was no longer an issue.  

  They bothéMy parents visited us, and her parents visited us. I think 

they thought we were living the great life. Iôm sure my parents said, ñAre you 

going to stay here?ò I already had decided that this was great but that it was a 

little too good, a little too comfortable. I saw some of the older teachers there, 

one of whom was a retired rear admiral. No disrespect toward him, he was a 

great guy, but he was an alcoholic, and some of the other older teachers were 

alcoholics. Not that you could blame that on their being in place too long, but 

it kind of scared me that, am I looking at a projection of myself?  

  I think I had a little more ambition. I didnôt think I was going to be a 

college teacher, but I thought I might become aéI might get a masterôs 

degree, maybe a PhD I didnôt know; no one in my family had ever gone on for 

graduate school.  

DePue: You mentioned thisðyou donôt have to answer this if you donôt want toðbut 

you said you had some insecurities at the time? 

Davis: Yes, yes, sexual insecurities, yeah, and performance insecurity. We got over 

those by and large, but I think my wife remained restless. Weôll get to that 

later, if we want to. 

DePue: She was fine though with the decision to go to graduate school? 

Davis: Yes, she was. We had a baby daughter. She wasnôt going to work but sheé 

When we decided to go to Urbana, I could afford, with the money I had 

savedða magnificent salary at Punahouðto buy a little tiny English car for 

$1,000. We could rent a cheap apartment, a tiny little apartment, in a place 

where they did cooperative baby-sitting. So, Marilyn couldéwouldnôt have to 

pay a baby-sitter. If she had to get a part-time job, she could. But I donôt think 

she ever had a part-time job.  

  I was on a fellowship, and her father also supported us, much like my 

fatherôs father had supported him in the depression. I was on a peon 

fellowship stipend. He loved us and never second-guessed us and sent us a 

modest check every month. Our rent was $40, so we could make it alright. 
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And I worked; I did work in the university book store, part-time, just to make 

a little money. Then I started working, teaching night classes up at Rantoul at 

the Air Force base [Chanute Air Force Base] and correspondence courses.7 

Whenever I could pick up a little scratch in my graduate school time, I did. 

DePue: Going to graduate school, you have to be much more explicit in what youôre 

majoring in. 

Davis: Yes. Of course, it was history. I was admitted to the History Department; that 

was clear. I expressed an interest in majoring in American history. At that 

point, I was pretty sure that it would be modern American political history 

because Iôd written this thesis about Governor Cullom and Senator Cullom, 

which was basically post-civil -war history, and I had taken courses at 

Princeton on the whole period of regulating business in America because 

Senator Cullom had been the author of the Interstate Commerce Act of 1886, 

regulating the railroads. It didnôt regulate them very well, but he was the 

founder of that.  

  So, I got interested in regulating, and I read several books, and I took a 

great course at Princeton by a political scientist, on regulating business with 

independent commissions. I decided that would be an interest, and I thought 

the natural dissertation, after my freshman year, was to study the Federal 

Trade Commission, founded in 1914. 

DePue: Before we talk more about the academic side of things, can you reflect on the 

differences between the University of Illinois, as a graduate student, and 

Princeton, as an undergrad? 

Davis: It will be to the disparagement of Illinois. The quality of the faculty, when I 

was there, I thoughtðmaybe I was being a little snobbishðbut I thought they 

were indifferent, with a few exceptions. They werenôt particularly 

accomplished as teachers. I took a course on Illinois history, taught by an 

amiable man, who was just not much. I took a course in historical method by 

an ancient, ancient historian. He was really feeble, poor guy. Nice man, but he 

couldnôt any more teach bright young graduate students than I thinkð 

  I had some really poor graduate courses, I thought. And I didnôt find 

the place particularly genial. On the other hand, they treated me like a super-

star; not a super-star, they thought I was big stuff because I had a Princeton 

degree.  

  I did like a few of the courses. I took a course in American 

constitutional history, really a tough course, by a man I admired. That was 

                                                 
7 Chanute Air Force Base is a closed United States Air Force facility, located south of and adjacent to Rantoul, 

Illinois, south of Chicago. Its primary mission throughout its existence was Air Force technical training. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chanute_Air_Force_Base) 
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good. I took a course with the man who later became my PhD advisor on 

America from 1877 to 1929. His name was Bates. He was a wonderful 

southern man and not a great scholar himself, but he was supportive. And I 

took a seminar in modern American history with him my spring semester at 

Illinois, my first year.  

  I wrote an article about the Federal Trade Commissionôs early years. I 

worked hard on it. He said it was superb. I read the fine print in the Journal of 

American History, which announced that it had a prize for the best graduate 

student essay of the year in the field of American history. I got the impression 

that not many people applied for this. I sent this paper in, the spring of my 

first year in graduate school, and it won the Pelsley Award, which is now a 

well-knownéP-e-l-s-l-e-y, something like that. 

DePue: Was it the Pelzer Memorial Award? 

Davis: Thank you; Iôm sorry; Iôm thinking of another name. Thank you, you know. 

Thank heavens Iôve got a knowledgeable interviewer. 

DePue: Well, I had to look it up. 

Davis: Pelzer Award [Louis Pelzer Memorial Award].8 Yeah, itôs in my resume. That 

was big stuff. Suddenly people likeéSome of the hotshots in the department, 

like the diplomatic historian, Norman Graebner, they said, ñMy gosh, weôve 

got another superstar here. In his first year, Cullom Davis has won the Pelzer 

Award, and heôs getting straight Aôs, blah, blah, blah.ò So, I got great honors.  

  There were some downfalls after that. I donôt know whether you want 

to go to that. Now, we havenôt gotten to 1970 yet. 

DePue: I definitely do want to develop this more. My question hereðthis might be a 

bit of an asideðbut you mentioned you were a little bit disappointed perhaps 

with the quality of the instruction you got there? 

Davis: Um-hmm. 

DePue: Was that at all a function of this explosion of higher education that happened 

after World War II? 

Davis: Thatôs interesting. Well, Illinois had a good department. It had a great 

tradition of distinguished department. I felt, when I went there, that the 

brightest minds in the department were the younger ones, and they would 

often leave, and they did. I took a German history seminar by a brilliant 

                                                 
8 The Pelzer Memorial Award Committee of the Organization of American Historians invites candidates for 

graduate degrees to submit essays for the Louis Pelzer Memorial Award competition. The winning essay is 

published in the Journal of American History. Essays may deal with any period or topic in the history of the 

United States. (https://www.oah.org/programs/awards/louis-pelzer-memorial-award/) 
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historian, and after three years he left, not for tenure reasons; he just was 

frustrated.  

There was kind of a triumvirate of old-fashioned leaders in the 

department that really ran it. To me, they were all pompous and not that good, 

but they had the power. So younger historians kind of died on the vine there, I 

thought. 

DePue: Would they also be looking for opportunities at somewhere more elite, 

perhaps the Ivy League schools, and move onto those? 

Davis: Some. But it was clear there was a morale problem, too. This was a 

department that was run totally by the top. Maybe thatôs true at many 

universities, but I felt it was to their [the universityôs] detriment. It was not a 

particularly dynamic department. They werenôt winning Pulitzer prizes or 

other awards, as a department. 

DePue: Did you have anybody who served as a mentor to you there? 

Davis:  [Professor] Leonard Bates was a mentor. Iôve had people who taught there, 

who later became mentors for me, but not when I was in graduate school, like 

Bob Johannsen. I didnôt take a course with him. Norman Graebner was 

something of a mentor. Do you know that name? 

