Oral History
Mr. Lester J. Grant
March 28, 1988

This is Betty Turnell speaking for the oral history series sponsored by

the Decatur Public Library. Our guest today is Mr. Lester J. Grant, who
served the Decatur School System for 30 years from 1937 to 1967. TFrom 1950 to
1967 he was superintendent of the Decatur 8School system.

We are recording on March 28, 1988 at 254 East Pierson Avenue in

Decatur.

0.

Well, Mr. Grant, it's toc bad that we don't present a replay of the ap-
preciation dinner given in your honor at the Masonic Temple on May 24,
1967, at the time of your retirement. The comments and speeches made
then would have expressed much better than I can today the high esteem
and great appreciation the community holds for you. 8Since we can't have
such a replay, I'll ask you to share your recollections of those vears
you spent with the Decatur schools.

But I do have a recording of the whole affair and a typed copy, too.

It was a great occasion.

It was for me, and I'11l be glad to make a copy for the Library.

That would be great. We'll file that along with this recording.

Before we talk about your years with the Decatur schools, let's talk
about your early life. I believe you were born and grew up in Bunker
Hill, Illinois.

That's correct.

What were those years like?

Those were pretty tough years back in 1906-1924. Bunker Hill is in
Macoupin County, about 20 miles south of Carlinville, the county seat.
During those years was the 1914-1918 first World War. The economy
wasn't thriving even then. 8o those were pretty rough vears.

Vou went te school there?

Yes, through high scheool. I graduated from Bunker Hill High Scheool in
1924.

What made you decide on teaching as a career?
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Jobs were pretty hard to find at that time. One didn't have to have a
college degree to become a teacher. One could take a teacher’s examina-
tion - a county-conducted examination. If you passed that properly, you
could gel a teacher's certificate. I had some options - going to work
in a coal mine or trying the teacher's examination, which T did.

And no college was required?

No. I did get the assignment for teaching - in the fifth grade it wWil-
gonville, where my folks were living at the time. At that time, Il-
linois State University, which was called "Normal'" at that time, had
mid-spring and two summer terms. I started to go to school there im-
mediately when I got the job - the first of May. That's where I went cn
to get my bachelcor's degree.

Good. I don't suppose a high school senior or graduate would have too
much trouble with f£ifth graders. You probably impressed the children
very well. '

Well, I'll tell vou, Wilsonville was a mining town. They had just sunk
a new mine in the town, and most of the people who moved in to work in
that mine were foreign people, from Italy, Lithuania, a lot from Ger-
many. Most were Italian, however. One never found a more grateful set
of parents to see to it that their children got a good education. I
didn't worry about parental support. You told them what vou wanted and
that was what you got. I was there four years. I taught the fifth
grade the first year, sixth grade the second year. The next vear I
moved up to principal.

Very good.
The fourth yvear I got my fifth graders back.
You had a good start then. From Wilsonville you went to?

I went to Monticello as principal of Lincoln School. I was in that
position for eight years. TLTincoln is an elementary school in Mon-
ticello. Those were eight delightful years, too. It's a lovely com-
munity to work in. The people were very supportive. I left there in
1937 to come to Decatur. I alwost backed out on coming.

Why was that? Because you were enjoying Monticello?

I enjoyed Monticello so much and after T had signed a contract to come
here, Mr. Harris, who was then Superintendent of Schools, had given me
the contract. That was when one could make the sum of $1,580 a year. I
had talked to a few people in Decatur when I was passing through. One
gsaid, "Oh, you'd never want te come to Decatur. There's nothing here
for you." I went to the extent of asking Mr. Harris to release me from
my contract. He said, "Oh, don't pay any attention to that." That ad-
vice was the greatest favor I ever had.



It was a great gain for Decatur that you finally decided to come.

You had some very important events in your versonal life before you came
here, didn't vyou.

Oh yes, I did.

Your marriage?

Yes, in 1932 T married my present and only wife.
Where did you meet her?

This is a coincidence. As I said, I went to ISU or Normal toc summer
school. All of my higher education through the master's degree was in
summertime. I never went to college in the regular year. Well, I met
her while she was going te schoel at ISU, too. She was from Pocahontas,
down near Edwardsville, and was going home on what was then the Chicago
and Alton Railroad with my aunt, who was also attending school. So
that's how I met my wife - I met her on the train.

Very good. And it's been a very happy marriage?
It has been.
And deo you have children?

We have two girls - cone now living in Newton, Massachusetts, and the
other in Houston, Texas. I have two grandchildren in Houston, Texas.

You came to Decatur in 1937 asg a young married man?
I did.
Now tell us about your experiences here.

I taught my first year at Roosevelt Junior High School. I taught socisl
studies. The next year I was appointed principal of Garfield School.

T think you were destined to be an administrator. It didan't take people
long to put you in an administrative position.

Well, I was interested in that. My experience at Normal with the prin-
cipal instructors I had up there led me to think in that direction. 1In
fact, I got my degrees, both bachelor's and master's, in school ad-
minigtration - economics and social studies or history.

I was at Garfield School as principal from 1938 to 1943. Those were
years of another war. My experience at Garfield, again, was wonderful.
We had & P.T.A. that nobody could exceed. That was a time when we were
rationing food and gasoline - you name it! The P.T.A.'s were called
upen to help with that registration, which they did without being asked
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- just suggest it, and they were there ready to help you. So that was a
very happy experience. The next year I went to Woodrow Wilson as prin-
cipal. I was there only one year, but that, too, was great. I see
people on the street today who were there as ninth graders when I was
there. ©Now they are doctors or lawyers, practicing here.

Then Mr. McIntosh, who was Superintendent of Schools, resigned to take a
job in Rockford, Illinois, and I was named Assistant Superintendent. BAs
Agsistant Superintendent for six years, from 1944 to 1950, again I had
to face a war situation - the Korean War. There were a lot of problems
with people who were leaving, problems of getting staff, and that sort
of thing.

Then Mr. McIntosh went to Rockford, and the School Board appointed me
his successor in 1950.

1950 was a critical year in that the war had ended, and men were coming
back and resuming their positions after serving all over the world. The
baby boom started, and you must have had rapidly increasing enrollment.
Fow did you cope with all of this?

I've always appreciated having a challenge, and that was a challenge.
We had, as you say, people coming back from the service. One gratifying
thing about that was that many of those who had left for the service now
recognized the real importance of education. They were coming in ready
to give their best to get it. We had a shortage of supplies as well as
staff. It was a real challenge, but I liked it.

You lived through it. It came out all right, but then you had to have
some changes in the Decatur scheol system. You had to have room for all
these new students, for one thing. What happened then?

When I took over as Superintendent, we had a little over 9000 students
and 300 certificated staff. As those babies came along and started
going to school, we were in the process of getting approval and provid-
ing facilities as well as the program. During the course of my tenure,
from 19250 to the time I retired, we had built 17 new schocls and 17 ad-
ditions and improved the condition of several of those we already had.

That included some new high schools, didn't it?

Oh, yves. That included Eisenhower High School, MacArthur High School.
I've forgotten how many elementary schools were added, but those were
all in it.

And Lakeview was added later?

Lakeview the District annexed to Decatur in 1959.‘ That added a fourth
high scheol to our district.

All of these buildings must have reguired a lot of money. How did you
finance them?



A.

The first major program for the two high schools had several elementary
schools included and we had to go for the referendum. As far as I was
concerned, I didn’'t have to do very much about it.

The public took care of it?

People were interested in it. Again, P.T.A.'s were a very, very strong
force in the whole thing. Businesses had representative committees out
pushing for it. Of course, T didn't sit by and do nothing, but they
were a great help in that referendum, which was $7 million and some-
thing, a pretty big bite at that time. It went over with a bang.

Good! The Board of Education itself changed during this time, 4didn't

ite

Yas. In 1956 the size of the Board of Education changed from three mem-
bers to seven members. Decatur is, and was then, a special charter dis-
trict from its inception.

What deoces that mean?

That means it has special privilegeg that other districts don't have,
for example, acquiring a site for a new school building or for educa-
ticnal purposes. A playground if they wanted it, without a referendum
which meant that sometimes the selection of sites in other districts
which might become a problem could be avoided. It meant too that our
school district was at that time under the gpecial charter which was at
that time co-terminus with the city of Decatur. That part has since
changed, but it is still a special charter. There are other advantages,
but those are the principal ones.

The law permitted them te go to seven members. There wasn't any problem
there. 8o that provided a wider representation on the Board.

We know that the problem of civil rights and racial discrimination was
beginning to arise at this time. Did you have any problem with those
cquestions?x

No, I didn't. At that time John's Hill Junicr High School and Riverside
School, now non-existent, were the principal congregation of minorities.
We didn't call them black and white; we called tThem youngsters or
people. We had representatives of all the minority groups in town. We
met regularly to talk about the educational program, facilities, and
such. T remember so vividly thalt people representing John's Hill, for
example, colored pecple, if you will, on the committee repeatedly said,
"We don't care what color of youngsters come to our school. All we want
is an equal educational opportunity.”

Sc you really didn't have a problem.

No, we did not.



Well, vou were very fortunate compared to some other communities.

I can agree with that. We tried to be truly representative. There were
gome schools in the district at that time that we called "elite", let us
say the Dennis School area, for example. That was the district to live
in. That wasn't because their school program was any different, except
that the people living in that area appeared to be more affluent than
some other districts in town. They were willing personally to provide
more funds for playground equipment and programs in the schocl that the
rest of the school district was not providing. 8So there was that east-
west feeling, but it had nothing to do with color.

Well, Mr. Grant, I'd like to have you tell a story I heard about freom
the account of your appreciation dinner. I think a lot of your ease of
handling this might have come from the way you handled the students.
There was a story of the time vou helped a boy by giving him an "F".
Would you tell us about that.