DePue: Yes. 

Davis: G-r-a-e-b-n-e-r. He was chairman, which I thought was a breath of fresh air, 

and he made me his grading assistant for his huge American Diplomacy 

course. I got to know him pretty well. I liked him, and he liked me. There 

were some problems developing in my career there, though, at that time. I 

donôt know whether I should go into that or not. 

DePue: I was hoping you would. 

Davis: Okay (laughs). 

DePue: If you want to do that, yes, absolutely. 

Davis: Oh, I want to do it; itôs a question of just when. Sure, no, Iôm not hesitating at 

all. Two problems, one was that the department insisted on two foreign 

languages, mastery of two foreign languages. I took the French test the first 

chance I had; I passed it fine. I chose German as the second language. Russian 

scared me, and you couldnôt use Spanish, and Iôd never studied any language 

besides French and Latin. So, I chose German.  

I learned later that the History Department had a tense relationship 

with the German Department. They depended on the German Department to 
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offer instruction in German. Then the German Department would grade the 

German essays you had to answer to pass the proficiency test.  

I promptly took a German basic course, studied it hard. It was hard to 

get excited about it because it was just a means to an end. But I studied it, 

took the proficiency test, didnôt pass. Some of the comments on the test, I 

thought were trivial. It was a U-boat essay from some history, and the word 

was the noun for the act of ñtorpedoingò a boat. I said the torpedoing; they 

said it should have been the ñtorpedofication.ò Well, I thought, Who says 

that? Only a German would say that (both laugh).  

That may not have been how I failed, but I thought, Iôm caught here 

between two departments who are trying to prove to each other that theyôre 

superior. Thatôs exactly what it was. Anyway, I took it again; I failed it. Then 

I was tutored in German. By that time, I was wasting a lot of time on this. It 

ended up taking me a whole extra year in graduate school, just to get this 

crazy thing behind me.  

I went to the department chairman, Norman Graebner, who was very, 

very understanding and sympathetic. But he said, ñI canôt do anything about 

this. This is a classic requirement.ò I said, ñCanôt I satisfy it in some other 

way, quantitative history or something?ò ñNo, no we donôt do that.ò They did 

later. Actually, I didnôt ask quantitative; there wasnôt any; it didnôt even exist 

then. Excuse me. Anyway, I had no choice, so I got depressed about that.  

By that time my class work was over. I was studying for my prelims, 

which I passed with flying colors. 

DePue: Yourð 

Davis: Prelims were the tests I had to write out and then be orally examined, [based] 

on what Iôd taken, what I knew about American history and Latin American 

history. 

DePue: This was a step toward getting the PhD and not the masterôs? 

Davis: Oh, Iôm sorry, yes. I backed up. I wrote my masterôs thesis in a year and 

passed that. There was a committee, I guess, but it wasnôt much of a deal. 

Then it was the prelims, which is really formal entry into PhD study. I studied 

a year for that, reading all the books on American history I could. I did fine in 

that, but the language was all that was hanging me up.  

I even started my dissertation research. I got a special dissertation 

fellowship and travel money to travel to New England and Washington, D.C. 

and Chicago to do research. But the language hang-up was in my way, which 

depressed me.  
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I was also depressed because my wife admitted to an affair in the 

second year we were in Urbana. It was an affair with a member of our 

extended family, which just devastated me. I never dreamed that people did 

that. I was really pretty naïve. It devastated me. She was apologetic, tearful, 

and she admitted it to me. I had no idea. That was to her credit. But it was a 

crisis in my stability as a functioning adult, and I think it also helps explain 

my dissertation problems because I had those.  

Finally, I passed the German test. But then Iðno one knew it on 

campusðbut I was having trouble writing my dissertation. I had a year in 

Urbana when I had nothing to do but write my dissertation, fellowship, and I 

did everything but that.  

DePue: You wouldnôt be alone in that respect. This is the hurdle that lots of PhD 

candidates have.  

Davis: Yes, youôre right. Youôre right, absolutely right. But I think it was 

psychological in nature, which maybe it always is. I had a tendency to stall 

things but not to that extent. I just hadnôt done anything. So, when it came 

time [for] interviewing for jobs, I prepared an outline of my dissertation, as if 

I was writing it. It was a pretty coherent outline. I knew what I was going to 

do; I just wasnôt doing it, and they fortunately did ask. They said maybe ñDo 

you have a chapter you could show?ò I said, ñWell no,ò I said, ñIôve been 

working on it, butéò  

Then I got interviewed at two very good schools, Indiana Universityð

great school, better than Illinois, I thoughtðand the University of Maryland. 

So, I went to both. I didnôt like Maryland. I thought, for various reasons, it just 

didnôt appeal to me. Indiana was a great university, huge; there were fifty-five 

members of the faculty. They were bright, productive, fun; itôs a lovely area, 

so I accepted the job.  

DePue: I want to take a couple of steps back. 

Davis: Okay.  

DePue: Because I want to hear your discussion about the decision, once you got to 

graduate school, to continue on to get a PhD and obviously to get a teaching 

position someplace. 

Davis: Iôm sorry. The decision for the PhD kind of occurred as a natural result of the 

stupendous success I had my first year and the compliments of all these 

people. I was hot stuff, and by my second year, I had a published article in the 

Journal of American History; that was the prize. I got $25 and a bronze medal, 

(DePue laughs) but it was publication. That got the attention of universities 

around the country. ñWho is this kid whoôs a graduate student and has 

published an article in our leading journal?ò That decision, then, plus the 
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encouragement with the PhD dissertation, which was a little more money, it 

just seemed like the thing to do. 

DePue: Were you either a teaching or research assistant? 

Davis: Yes. I did. I know the year because it was 1963, when Kennedy was 

assassinated. I was a teaching assistant because I was teaching a class when 

we got the news of his assassination. I was teaching American history, the 

survey course in American history, and I loved it. I was doing well in it. Of 

course, it was a danger to love that sort of thing too much because you were 

only paid a little bit to do it. What you were really being paid to do was to 

write your dissertation. Then I was teaching up at Rantoul, which took time. I 

was grading correspondence courses, which took time. I was hustling, in other 

words (laughs). 

DePue: But was the teaching satisfying for you? Did you feel like this was your 

calling?  

Davis: I think so, yes. Youôve got to realize teaching freshman college students and 

sophomoreséBut it had its high points; the Illinois students were pretty good. 

Yes, I enjoyed it, and I discovered I had a gift for making things interesting. I 

gave a few guest lectures in some of the advanced courses that people offered. 

I gave a guest lecture for Leonard Bates in his course on the progressive era. I 

gave a guest lecture, not for Graebner, but in Illinois history. I discovered I 

could put together a lecture pretty well. Whatever hesitation Iôd had about 

public speaking had evaporated by then. 

DePue: The next question deals with your decision to seek employment at a 

university, a quality university, while youôre still working on the dissertation, 

rather than sticking through it and just getting that done. How do you assess 

that? 

Davis: Unrealistic. I didnôt know how long Illinois would let me be their hanger on. 

There were people like that at Illinois and every university, whoôd been 

graduate students for fifteen years. Itôs kind of sad. Some of them would get a 

lowly administration job and just give up on the dissertation. I knew about 

those cases; friends were warning me about it.  