Yes, certainly. 1 remember that one very wvividly. That happened at
Woodrow Wilson Junior High School. The bottom floor 1s in the basement
and there are two floors above it. These youngsters got the idea they
were going to get out of school without going out the right way. The
library was on the first floor, not the basement but the first floor. A
few of them got the idea they could jump out the library window. It
wasn't very far down. I caught cne of them, and we had a little ses-
sion. That's when he got the "F" in deportment. He and I remember that
vividly to this day. In fact, I saw him at lunch last week.

He turned out all right, didn't he?

Yes, he did. He has a very responsible job in Decatur, and has had for
years.

And a good family and good position. So you really did help him.

He married a lovely girl who was in Woodrow Wilson at the same time.

You did add a black teacher to the faculty at that time, didn't you?
Yes, we did. I think I was assistant superintendent at that time.

Yes, we did. I want to emphasize this. I was looking for people best
qualified for the job. I wasn't interested in whether they were black,
white, or Jewish, or what they were. I wanted the best gualified per-
gson. The best one we could find for that particular job at French
School was Lizzie Johnson. 8he was from Champaign, had been on the

staff over there. I brought her to Decatur, and she did a great job in
Decatur, as far as I'm concerned.

And everything worked out all right?



I might add this. She came to teach, and there was one family in the
French district whe raised a little fuss about it to begin with. My
comment to the family was, "You let your little girl stay in Miss
Jochnsen's room for two weeks. If you don't like it then, come and let
me know." And wouldn't you know? At the end of two weeks, I couldn't
‘have gotten that little girl out of there if I tried!

And how about other problems that happened in the 60's? 8Student unrest,
teacher's strikes, did you ever have any teacher's strikes?

They didn't call it that. They had a teacher's so-called "work day"
during the last vear, I think it was, that I was superintendent, in
which they were protesting that the Board wasn't providing something or
other. I don't even remember what it was now. But that was very sghort
lived. I didn't experience the kind that made history.

There were some strenuous episodes at that time, but you evidently were
able to go along and manage through those.

Well, Decatur schools had some honors as well as problems. What were
some of the honors that the schools had while you were superintendent?

I'll exclude athletic honors.

Ch, I think we ocught at least to mention then, don't you? The outstand-
ing ones?

I think there were two state basketball champions while I was there, by
the then Decatur High Scheol. Then we were rececgnized by the National
Freedom Foundation in two wayse at least, one as a a school system, one
of the top schools in the nation. I particularly liked cne of the
recognitions. I received one of the seven or eight most efficient and
successful superintendents in the nation. The state of Illinois
repeatedly recognized us as a leading educational system in the state
and frequently when sending out representatives from foreign countries
coming to the school systems in the United States, they would be sent
out to us. Columbia University invited me to participate in a
"Superintendent of Schools Seminar" during one month in the early part
of my superintendency in Decatur. 8o I think we got the recognition
that was due, not because of me alone but because of the excellent staff
we had. No one could ask for a better one.

But you did have some personal honors, not only the one y&u mentioned,
that you were named one of the five, I believe it was, "most efficient
an successful school superintendents in Illinois™. I believe that was
in 1955. But you also received a P.T.A. award, I understand?

Oh, yes, I got the national P.T.A. membership award.

Life wembership, I believe?



Life membership. Also, during my tenure I was president of the Illinois
Association of School Administrators. Of course, I was a member of
N.E.A. and the National Curriculum Association, which was very in-
strumental aliways in helping to plan the curriculum and keeping up on
what should be offered in the schools.

You hadn't been in Decatur very long before you were made president of
the Lion's Club?

Yes. 1943-44. I was president of the Lion's Club. I joined in 1938,
the first year I was principal of Garfield. That means that by this
time I've been a member for 50 years.

Great! You probably have had other community associations too.

Many, many of them, on the Red Cross Board, the Salvation Army, the
Y.M.C.A.

We could go on and on with these, I'm sure. Now that you have had a
number of years of retirement, how do you spend your time?

Well, I retired from the school system on June 2, 1967. On June 5,
1967, I joined the Architectural and Engineering Service Corporation, an
organization which designs schools, public utilities, like water and
sewer systems.

Where 1s it located?

In Decatur.

In Decatur - wvery good!

And I've been with them ever since.
Is that a full-time position?

Oh, it was. I'm working only half-time now, but it was a full-time
position. And when I went with them, which was in 1967, school dis-
tricts were still doing considerable building. My main function with
them at that time was to contact schoecl districts within 150 miles of
Decatur and particularly smaller school systems that may not have the
staff to do the planning educatiocnally-wise that they wanted to do and
financlially-wise to provide the facilities. 8o I've become the
company's representative in working with school districts and represen-
tatives like that to provide them with those facilities.

Well, that was an ideal retirement position, wasn't it? It drew upon
your past experience, it helped the school communities and the ar-
chitects. It sounds like an ideal position.



it was. 1 couldn't have thought up a better one myself. As further
evidence of my interest in that and their interest in what we were
doing, not only in my work but the company's work, Eastern Illinois
University School administrative staff and Illinois State University
both had me provide workshops for their students in school administra-
tion at those schools, particularly because the school administrator is
the one who has to get the school building program going if they are to
have one.

The representative not only had to get the program started, but you knew
the needs of the school. So that was a great help.

I felt my experience would be helpful te them, and I think it was. If
nothing else, there 1s evidence of the fact that they invited me back.

Very goed! Do you have any hobbilesg?

I like to play golf, for one thing. I'm kind of a hand-craftsman.
During all this time, I did a lot of re-finishing antique furniture and
fixing things that needed fixed. I can do that.

Do you have a workshop?

I have one in my basement. I do all my work around the place, except
putting on a new roof. I didn't do that. But the yard work and that
sort of thing. I keep busy.

Do you and Mrs. Grant like to travel?
We're not much for traveling.
But you do go to see your children and grandchildren, don't you?

Those are the two directicons we go - one to Massachusetts and the cther
to Texas. They haven't always lived there, but when they moved, we
moved our direction of travel.

Well, Decatur 1is once again in the press as choosing a new superinten-
dent. Do you have any advice you would offer?

If this were to be published before they get one chosen, I wouldn't dare
make it!

We'll promise that we won't release it.

I think they know what their needs are and what they want. I don't
think I would offer advice. Well, there is one thing relating tc what I
sald earlier. With the problems that have come upon them since I left,
I think they must talk about the population, student or otherwise, in
terms of people and not in terms of what their ceolor or creed it. This
makes me feel sorry for the people whe can't think otherwise, and I see
it happening on both sides of the fence.
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The Beoard of Education has certainly chosen good superintendents in the
past sc we know they'll probably come up with another good choice.

Well, I can agree almost entirely with that. They had a little dif-
ficulty with the first two who succeeded me ~ Mr. Jones and the next
one.

Well, T wasn't in Decatur then and don't know that situation, but I was
just thinking of your successful career. We'll certainly have to think
they made a good choice there, when you were chosen.

We thank you, Mr. Grant, for sharing vour experiences and reminiscences
with us and we Jjoin your other many well-wishers in appreciation of your
service to Decatur. Thank you very much.

I've appreciated this opportunity to leave whatever information I can to
people who might be interested. BAs I said, I do have that recording,
and I'1l be glad to make a copy for the library.

Thank you. You have been listening to the oral history of Mr. ILester J,
Grant, who served the Decatur Schools as teacher and superintendent from

1837 to 1967.

This is Betty Turnell speaking for the Decatur Public Library.
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1937-1938

1938-1943

1943-1944

1944-1950

1950-1967

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE

_  Social Studies Teacher
Rogsevelt Jr. High School

- — _ Principal, Garfield
Elementary School

Principal, Woodrow Wilson
Junior High Schoal

Ass’t.  Superintendent,
Decatur Public Schools

Superintendent,
Becatur Public Schools

LESTER J. GRANT

APPRECIATION DINNER

; PROGRAM

i
INVOCATION _______ The Reverend W. W. Cutlip
DINNER
PROCEEDINGS:

A varied expression of thanks and appreciation to an
outstanding educator by a grateful community.
. . . G William Madden

and Others
A LASTING TRIBUTE____ ___ _____ Roy Roltins
LESTWEFORGET _.. ________ Mrs. Richard W. Huff

ADJOURNMENT

Qur special thanks to the
Music Department of Stephen

Decatur High School -



COMMITTEES

Choirman _ _ . . _ . _ _ _ _ _ Mrs. C.E Barnes ¥
Program
1 Margaret Fassnacht Robert Linn
A Richard W. Huff G Wm. Madden «+—
Publicity
Carroll Arnold Mrs. Edward Garver
Miss Faye Cole
Tickets
Harold Brintlinger Mrs. Harry Cook
Howard Brown Donald Dame
Roy Chapman Mrs, Ralph Lorenz
Guy Ciapper Dr. Paul McKay

Mrs. Ardath Tolly

Tickets & Program

Jack Kitchen William Reynolds
Letters of Appreciation

Mrs, Robert Bear Otto Keil

Roy Rollins Melyvin Matthew

Norman Gore Miss Chariotte Meyer

Decorations
Mrs, Byrd Davis Mrs. Kenneth Wheeler
Mrs. Alphe Hamm

Head Table
Decorated by Garden Club

Head Table Committee
A Mis. Richard Huff

Recording
Ratph Barnett
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GEORGE WILLIAM MADDEN
‘ No. 4 EWING PLACE
DECATUR, ILLINOIS 82822
TELEPIONE: 422-3180

A =

May 25, 1967 F‘.i

Mr. Lester J, Grant
Superintendent of Schools
101 W, Cerro Gordo St.
Decatur, 1ilinotls

Dear Lester

You won't find a testimonial letter from me among those you were
given in the two bound volumes last night. Frankly, I couldn't ...
and still can't ... think of anything else to say to you to express
my feeling of admiration and appreciation other than what appears on
the following twelve pages ... my remarks at your recognition dinner,
If | could have thought of more, | would have sald them.