The publication of my article had made me something of an appealing 

candidate at universities. So, I was conning people, okay? I was conning 

people. Stanford inquired about me, which I found ironic because I could have 

gone to Stanford, but they thought, ñGee, this guy is hot stuff.ò There was a 

professor of Scottish history at Illinois whom I had known when he taught 

English history at Princeton, wonderful man. He said, ñIôve gotten in touch 

with the history department at Princeton; do you think youôd be interested? 

They have this special program. Itôs only a three-year appointment. Youôre 

not on the tenure track; youôre just there, and then you leave. Do you think 
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youôd be interested?ò I said, ñWell, no, because the pay is pretty lousy.ò  And 

I wasnôt [interested]. Youôve got to realize I was kind of a celebrity, a phony 

celebrity, a hollow celebrity, but a celebrity. 

DePue: Is that how you viewed yourself at the time? 

Davis: I guess so. When I looked at the deep, dark, soul of my life, I guess I felt that 

way. 

DePue: I guess in another kind of a career weôd call this writerôs block to a certain 

extent. 

Davis: Sure, yes. Wellð 

DePue: Did you see this movement to a school someplace as another way to break out 

of that as well? 

Davis: No, no. It was a great university, attractive, and I knew I would have to finish 

the dissertation but worry about that tomorrow. 

DePue: But my impression, once you went to Indiana University, you really hadnôt, in 

a serious way, started writing the dissertation. 

Davis: Hadnôt started the first paragraph; the first sentence, I hadnôt written, period. I 

had not written anything. Research was finished; Iôd gone over the research; 

Iôd written an outline that impressed them when I visited Indiana. Then the 

chairman, who was a no-nonsense guy, kept saying, ñHowôs it coming?ò And 

others in the department said, ñHowôs the dissertation coming?ò I would make 

up some excuse and do nothing. 

DePue: Weôre just about at two hours. The logical one or two things to do here is to 

talk about your experiences at Indiana University, which would take quite a 

bit longer. 

Davis: Take about a half an hour at least, yeah. 

DePue: Or decide that weôve done a good job of dealing with your life and career up 

to this point, and letôs pick it up next time. 

Davis: Well, I could try toð  

DePue: I donôt want to shorten that discussion. 

Davis: I know that; I know that. But we are there; weôve got us there. I think, letôs do 

it. I can handle a half an hour. 
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Cullom Davis, Associate Professor of History, 
circa 1970. 

DePue: You already talked basically about how you got there. What was the teaching 

load that you got starting out? 

Davis: [It] was three courses. I taught two 

sections of the introductory American 

history course. Those all had sections, 

so I was the supervisor of five graduate 

students. Iôd meet with them, and I 

loved that. I gave lectures; they were 

popular. I loved working with these 

young graduate students, kind of was 

their mentor. Then I taught one 

advanced course on the progressive 

era, and I loved that. I worked so hard 

to produce that course, which is a lot of 

effort. But I had them reading 

interesting stuff. These were bright 

graduate students. Theyôd never had a 

professor at Indiana who taught the 

progressive era.  

In fact, I replaced the man who thought that American history ended in 

1933. (DePue laughs) He really did. He was an arch-reactionary. He was a 

distinguished Pulitzer Prize winner, but he was their expert in modern 

American history that ended in 1933. They had a problem, and I was one of 

three solutions. When he retired, they hired three people in the department to 

teach modern American history. 

DePue: When you first get to a position like this, itôs kind of naturalðbecause youôve 

never taught these courses before perhaps in that formðthat youôre spending 

so much of your time developing these courses, it doesnôt really leave much 

time for working on the dissertation anyway. 

Davis: Well, guess what? That was an actual decision. Effectively, that was my 

preference. If I can keep tremendously busy by doing everything but what Iôm 

supposed to do, Iôm busy. I worked my tail off on preparing those courses, 

and I got rave comments. I thought, Maybe thereôs some way out of this 

dilemma. But I was fooling myself because [I] kept getting the question.  

By the second yearéI was so popular I was asked to oversee a 

summer institute, sponsored by the Lilly Foundation, teaching high school 

teachers how to learn more about American history, great idea. I had these 

students, and I did the same thing; I read every damn book there was on 

American history, so I would be their authority on this stuff. And it paid 

decent money, but it meant no summer off to work on my dissertation.  
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  Our department chairman my second year was a different person, very 

nice. He was an English historian; he wasnôt a hard head, but heéI respected 

him deeply. He did call me and say, ñCullom, I canôt give you a raise this 

year. We are reaching the point where youôre going to have to make 

progress.ò And he said, ñIs there something I can do to help you?ò I said, 

ñWell, I feel I have writerôs block, and Iôve had some marriage problems, and 

I justéò He said, ñWhy donôt I get you an appointment with an acquaintance 

of mine at the medical school in the psychology department at the medical 

school in Indianapolis?ò I said, ñWell, okay.ò  

So, I went to see this psychiatrist, a great guy. He began talking to me 

about my life, everything, childhood, mother, father (laughs). It was a, it was a 

wonderful experience for me to articulate things in my life, including my 

wifeôs affair. It was, in some ways, a liberating experience, but I didnôt write a 

word.  

Finally, after three months of this, my department chairman asked, and 

I said, ñWell, hereôs where we are.ò He said, ñKeep up with the psychiatrist, 

but ask him some advice.ò I asked him; he said, ñI should probably refer you 

also to a man who is a laboratory researcher in behavioral psychology,ò 

worlds apart from psychiatry.  

DePue: Was this psychiatrist a Freudian? 

Davis: Psychologist, no. I mean, yes, the psychiatrist was a Freudian. This guy was 

aéWhatôs the guy that did the behavior modification work, a famous 

psychologist? He worked with rats in a lab? [B.F. Skinner] 

DePue: Iôm thinking Mendel, but thatôs not it. 

Davis: No, it was anéIt doesnôt matter. I was inadvertently seeing the two poles of 

psychology (laughs). I made an appointment with this guy. He was in his lab 

coat, literally in his lab, and he didnôt have any time for me.  

He said, ñAlright, answer me right now. Do you want to finish your 

dissertation?ò He was the first person to put it that coldly to me. I said, ñWell, 

well yes.ò He said, ñAlright,ò and he made a little schedule. He said, ñHow 

many pages do you have to write to write a dissertation?ò I said, ñAt least 

220.ò ñOkay, 220 pages. How many pages can you write in a day?ò I said, 

ñOh, heck, in a single day, I can write two or three pages easily.ò He said, 

ñOkay. That means like fifteen a week?ò He said, ñLetôs make it ten a week. 

Letôs make it so that this bar is not hopeless.ò  

He made out a schedule. He said ñYou can do this in three months. 

But, youôre going to have to write me a series of checks, made out 

sequentially by week, for enough money that it would be a real loss to you to 

have that money cashed and a relief to you if it wasnôt. And by midnight 

Sunday, every week, you have to have a post-marked copy of the number of 
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pages youôve sent. The first week itôs got to be ten pages, second week itôll be 

twelve pages, third week itôll be twelve pages, fourth weekéitôll work its way 

up slowly.ò And he said, ñMake them out to charities.ò I made them out to 

charities, the charities I believed in.  

  I sweated blood that first week, but I sat down Sunday afternoon and 

wrote three pages, [the] first Iôd done, because I was under the gun. Finally, 

the bluff had been called. I had a check for, I think, $100 that I could lose, and 

we didnôt have that much money. I made it that first week, but barely.  