Not that what | said was so profound; it's just the subject matter
that is!

Peggy joins me in wishing you well in your every new undertaking,

Kindest personal regards

\ i ;
C=Z e |

N,
G. William Madden



LJG Dinner-5/24/67
Page 1 (Imm~diately after dihner)
Ladles and Gentlemen.... ,
It is indeed a distinct pleasure to come before you thls evening,,,
on this wonderful occagion of honoring one of our community's most
distinguished and accomplished citizens., It ig = genuine personal
privilege .for me to participate in the slngling out and reying tribute

to a man who has devoted almost hig entire working life *****;{

to the educating and developing and nurturing of Dacatur's children,..
and has done so successfully..., with perseverance... and with dignity,
I can think of no finer human endeavor than the fileld in which our
honoree chose as his oareer,'nor do I know of a more fltting and
approprlafe thing for us as cltizens to do on the occaslon of his
retirement than to try, 1n some small way, to express the sincere

appreclation of a grateful community,

*djf at this point, a marching band enters, with others,
and a willd parade is held; quickly followed by =

singing group lauding Lester J.‘Grant.
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. 1st Draft
Medley for LJG Dinner - by GWM 594"67.

Tune: "Smiles" There are Grants, that make you happy
There are Grants, that make you gay

You recall, a Grant known as Ulysses
Very famous, back there in ‘his day

There's a Grant, whose name is on a chain stdre
And a pass, in Oregon they say :

But the Grant, that we are here to sing for
Is a Grant known as Lester J!

Tune: "Iiptoe Thru So let's go

The Tulips" Back thru
: Thirty years or so
Reminiscing
On a few fond mem'ries
Let's go
Back a few years
Or s0....
Tune: "Nothing Can Here he came, right out of Monticello
Stop The Army Air Very young, a teaching career
Corps" All the same, he was a bright young fellow

Moving up, in only a year

He became, known as an able leader
Never said, couldn't or can't

They picked the man, who said " I CAN"
'Canse nothing could stop our Lester J. Grant!

Tune: "It's A Small, So we see our man
small Worlg" Climbing up the rung
He was picked to hend
All our schools, far flung

Thru objections and strife
He's devoted half his life
And his praisen shall be sung.

Tune: "At Sundown" Every little mess, I guess, gets blessed
in the office of Lester
Every Jittle thing that's rough, or tough,
'sho 'nuff goes to Lester

They say the school head's big job is
financial....official.....fiducial...

But every little gem that's sticky or icky
gets taken to Lester

Every little kid, with an Id, that is hid
is a problem for lLester

Tho' su-pren-ten-dents aren't hired to do
all things



Poge 2 =~

2nd Verse

B

Trne: "Ragtime
Cowboy Joe"

Tune: "The Best
Things In Life
Are Free"

T ne: "Tonight"

LJG Medley

Still the boss, can't be cross, when the toss
comes a bouncing to him. -

People with a gripe, often yipe, even sanipe
in the office of Lester

Advocates of art even cart what they start
to the office of Lester

They say he hears only things of im~por-tance...

of sub-stence.....with-ur-gence.....
sohevelic.el, -

Every 1little child, who is wild, can get mild
in the office of Lester

‘Even naughty teens, can be seen, in their Jjeans
in the office of Laster

Tho' su-pren-ten-dents aren't hired to do
all things

8t111 the boss, can't be cross, when the toss
comes a bouncing to hin.

He's always stood

For a brand of education that .is good
And we stand in admiration

0f his goal

Pretty good goal

That is always doing hetter

You can bet your bottom dollar
He pursued it to the le*tter

How he tried
To provide the best in schoolihg
for the kids that we all know

He's o ball of fire
Climbing hire
He's the kind we all admire

Here's to Lester
We're not here to jester
Here's to Lester Grant!

Tonight belongs to Lester Grant

Cn that we can all agreo

Qur hearts are all with Lester Grant
A real friend to you ond me

The children today
And those of before
We all want to say
Thank you,.... and more

And so we sing with all our might
We all honor him, tonisht
ey A

b i

[
(Tonightb tonight
We oing of Grant tonight
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Tune: "Do,?ﬁﬁﬂaer"

(repeat,

faster)

Tune: "Tonlght"

Tune: "The Best
Things In Life
Are Free"

LJG Mcdley

We thank him for the work he hasg done R

He's right, tonight

He's been a shining light
A guiding shining light
Like the sun... :

NL"
||JI!
llGl’l
llRll

] n A“

llNﬂ
"Tﬂ

- a Life that stands for right
~ a Judgement that is wis

- a Goal that's worth the fight
- a Record that's s prize

- Ambition for ‘the best

- where Nothing else will do
- a Tier sbove the rest

Lester Grant we sing to you
la la 1a la 18 la la

=t R R
S B I I |

Life that stands for right
Judgement that is wise
Goal that's worth the fight
Record that's a prize
Ambition for the best

o= e B e

N- where Nothing else will do

T -

A Tier above the rest

Lester Grant we Siﬁfjr

We

.,“ w

We
To

&onight Tonight

sing of Grant tonighE§

s

love to sing with 8ll our might
praise Lester Grant tonight!



LJG Dinner
Page 2 (after the music)

Thank you, classical music lovers, everywhersa!}
It should be guite obvious to all that the program and proceedings
here tonight are destined to be rather solemn,., and on a serious

level,... 2nd in all honesty, I think this is as it should be.

After all, the occasion for our belng here tonight is to honor and

pay tribute to a man who, after 30 years of hard work in our community's
largest and most important public institutlon, does not have the
complete backing of =all 86,000 residents; This fact, I belleve, is

a2 serlous matter. And it is a fact, I feel, because I'm sure 1t's gafe
to say that Lester J, Crant is not liked.,. he is not admired... and

he has lost the support... of all people in Decatur who want a 2nd or
3rd rate educational system..., or whose personal or selfish interests
transcend the maximum benefits to our children..., and seamingly the
support from several people who, despite the benefits they themselves
obtalned from thelr own good education, fall to see the wlsdom of
providing genulnely good and continulng education for future generations

in the face of inflationary trends and population explosions.,

I'm sorry that these "me first-ers" couldn't be with us tonight on

thls solemn occasicon..., but the more I think about it... I really doubt
that those 17 people who want a 2nd rate school system... or those 8

men that I know who may “to heck with the city's kids and their future?,.
or even that other handfull of fuzzy thinkers I referred toese I really
don't feel this distinctly small minority would understand what we're
talking about even if they were here. They couldn't possibly under-
stand why°;;;¥$%,hundréd.people would gather here tonight... buy

tickets, pay baby sltters, even pay to park their cars, and glve up

thelr tlme,.. in order to extol the virtues, pay tribute, and express

genulne appreciation to a rather quiet, unassuming, totally dedicated



LJG Dinner
Page 3

and hlghly competent guy namel Lester dJ., Grant,
But I knoWes.es and you lmow, of course, what Les Grant has done
for Decatur, and what he stands for. And that's why we're here, And
I also want to assure you all, ladies and gentlemen, and especially
you, Lester Grant, that there are literally thousands of other
citlzens in Decatur and other parts of the country.e.. from all walks
of 1life..s who share our admiration for Youse. and for what you have
accomplished for us =all, i
You know, to me, Lester Grant is a GIANT of a man... in his wisdom. ..
in the scope of his thinking... in his accompllishments, hig ldeals,
and his unswerving devotlon to the attainment of the yery best in
public educational opportunities.., for all chlldren,.. in all of
our Decatur,
And so you'll all know just how I feel about him, I'm going to ask
that a plcture be unfurled... a glant plcture... one that befits a
man who has thought, performed and produced in a truly BIG way,

Yes, ny friends, I say Les Grant 1s a glant of a man,

But you knowess for a glant, he apparently had one of the most
unausplclous beginnings of‘anyone I've run across lately.

He was born on New Years Eve, the very tall end of 1906, in Bunker
Hill, Illinols. Now where, ydu might rightly ask , is Bunker Hi11? It's
a tiny 1little community in Macoupln County, just a few miles south-
west of Wilson, which, of course, is just = hop and a skip southwest
of Benld and Glllespiesss 81l of which are "that-s-way" down towards
Altons I contacted the Bunker Hill Historieal Society, and to be
perfectly frank,'they'ﬁe:never even heard of Lester J., Grant!

The only thing they could provide about the Year 1906 was that there
was a big earthquake and fire out in San Franecisco that year, but the

records indicated it 44dn't affent anyone in Bunker Hill.
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I also can report on brief conversations with some folks from both
Wlleon and Gillesple... and Egéx never heard of Lester Grant elther,
One 1nforﬁant from Gillesple did recall that thers was & big financial
panic in the U,8, in 1907, shortly after Lester Grant was born, but
my informant Blncerely doubted there wag any connection,
And so, it would appear that the man whom we are assembled here tonight
to honor and Tecognlze grew up in relative anonymity, little reallzing
the complexities ang challenges of 1life that ley aheag of him, I
think 1t's safe to assume that little Lestef Grent, at age 7 in 1913, i
didn't cere a snit that the 16th amendment to the U.S. Constitution ﬁ

|

was ratifled that Year glving Congress povwer to levy a federal income

taXeees or that 4 years later, when he as 11, the U, s. bought the

e —

Virgin Islands from Denmsrk for $25 million,

Whether the U, g, rassage of prohibition against the sale of liquor

P

when Lester was 14 years old created any special hardship for him,

frankly, I was unable to learn, But I dig ascertaln that in the same

Pl =

year Henry Ford sold his 10 millionth Model T, for #290 each, by the

vway, Lester J, Grant.., in 1924 at age 18.,, was graduated from

Bunker Hill High School, _
Evidently the formalized requirements to become & teacher back 4in
1924 weren't ag exacting as they are today, because the records

irdicate that Lester Grant began his teaching career in 1925... 2

year after completing high school.., in the town or district of
Wilsonville, Illinois. From what I could learn, he taught in an
elementary schobl... which I suspect wag g good thing,.since the way
I figure 1t he had just barely started to shave!