The next week I thought, This is terrible. So, I called this psychologist 

and I said ñYou knowéò No, I met him by an appointment. I said ñYou 

know, the one problem Iôm having here is that I have a guilty conscience 

about these charities because I donôt contribute to them. Yet, if I were to fail, I 

would be contributing to them.ò He said, ñYouôre right. Thereôs a flaw in my 

plan.ò He tore up those checks, and he said, ñI want you to write out a series 

of sequential checks to the three most despised organizations you can think of 

in the United States.ò I wrote American Nazi Party, and there were a couple of 

others. There was a guy named Smithéanyway, things that I just hated. I did 

that, and I finished the rough draft of the dissertation in three months, which 

was a great relief to the chairman, though it was a rough draft.  

By the way, Iôd told the psychologist, ñLook, Iôve got to look up the 

citations for this. I canôt, you knowéò He said, ñI donôt want to see footnotes; 

that comes later. And I donôt want it edited; just send me the crap.ò And I did. 

So, I finished in three months, which was amazing, but I did it. I have to credit 

him, even though I really liked my psychiatrist and was still seeing him. (both 

laugh). I had him to thank, though he could care less. 

DePue: You didnôt give me the names for either one of these gentlemen is that 

something you want to do? 

Davis: I donôt remember; Iôve forgotten the psychiatristôs name, truthfully. The 

psychologist was Zimmerman. I have the other name somewhere. Actually, 

they collaboratedðthough they couldnôt have disagreed more on their workð 

they collaborated on an article about me in the psychological literature.  

If you wanted to try hard enough, under the name Zimmerman, you 

could probably find that article. I wonôt give it to you; I happen to have a 

copy. Itôs just kind of an after note, but itôs kind of interesting. They talked 

about the success I had in doing this, although it did take me another six 

months to footnote and re-write and pass my exams. By that time, I was tired 

of that subject; I was tired of the hoops Iôd jumped through, but I at least 

saved my job at Indiana.  

DePue: Thatôs what they say when youôre picking your PhD dissertation; it better be 

something that you really love. 
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Davis: And I did, but I got tired of it. Youôre right; I did love it. 

DePue: Which is inevitable. Did you have any resentment that here you are; youôre a 

very successful, classroom teacher; youôre doing gang-busters there; 

everybody likes what youôre doing, and yet youôve got this silly dissertation to 

do? Did resentment come in? 

Davis: Well, I moped about it. I wasnôt resentful. Both at Illinois, when Graebner 

said there was no recourse for the German exam, and at Indiana, where there 

was no recourse for the dissertation, I knew the rules. Theyôd been very, very 

explicit to me. It would have been totally irrational for me to claim that I was 

an exception in that sense. I may have dreamed that I would be, but I knew 

otherwise. Itôs just that the bluff got called both times, and I mangled my way 

through it.  

DePue: Again, these are a series of questions you donôt have to necessarily answer, 

but the move to Indiana University, was that something of a fresh start for you 

and Marilyn? 

Davis: Yes, in that we met some great friends at Indiana. We were very social, and 

she was very social. We had had a second child, about a year after this affair 

she had, another daughter, so we had two children. I was making a halfway 

decent salary, and the department was great people. So, yes. It was a beautiful 

city, much prettier than Champaign-Urbana, beautiful countryside. We did 

like southern Indiana.  

As to our relationship, we had a sexual relationship, not a terribly 

active one, and at one point, by 1968, which was four years after our move to 

Indiana, she got pregnantésixty-seven she got pregnant, three years after and 

had our third child, a son, in the middle of 1968.  

But she alsoéNow she didnôt talk about it, but I knew, I just knew, 

that she was having several affairs. I was not proud enough to call her on it. I 

just accepted it, which is kind of pathetic. I was a real milquetoast. I just said, 

ñWell, this is my lot in life.ò Iôm ashamed to say that, but itôs true. We never 

talked about those affairs, but we knew we had problems. A few years later, 

when we were at Springfield, at her suggestion, we did a trial separation. The 

minute that happened, I knew that this had been a terrible mistake, so I was 

the one who then pushed hard for the divorce. 

DePue: What year did you end up getting divorced? 

Davis: Seventy-three or four, seventy-four, I think. 

DePue: I donôt know if we identified the year you actually got to Indiana University. 

Davis: Itôs the fall of sixty-four. 
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DePue: What was the nature of the relationship that you had at the time with Marilyn; 

how much was she aware of your seeking some clinical help with this 

problem? 

Davis: Oh, oh, totally, sure. 

DePue: Was that something you were able to talk about? 

Davis: Oh, yeah. I told heréIôm not sure I told her that Iôd told them about the affair, 

and maybe I didnôt. Now that I think about it, I may not have shared that with 

the psychologist, though I shared everything else. I canôt remember that. But I 

do know that she knew totally about that, and she was very supportive. I 

mean, sheôs a good friend. 

DePue: By the time you got to Indiana, was your relationship with Marilyn still an 

excuse for not finishing the dissertation, not writing the dissertation? 

Davis: I donôt think so; I donôt think so. No, when I talked to the department 

chairman the second year, I donôt think I mentioned troubles with Marilyn; 

Iôm sure I didnôt. But I did talk about the writerôs block and how IéOh, I 

know, I got hives. Hives, or what is it around your waist, terrible itching and 

red welts? It probably was a psychological reaction. Is it hives or something 

else? Well, I canôt remember. But I was having other symptoms, 

sleeplessness, stress because the jig was up; I was facing the hypocrisy, not 

hypocrisy, the unreality of my situation. 

DePue: When did you finish the dissertation? 

Davis: I have to reconstruct this. You mean when was it approved? 

DePue: Yeah. 

Davis: Sixty-eight. It was approved in sixty-eight. In sixty-seven I was working to 

refine it. I submitted it in sixty-seven, and then they awarded it in sixty-eight; 

thatôs it. 

DePue: Iôve got to assume that the biggest hurdle was getting it down in draft form to 

begin with, and after that theð 

Davis: Well, it took some effort. But yeah, that was just mechanical. You had to look 

up footnotes and create footnotes. 

DePue: Did you attend your PhD graduation? 

Davis: No.  

DePue: Why not? 
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Davis: By that time, I was kind of alienated from [the University of] Illinois, for no 

good reason. I justé [It was] my disrespect for the department, not that it was 

their fault that I didnôt write my dissertation or pass my German test. I justéI 

didnôt feel it was a greatéand I still donôt think it was a great department, 

though Iôve been a little generous in supporting the department. I had some 

baggage, emotional baggage from there.  

DePue: Besides not going to the graduation, how did you feel about finally getting all 

this behind you? 

Davis: Oh, just relief. Then people said, Are you going turn your dissertation into a 

book? By that time, I was tired of the subject, and thereôd been a couple of 

other really good books on regulation that were very sophisticated. I said, 

ñDone enough of this.ò So, I didnôt have a book to write.  

I could have stayed at Indiana becauseðI didnôt tell you thisðthey 

asked me to be an associate dean in 1966, as well as teach. I still taught two 

courses, but I spent part-time as an associate dean.  

DePue: So, you were on a tenure track at Indiana? 

Davis: I had been, yes. But they never reached the pointðthatôs the seven-year 

pointðwhere that was to be tested. I was told that, if I liked work in 

administration, I probably could continue teaching part-time, even if I didnôt 

publish a book. I had to finish the dissertation, but I was told that, with my 

dissertation finished, I would probably be welcome to teach the survey 

American history course because I was very good at it, and they always 

needed people for that. That could have been a life for me because Indiana I 

had liked a lot, though I grew restless there. 