- Things must have been really éwingin' down in o0ld Wilsonville in

those days, since apparently Lester Grant stayed on thig Job for 4

yearss Of course, those were the roaring 20's, whicn also saw the
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introductlion of the firvt.talking plctures and Col. Charles Lindburgh
winging hils way alone across the Atlantiec. In this eplrit of innovatior
ohange and adventure, Lester Grant left higm Job in Wilsonville and
pushed northward in 1929 to pursue his own education and career,
For reasons, I suspect, having something to do with finances, he

ended up in- the fall of 1929 in Monticello, Illinois, with a teaching

Job/?%ﬁiggvﬁxg:;%n Eﬁﬁhffnfwfz_Schoolo Some of my informants hava
speéulated that his northern destination was actually Chicago, but

the famed St. Valentime's Day massacre in Chicago early that year
detoured him to Monticello. It'k been verified that Leg Grant has
really never thought much of Velentine's Day ever since,

Rellable Information on Grant's activities beginning in 1929 in
Monticello 1s rather sketchy, In interviewing old Monticello resldents,
I learned that Graqt made frequent trips out of town... that many
thought him rather "bookish"... and that he didn't Mecarouse around® a8
much as a lot of the guys his age, One partlcularly gabby Monticello
natlive thought 1t was even “darned pecullar® that Lester Grant did
absolutely nothing‘unusual on December 5th, of 1933, the day prohibitic'
was repealed. But they did all seem to agree, that ms a teacher, he
was good,

Determined to really get the facts on Grant in Montlcello, I finally
mustered my courage and wen% directly to Grant himself, I agked him,..
"Lester, when you lived and taught school in Monticello, why did you
make frequent trips out of town, why were you "bookish", and why didn't
you “ecarouse around" at night and in the summer time 1llke all the other
guys?" _

Lester answered me rather simply.... "becauge I was going to college
whlle I taught in Monticello, I recelived my Béchelofs Degree in

Education from Illinois State Normal University in 1934, and belleve
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me, those were tough years."

And sq, ladies and gentlemen, in 1934 ang 35, while the P.B,I wasg
hunting John Dillinger 4in Chicago, and the Italian Army was hunting
Halle Selassie all over Ethopla, Lester J. Grant was hunting his

livel}hood as well as a hlgher educatlon between Monticello and
Bloomington,

And 1n 1936, as we all heard the static-filled radio proceedings of
crownlng the Prince of Wales as the new Edward VIII, King of England,

our own Lester Grant was agcending to the principal-ship of the
Lincoln School in Monticello,

And in 1937, just the following year, as Amells Earhart took off for
an unknown destiny across the Paciflc, Lester J., Grant took off for
an equally unknown future 1n Decatur, Illinois. He started in September

of that year as a teacher in Soclal Studies at Roosevelt Jr. High Schoo:
and thus began his career in educntion that was to span 30 years here
in Decsatur.

The rest, of course, is a well documented end factual story of the
accomplishments of an accomplished man. From his first Decatur job as

a teacher at Roosevelt Jr. High, he was promoted in Just one year to
become principal of Garfield Elementary School, followed 5 years later
by the principel-ship of Woodrow Wilson Jr. High. One jear after that
he was named an Assistant Supt. of Schools... which was in 1944, Lester
Grant served in this capacity capably and effieciently for 6 years. His
abilities were certainly sgain recognized and verified by the fact that
he was named Decatur's Superintendent of Schools effective October 1,
of 1950... 17 years ago this fall. '

A quick recitation of the dates and positions held in such an active
and distingﬁished caresr can hardly tell much of the human side of the
story of what really went on during this 30 yesrz span. And such a run-
down can certainly not reveal the inner thoughts of the man who lived
them,



For that. reasog I am again going to depart from absolute documented L
fact... and speculate a bit. ‘And 1'm going to do (do) this by way. of‘n
mythical personal diary... the Diary of Lester J. Grant, Supt. of Schools.
Here we go: | . e |
May 21, 1932 - The happiest day of my’life.' Lorraine and I were married!

August 26, 1936 - Received my Masters Degree in Education today at the
' University of Illinois. .

August 15, 1937 - Looked for a place to live in Dpcﬁtur- we rented a nice
duplex at 1649 N. Water... will move next week.