DePue: Was getting the dissertation done in sixty-eight? 

Davis: Getting the degree in sixty-eight, finishing it in sixty-seven. 

DePue: Was that enough to satisfy the ñpublish or perishò requirements of being on 

the tenure track? 

Davis: No, no. But it wasnôt coming up yet. I wouldnôt have come up until seventy-

one. So, it just hadnôt come up. I had been reappointed, and, of course, I had 

this administrative appointment too. I had been reappointed for three years. 

That wouldnôt have happened if I hadnôt made pretty rapid progress on my 

dissertation.  

DePue: What were some of the advantages or the perks or the things you liked about 

being at Indiana, versus your experiences at Illinois? 

Davis: A genial department, a nationally recognized department, a beautiful setting, 

very social friendsðwe got together a lot. Thatôs probably it. 
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DePue: I want to finish up your time at Indiana this way. 

Davis: All right. 

DePue: These are some interesting years of American history (Davis laughs). Youôve 

got the civil rights movement in the early sixties, and then by the time you get 

around to the time youôre finishing your dissertation, youôve got the studentsô 

rights movement and the beginning of the Vietnam Warð 

Davis:  Anti-war, exactly. All of them affected me. Do you want me to take up each 

one? 

DePue: Yeah, please. 

Davis: I was affected by the civil rights movement. I never marched on Selma. I had 

a very good friend who did, and I always felt guilty that I hadnôt made that 

kind of gesture. But I followed it carefully; I did contribute to several civil 

rights causes financially, to the extent I could. I was invited to participate in 

helping shape a course on African American history at Indiana, and I was 

delighted to. I had a graduate student working with me on it. We put together 

visual materials for a very interesting course on African American history. 

DePue:  Called ñblack historyò at the time? 

Davis: I canôt remember. It probably was called black history; [it] wasnôt African 

American. It may have had something like ñelements of,ò or ñthemes in,ò 

because we specialized in certain things that seemed interesting. That was fun, 

and it gave me a chance to specialize in that. For me, that was helping express 

my support for the civil rights movement. 

DePue: Were there any blacks on the faculty? 

Davis: Yes. At the time I taught there, in history there were only two. There were a 

fair number of black students; I had a fair number of black students. I had a 

few black graduate assistants helping teach classes. But it was by no means a 

fully integrated campus. It was very southern, just likeéWell, it was very 

southern, probably not as integrated as Illinois was in those days. 

DePue: You say it was very southern or sudden? 

Davis: Well, southern Indiana. I did get black students in my summer workshop for 

teachers because a lot of them would come up from Mississippi, hoping to get 

a masterôs degree. I hadéprobably a fourth of my students in the summertime 

were school teachers from the south who found Bloomington, Indiana an 

approachable destination. But generally, Indiana was not in the vanguard of 

civil rights commitment or enrollment or faculty. 
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DePue: I probably should have asked this before I asked you about the civil rights 

movement. Where were you at politically at the time? 

Davis: Iôll try to make it fast. I became a Democrat. I was gradually becoming that. I 

had taken courses at Princeton, which convinced me that the New Deal was a 

great success, and most of my professors were Democrats. But I also thought 

they were right. I really was studying this stuff. So, I was leaning that way. 

But in 1956, I was still at Princeton. I voted for Eisenhower, but between then 

and 1960, when Iôd been to Punahou and then was at Urbana as a graduate 

student, I became a Democrat, a Kennedy Democrat.  

[John Fitzgerald] Kennedy visited Champaign-Urbana. We cheered 

and got excited, and it led to some very interestingéa couple of sharp 

arguments with my parents, who by this time were pretty dedicated 

Republicans. They couldnôt understand how a son for whom theyôd sacrificed 

so much to send to college (DePue laughs) could become a Democrat. Of 

course, my wiseacre response was, ñThe trouble is, I got a good education.ò 

(both laugh) To me that was a fat pitch.  

We were civil about it, but we did disagree because also my mother 

didnôt like Jackie Kennedy. She always viewed the spouses negatively, 

Eleanor Roosevelt, Adlai Stevensonôs sister, Jackie Kennedy. So, I didnôt take 

that too seriously, but they were pretty fervent Republicans, as were my in-

laws. 

DePue: Where was academia at the time, in terms of what your own personal, political 

views were, versus what you were teaching in the classroom? 

Davis: I felt it was important for me to try very hard to be neutral in the class. Iôm 

sure I wasnôt. Iôm sure that some of my jokes and some of my other things 

betrayed a certain political preference. But I really worked at it. I felt it was 

my job, certainly not to indoctrinate, or even give a hint of my political 

preferences, out of a fear that students would feel they were being 

indoctrinated. I worked at that pretty seriously.  

I was also not a real activist, politically. Even though I supported the 

civil rights movement with contributions and with teaching this course on 

African AmericanéI donôt remember attending any rallies.  

DePue: Was the studentsô rights movement going on at Indiana? 

Davis: Yes, it was, very much so. In fact, it led to my one real, professional crisis of 

conscience. The students were so upset with the administration at Indiana, and 

I thought rightly so. The students were so upset with the administration at 

Indiana, and I thought their disappointment was well-deserved. There was a 

president of Indiana and some others who had taken those jobs, who were 

really bad. They werenôt educators. They didnôt care a bit about undergraduate 

education or campus life or anything.  
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I sympathized with the students, and I tailored my course demands, to 

some extent, according to theiréI remember one student was so caught up in 

the student movement that he felt he couldnôt write a short essay I had 

required. He said, ñCould I use some other medium than text to express my 

views?ò I said, ñLook, itôs got to be really good because I expect it in words.ò  

So, he did; he produced a portfolio of pretty good drawings that 

encapsulated some of the events in student history. I felt, It wonôt get you a 

job if you have to write, but it was a respectable effort. So, I was doing some 

of that sort of adjustment.  

The students called a strike on campus, against the administration. I 

taught a big lecture course in a big lecture hall, and I was in a dilemma. Have 

I told you this story? 

DePue: Not on record, no. Before you do that, can I ask you what issues the students 

were upset about? 

Davis: I donôt remember. It wasnôt the war; it was student rights. It was probably 

sixty-seven, maybe sixty-eight. It could have beenéIt wasnôt the war. Well, I 

donôt remember. Youôre putting me onéone of the two. Anyway, my 

dilemma was, do I cross the picket-lines? I wanted to support the students, but 

I also felt I had a professional obligation, not that the university had 

threatened to fire us if we didnôt teach. There was some criticism, but it was a 

mixed reaction by the faculty. Some wouldnôt cross; some would. Mostly, 

being a liberal arts university, most of the faculty wouldnôt cross the picket 

line.  

My decision was to type out, painstakingly, in a long marathon 

weekend, all of my remaining lectures, each one single-spaced, about four 

pages, and then mimeograph them on the purple ink and leave them on the 

tables in the lecture room. So, I wasnôt crossing theéWell, I was, to take the 

things there, buté 

I told my grad assistants they didnôt have to meet classes either. If it 

was in their conscience that they would honor the picket line, they could. I 

felt, at least, that I was fulfilling my educational responsibilities of teaching 

them because Iôd told the students, ñYouôll be responsible for what I said, 

either in writing or speaking, on the final exam.ò  

DePue: In retrospect, do you still feel that way? 

Davis: I feel pretty good about it. Thereôs a little bit of hypocrisy in that, a slight bit. 

But it was my way of honoring two conflicting objectives. I took my 

professional responsibilities pretty seriously, but my heart was important too. 

DePue: By the time you get to sixty-seven/sixty-eight, the protests are increasingly 

about Vietnam. 
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Davis: Right. Yes. As I say, I may have been mistaken. Maybe this was an anti-

Vietnam protest, because if it was sixty-eight and Kent State and [Robert] 

Kennedy, it could haveéNo, Kent State was later. 

DePue:  In 1970. 

Davis: Kennedyôs assassination, Bobbieôs, and the whole campaign of sixty-eight, it 

could have been that, but I donôt remember. I was caught up in that, not as 

much as a few of my colleagues. My best friend on the faculty in history was 

really active in the anti-war movement. I donôt know that he traveled 

anywhere, but he was active; he signed letters and so forth.  

I was confused. I thought I was patriotic, but I was deeply troubled by 

the losses. I was really confused. If Iôd had to vote, yes or no, on Johnsonôs 

escalation, I might have voted yes. I canôt remember, to tell you the truth. 

DePue: Were any of your colleagues conducting teach-ins or things like that? 

Davis:  Yes. I guesséThatôs right; my friend did a teach-in. Of course, there were a 

lot of them at Michigan, but there were a few in Indiana. He didðJim, my 

friendðgave teach-ins, a few. I didnôt. And I didnôt teach a course on 

Vietnam until I moved to Springfield; I did then. But I didnôt teach a course 

on that. I taught ROTC students. I told you, I taught American history to 

ROTC students. I donôt think I taught the Vietnam conflict, unless the very 

beginnings of it because it wasð 

DePue: In the pre-interview you mentioned that you also taught military history at the 

time. 

Davis:  Iôm sorry; didnôt I say that just now? 

DePue: You said American history. 

Davis:  Oh, Iôm sorry, American military  history. I taught that for the ROTC 

Department. They had agreed with the university that their American military 

history course would be taught by a member of the history department, which 

was a major concession. Whether it was smart or not is for them to decide. I 

taught it honestly and honorably. It wouldnôt have been the typical ROTC 

officerôs course.  

I taught more the social history of warfare and some of the 

complications and controversies of warfare, but I also taught battles. I had 

them read a couple of really interesting books. I canôt remember the major one 

thatôs well respected on the American military, not critical but just pointing 

out the complexities. I taught that course, I think, three times.  

DePue: I wanted to drill in a little bit closer to 1968 because it was such a traumatic 

year. It starts with the Tet Offensive. 
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Davis:  Right. 

DePue: And then youôve got Martin Luther Kingôs assassination. I think that was 

April? 

Davis: Yes. 

DePue: And then July, you already mentioned Bobby Kennedyôs assassination. 

Davis: Or June, June, I think. 

DePue:  It was right after the California primary. 

Davis: Yes, right. 

DePue:  Do you have any particular memories about that year? 

Davis: Well yes, because it also is a special memory for me. I had a chanceðand I 

accepted itðto take a free, three-week, educational tour of Europe. The 

university had bought this seat on a group of educators, and the person who 

was supposed to go couldnôt, so they invited me to go.  

My visits were to England, where we would spend time at Cambridge, 

talking with professors; in Berlin, where we would talk to the officials of the 

University of East Berlin; and Moscow. Excuse me, we were in Berlin, but the 

other official places were Prague, Czechoslovakiaðthat was the famous 

spring of 1968 in Czechoslovakiaðand Moscow, where we met with people 

at the University of Moscow. But we were in Berlin for a few days. 

DePue:  East Berlin? 

Davis: East Berlin, you bet. We were educators, and we were harangued by a few of 

the professors, the communist professors at the East BerlinéWe found the 

most tension for our group of thirty people in East Berlin. Moscow, sure they 

kept an eye on us, but we could argue freely and did. Prague, of course, it was 

inspiring but also pathetic because some of the people who spoke to us were 

later, Iôm sure, put in prison. 

DePue: That happened later in the year? 

Davis: That happened in August that they wereéBut they were so excited. This was 

a new Dubrogn? [Alexander Dubcek] I forget the prime ministerôs name, 

something like that. Students and faculty were just overjoyed at the liberation 

of Prague, and of course, itôs a beautiful city.  

That was a great trip. But while it happened, we got the news of 

Johnsonôs decision to quit and of the primaries going on during March. But 

we got back before Kingôs assassination and Kennedyôs.  
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DePue: Especially in a place like BerlinðI would assume youôre in West Berlin and 

then you go to East Berlinðcan you share any impressions about that? 

Davis: You know, Iôm not sure we were because we flew from Moscow into East 

Berlin, where we visited the famous palace where Truman met with Stalin, 

Potsdam, which is a famous royal palace. I think we landed, not at Tempelhof 

[Airport], but we landed in East Germany; Iôm pretty sure. We were in East 

Germany and didnôt get to West Germany. 

DePue:  Iôll put you on the spot here then. Your reflections on what you now are 

observing firsthand, in terms of the successes versus the failures of 

Communism, of Socialism.  

Davis: Right. 

DePue: And yet weôve got this war in Vietnam about, theoretically at least, about this 

issue. 

Davis: Yes, thoughéYes, right. Thatôs right. It was considered the chess pawn, what 

was it, theéWhatôs the metaphor?  

DePue:  The domino? 

Davis: Thank you, the domino effect. I had never been a Communist. I had never 

supported Communism. I have felt some socialist ideas were pretty good, but 

Iôve never voted Socialist. Iôd say Iôve always been kind of a liberal 

progressive, certainly not an activist. Thatôs kind of where I stood on all those 

issues. I wasnôt an avid anti-war protestor in Vietnam, but I was troubled by 

the war and then angry by things that happened. 

DePue: How lively a campus did Indiana University become in sixty-eight, sixty-nine 

and seventy, especially? 

Davis: Yeah, there were marches and meetings, mass meetings. Thatôs about all I 

remember. 

DePue:  How would you characterize the campus politics at the time? Youôve got the 

University of Wisconsin which wasð 

Davis: Very liberal. 

DePue:  Very liberal. Indiana is traditionally a more conservative state. 

Davis: The state is conservative, but the campus is certainly more liberal than Illinois, 

chiefly because it has a law school and a very large arts and humanities 

department. No ag [agriculture] school, no business school; theyôre at Purdue. 

The ag and business schools tend to be more conservative. Education schoolôs 

also a little conservative, and they had an education school.  
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But Indiana, because of the intellectual make-up of the departments, 

tended to be a little more liberal. Their previous president, who had just put 

Indiana on the map, was a master at playing the state legislature very 

effectively in supporting the Kinsey Instituteðwhich you can imagine how a 

lot of Hoosiers felt (DePue laughs)ðand then hiring a bunch of Russian 

historians because Indiana had the largest Russian history faculty in the 

country at that time (laughs).9 

DePue: Why Indiana? 

Davis: Because the president of the university was able to get Ford Foundation 

money to hire these people and then keep them on because he was convinced 

that these filled a major need and that Indiana University could become 

internationally celebrated as a center of East European studies. The legislators 

complained, so what he did, he calmed them down, and he said, ñYouôre right; 

we need more American historians.ò I was part of the wave of additional 

American historians (both laugh).  

  So, this man, Herman Welles, was an absolute genius as a president, a 

beloved man. Through most of my years there he was not president. He had 

already retired, but he came back one year as acting president, a great man, 

and he built a great university. 