May 4, 1944 -~ (When principal of Woodrow Wilson Jr. High)...
I'm going to try and help a boy today... I‘m seeing that he
gets an "E",
Ladies and gentlemen, Lester Grant djd see that that boy received an FF“,
and 1 think he did help him. That boy went on through schoel, was Salutator
of his high school graduating cless, won & Millikin scholarship, was
graduated from college, passed his C. P.A, exam, is married, has 3 children,
and is an elder in the Presbyterian Church. As a matter of fact, that boy
was in charge of the auditing team that Audited the complete books of our
school system in 1965. 1'd like to call on now, the boy who got an “E"
because of Lester Grant.... Mr. Russell McCenn. (Si. Oflechymed#/)

Again returning to our Diary...
July 1, 1944 - Assumed duties as President of the Lions Club.

March 26, 1945 - Attended festivities honoring Decatur High's new state
Basketball Champions.

May 17, 1949 - School Building Bond issue passed today... for over
$ 2 million dollars.
October 1, 1950 - Officially assumed duties as Superintendent of Schools.
Now the real work begins!
May 12, 1952 - Qur furnace blew up ‘at home this morning at 7:30. Burned
my right arm and head.
July 17, 1953 - Elected to Board of Trustees of Illinois Municipal
Retirement’ Fund.
August 12, 1953 - Note that Fortune magazine says 4 million babies will
be born this year... the highest number in history...
and the highest birth rate in 40 years!

May I pause here, ladies and gentlemen, for a moment..



|t1-

We are all very much eware of tpél ng s
place right here 1n Doeatur.,?hie hhe erdrré euee of thedrtxp
high birth rate of the 1950'8, plue the infldx of ﬁew residente.“}“gflﬁwﬂz-yiT
At this time I'd like to call’ upon & erson 0 holped gggg_ four schools
to become orowded..... (Ho. not you eweeQK%art. Youire etill part of the _
problem...!l'l) The person I*m speakins of was a néwcomer to Decatur baok
in 1950, and is also & parent of 3 studente currently enrolled in our 0
schools. 1t is a very real pleasure 25 me to introdﬁce one: of Deceturis wng f
capable women..: and certainly the prettiest... Mre. Lois Raber.CSee

et 0 - e R

And now back to our Diaryz ‘ S
November 17, 1953|— Today the voters approved 8 7 million dollar bond -

‘ " igsue for-2 new high echoola, 3 new elementary schoole,LQ
and 1 sddition to Harris School =" ‘
Elected Seceetary of the Illinois Aseociation of
School Admlnlstratore.' e
Today I was named one of the 5 "most efficient and Efigi
most successful™ school superintendenta 1n the etate x

' of Illinois by an Indiana eurvey group. 'H.Q
February 12, 1956 - Watched Garfield school teacher, Miss Carolyn Wileon “mﬂph
~ on the Gary Moore TV Show. '
March 27, 1956 - Voters a approved a Bond Issure for 2 new elementary
. schools, 2 additions, plus & 40¢ inerease An. the '""
Educational Fund tax rate. . : [N
July 7, 1958 = Moved all offices 1nto ‘the new Otto Keil. Administration S
Building. [BEA
November 25, 1958 - Elected President of the Illinoie Associetion of
School Administrators. o |
January 13, 1959 - After 3 stormy gessions our Board of Education voted to‘«r
annex the Lakeview School District. Tno Board members v
 changed their mind twice! S
March 22, 1959 ~ Received & PTA Nat_gpgl Life Membership Awerd... the first
one ever given in Decatur. : : -~~\‘;QT
September 20, 1959 - Read nice article, in newspaper... headlined “Grants '
have Fun at Home" SWill call end thank them tomorrou.

November 24, 1953:

November 16, 1955

Again I'd like to digress from a moment. It's a well known fact that a& a_t

successful superentendency depends upen an informed public. It has often



| been, said that the public 8 two chief sources of schoei_ n%dfﬁgtib“iargkfr
first, what the, parent learna directiy from hia own edhodi age cLild:fgnd
second, what he reads in the newspapers. Decatur ig _g_; fortunate, ﬁff’
believe, in having the owners and heads of | our. 1oca1 newepapers fully in
favor and highly supportive of s genuinely first class school system. We
may not always -sgree with how an article or headline ie written, but, I ca
assure you they believe stréngly in really good education. ared .
At this time it hgw?yagzgtiﬂﬁt“?rivilege to’ call ipon one ofAeducationsa
strongest boosters,d. the former Editor, and now currently Vice President
of Planning for all Lindsay-Schaub newspapers.... Mr. Ed Lindsay.
_____ 0 ~mmmme e . L Qbi*QAhAkqutﬁ3)
Getting back to our Diary: ‘ : _
November 10, 1959 - large bond issue for 5 new buildings, ndditions and
- future school sites was defeated overwhelmingly.
April 9, 1960 ~ Attended late night Board meeting at which G. William
Madden was sworn in as new Board of Education member.
Checked with Decatur Historical Society 2nd they advised
me that to be perfectly frank, they never even heard
of G. William Madden.
June 12, 1962 