DePue: The one event in 1968 that I havenôt talked about, other than the election, is 

the [National] Democratic Convention in Chicago. 

Davis: Yes, yes. I was deeply troubled by that. I thought Daley was a bigot. I 

supported theéthe senator from Minnesota who was the nominee. Good 

grief!  

DePue:  Mondale? 

Davis: No, no, before Mondale? 

DePue:  McGovern? 

Davis: No, no, Minnesota. 

DePue:  Muskie? 

Davis: No, he was from MaineéHumphrey! 

                                                 
9 The Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction (often shortened to The Kinsey Institute) 

was a nonprofit research institute at Indiana University until 2016, when it merged with Indiana University. The 

instituteôs mission is "to advance sexual health and knowledge worldwide." Research, graduate training, 

information services, and the collection and preservation of library, art, and archival materials are main 

activities carried out by The Kinsey Institute. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinsey_Institute) 
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DePue: [Hubert] Humphrey, oh, yeah. Iôm sorry. 

Davis: Well, no. I should know. I had flirted with Bobby Kennedy, and then I flirted 

withéthe major anti-war opponent in sixty-eightéIsnôt this terrible? [Senator 

Eugene McCarthy?] 

DePue:  Well I know McGovern won the nomination in seventy-two, but was he on the 

scene in sixty-eight? 

Davis: No. 

DePue:  I should remember that too. 

Davis: He was the first man who stood up in the senate and saidéWe both know the 

name, but it doesnôt matter. I flirted with maybe supporting him, then maybe 

supporting Bobby; of course, Bobby was gone. I eventually accepted 

Humphrey as my choice of a nominee because I despised Nixon. I grew to 

dislike Johnson, though I kind of pitied him. He had built a domestic record 

and like some presidents, like Wilson, became ruined by his international 

record. Now, did I get to your question? 

DePue: Yeah, absolutely. Now, weôve been talking about your life at Indiana 

University, Iôd like to hold off until the next session the decision to move on. 

Davis: Yes, I think thatôs the logical thing because I can talk about that wrap-up 

quickly. 

DePue: Any other final reflections of your years at Indiana? 

Davis: Well, they were eventful years, got me back on track professionally. The 

marriage seemed okay. I loved teaching. My progressive, democratic politics 

were there but not as an activist. And the university was a great place. 

DePue: Thatôs a good way to finish for today. Thank you Cullom; itôs been a lot of 

fun. 

Davis: It has been. 

(end of transcript #1) 
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DePue: Today is Monday, September 19, 2011. My name is Mark DePue, Director of 

Oral History at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Weôre here in the 

library this afternoon with Cullom Davis. Good afternoon.  

Davis: Good afternoon, Mark. 

DePue: This is our second session; the first one was fun. 

Davis: Um-hmm. 

DePue: We learned quite a bit. I really appreciate your candor as we went through that 

one. Now we get into some of the meat of your career, not that the first part 

wasnôt. Here I am, an oral historian, trained by professor Cullom Davis, and 

now I get to interview the master on oral history. (Davis laughs) 

Davis: Well, you are a master, no doubt about it. 

DePue: I wasnôt necessarily fishing for a compliment, but Iôll take them when I get 

them, I guess. (Davis laughs) What I wanted to do is to finish off the last 

session. We had you at Indiana University, right? 

Davis: Right. 

DePue: I wanted to ask you, what was it at that point in your life that led you to look 

for something new, a new place to work?  
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Davis:  Well, I had a good situation and a good department. I had an administrative 

job, which I found rewarding, by and large, loved the beautiful home we had, 

children. Everything was good, except that I became a little restless with what 

I perceived to be the lack of attention in the higher echelons of Indiana 

University for the importance of undergraduate education. I had become really 

interested in that and in various ways tried to modernize courses, teaching, 

and introduce new ideas. I was able to do that, but I never could get university 

support, if there was a budget attached. That was a little frustrating. Then the 

student strike that I mentioned occurred. There was a lot of unrest anyway. 

 I wouldnôt say that I waséI wasnôt looking, but I did have a 

colleague who was a colonial historian, American colonial historyðI liked 

him, nice guyðspeak to me. He said, ñYou know, I have a good friend whoôs 

been named president of a new university out in Illinois. He asked if I knew 

anyone who might be ripe for a senior position.ò And he said, ñMay I use your 

name?ò I said, ñWell, sure.ò  

That led to my getting a long-distance phone call, in the fall of 1969, 

probably early November, from Robert Spencer, who was the new president 

of Sangamon State University.10 We chatted for a while. I found him to be a 

charming conversationalist. He spoke some of his educational ideals a little bit 

over the phone, but he said he would like me to visit so I could get to know 

him and some others on the staff and get to know Springfield better. Well, of 

course, I grew up in Peoria. I knew Springfield but not well.  

DePue: How long had Sangamon State University been in existence at that time? 

Davis: It was, I think, chartered by the state the previous summer, I think.  

DePue: Yeah, it was sixty-nine. 

Davis: Yeah. It was very young, and he was maybeéHe was the first employee, then 

there were a few others they had to have right away, like a director of 

personnel and so forth. There were probably four employees, and they 

inhabited the tenth floor of the Myers Department Store building, part of the 

tenth floor.11 

DePue: Did the idea of starting from the ground up in a brand-new university excite 

you or intimidate you or both? 

                                                 
10 Sangamon State University was established in 1969 by the Illinois General Assembly and became a part of 

the University of Illinois system in 1995. The University of Illinois, Springfield [UIS] is part of the American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities and the American Council on Education. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Illinois_at_Springfield) 
11 Myers Brothers Department Store, which opened in Springfield, Illinois in 1886 added outlets throughout 

central Illinois. It regularly won national merchandising and advertising awards.  The store, then located in a 

ten-story building at 5th and Washington Streets, on the northwest corner of the downtown square, was sold in 

1976. (https://sangamoncountyhistory.org/wp/?p=1631) 
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Cullom Davis interviewing Avinere Toigo 
about Ethnic Politics in the 1930ôs in 
Illinois, circa 1973.   

Davis: It did; it really did. I had become something of an educational innovator; at 

least I fancied myself as one. I was struck with the notion of refreshing 

education. The idea of building something from the ground up was extremely 

pleasing to me, and I really like Robert Spenser. He was a visionary; I could 

see that right away. 

DePue: You mentioned a couple of times that you had new ideas, that you were an 

innovator. Do you remember any of the specific things? 

Davis: Sure, sure. I had introduced a film series in my Survey American History 

course, films that I thought werenôt documentaries but which beautifully 

documented certain periods in American 

history. Thereôs a great old Humphrey 

Bogart film called The Roaring Twenties, 

which simply mimics all of the clichés 

about what the twenties were like.  

There was an autobiography of 

the ambassador to the Soviet Union in 

the 1930ôs, Joseph Davies, about his 

mission to Moscow. That was the name 

of the film [Mission to Moscow, 1943], 

which became a great propaganda film 

for our alliance with the Soviet Union in 

the 1940ôs (laughs). It then became 

Exhibit A in the anti-communist witch 

hunts of Hollywood in the 1950ôs 

(laughs). Itôs had a tortured life.  

I showed some of these just because I thought they creatively reflected 

certain myths about American history. I started that, but I couldnôt get money 

to rent the films, so I had to sell little syllabuses to cover the cost of renting 

the films. Thatôs frustrating. This was $1 billion university, and all I needed 

was a couple hundred bucks a semester to rent films. That that bugged me.  

Another idea I had that did have, not institutional support, but NDEA, 

National Defense Education Act, support, was dealing with African American 

history. I was able to work with a graduate student in history to develop a 

course in African American history, based in particular on the shallow, 

scientific premises of the late nineteenth century about racial differences, like 

the size of the brain. 

DePue: Some of the eugenics studies? 

Davis: Exactly, eugenics and brain size, brain capacity. I looked through a lot of old, 

old treatises, science treatises, with pictures and so forth. He and I put 

together, I think, a pretty interesting program about this. It seems silly now 
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that I would make a big deal about how phony all that was. It was phony, but 

now we take that for granted, that it was phony. I felt I was kind of on an edge 

on that. We developed that and introduced it in a course. Thatôs the sort of 

thing I was doing.  

I guess I had a restless mind. Iôd read a lot of the literature about 

whatôs wrong in American higher education and agreed with much of it. 

Robert Spencer struck me as a man I would enjoy associating with. 

DePue: You raised the issue, so what did you think was wrong with the way Princeton 

and the University of Illinois and Indiana University (Davis laughs) were 

doing in higher education? 

Davis: They were hierarchical, whereas I had developed, in my innocence, notions 

that a university should be a community of peers, rather than a hierarchy. To 

an army guy this sounds like a pretty amusing point of view. I had felt that we 

were peers, and yet we had deans and presidents who treated us like the help. 

DePue: On a rare divergence from what I should be doing, as an old army guy, I was 

always amused by the hierarchy of higher education. 

Davis: Oh, yes, of course! Yeah, absolutely! That was one thing. I thought it was 

kind of moss-bound in its receptivity to new ideas and courses and subject 

matter. I thought that we over-specialized, that I was the department specialist 

on the 1920s in the United States. I love that; I was an expert in it, but I 

thought there were other things that interest me, so specialization, [also] the 

star system, which [Bob] Spencer talked about, where the big shots in the 

department would be the ones who had published the most books. They could 

be terrible teachers; it didnôt really matter, [as long as] they were celebrated 

authors. Those were among my beefs.  

I accepted his invitation to visit, which I did in December of 1979. 

DePue: Sixty-nine. 

Davis:  Sixty-nine, excuse me. I took my older daughter over. She missed a 

few days of school, but it was her birthday. I remember taking her to a 

birthday dinner here. Then I was busy during the day, interviewing, meeting 

Bob Spencer and one or two other people in the Myers Building.  

Then I got a tour of the road around Lake Springfield by a citizen who 

had agreed to kind of be a volunteer, helping the university introduce new 

faculty, or perspective faculty, to the community. She took me to lunch, and 

we drove around the lake, and that was it. It was a one-day visit. 

I was offered a job before I left, to be assistant vice-president of the 

university. They didnôt even have a vice-president yet. Bob Spencer didnôt 

think he dared ask me to be a dean because we didnôt have any deans either. I 
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thought, WelléIôd be on the planning staff. So, I thought assistant vice-

president was fine. The salary was double what Iôd been making at Indiana, 

about $16,000 a year. 

DePue: That was the salary here? 

Davis: Yes, yes. My biggest misgiving about taking the job was coming back to my 

home state of Illinois. Not that I had any objections to it, but I had, to some 

extent, consciously escaped from the background I had of growing up in 

Peoria, Illinois, in a somewhat privileged way, where a lot of my friends now 

were in the country clubs and worked for Caterpillar, and I was a poor college 

teacher. I was a little uneasy about returning to that whole environment.  

It wasnôt anything against my parents; I was glad Iôd be closer to them. 

But it seemed like I was going home, which had an unpleasant touch to me. It 

was silly, but that was my one objection. 

DePue: What did the title assistant vice president mean? 

Davis: Anything and everything. We had everything to doðfrom the beginning, 

because we were innovativeðcouldnôt accept anything off the shelf as a 

blueprint for what we did. We were imagining the ideal higher education. Bob 

Spencer had it in his mind. He put it to some degree in writing.  

We had to write a college catalog; we had to hire people to teach 

courses; we had to develop some sense of what we wanted of teachers because 

teaching was to be the fundamental, most important priority of a professorôs 

career. We had just immense tasks. We to help design buildings or sit in on 

architectural meetings about these temporary buildings out there and the 

permanent library that was to be built.  

I found myself visiting other campuses, interviewing every day. There 

would be candidates here who would be visiting. We were going to fill fifty 

teaching positions that first year. We had six months to go when I joined them 

in January of seventy. Every day there were several candidates here, whom we 

had to interview and entertain. It was everything and anything. 

DePue: Was there an assumption up front that one of your duties would eventually be 

a teacher in the history department? 

Davis:  Yes, in fact, I asked that I would also be associate professor of history, 

because I had served six years as an assistant professor. There was no tenure 

here; I would have to earn tenure all over again. But I thought, and he agreed, 

that that was an appropriate title, not that that would have saved me. If I had 

malperformed in my first few years at the university, Bob Spencer probably 

could have said, ñTake a walk,ò because I wasnôt tenured, although I was 

teaching an occasional course. 
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DePue: If youôre going to start a brand-new university with a totally newðand maybe 

this is the wrong word, butðrevolutionary concept of higher education, 

wouldnôt the whole concept of tenure be one of the things you look at? 

Davis: Absolutely, absolutely. And Bob Spencer felt that way. He said, ñNow we 

have to think through whether we want tenure; whatôs good about it; whatôs 

bad about it; how we might tinker with it.ò He was in favor of maybe five-

year contracts or something, after a period of probation. But there were strong 

societal and institutional pressures to do something a little more conventional. 

And that wasnôt settled for several years. Youôre absolutely right; everything 

was up for grabs.  

DePue: Where did you find the quality of professors and instructors you wanted, and 

what did it take to entice them to come to this brand-new university in the 

middle of nowhere? 

Davis: We ran an ad, full page ad, in a higher education journal. It wasnôt the 

newsprint, tabloid one. Whatôs it called, The Chronicle of Higher Education? 

This was a Magazine of Progressive Education or something like that 

[Journal of Progressive Education]. Anyway, it was aimed at people like us. 

In it, Bob Spencer had written this wonderfully concise expression of our 

callingðwhich he had also put in the form of something known as the ñblue 

memoò at the universityðin which he said that this will be a university of no 

specialization, of interécourses taught by professors in different fields.  

DePue: Interdisciplinary? 

Davis: Thank you, interdisciplinary, yeah (laughs). It would also be an education 

thatôs liberal arts at its core, absolutely liberal arts. So, the professional parts 

of education would be add-ons, maybe at the masterôs degree level. It would 

be a university that had a governance system, in which every group, like 

faculty, students, staff, would be of equal magnitude and also an equal number 

of citizens in the community in the internal governance of the campus.  

Now, of course, there was a governing board that would make the big 

decisions. That was appointed by the governor of the state. But, Bob was 

talking here about how, on campus, like a campus senate, we would have an 

assembly. It would consist of equal number of faculty members, students, 

staff, administrators, and towns-people. That proved to be amusing. (laughs)  

He also felt strongly that all students should not only get a lot of book 

education, but they should have some sort of experiential term, an internship, 

applied studies, something at an employer or at an institution somewhere, for 

a semester or less or a quarter, whatever. It was a good idea. It wasnôt 

requiredéThis was to be required of all students. 

DePue: You talk about the relationship between the universityˈa brand new 

universityˈand the community. This community [Springfield] is very much 




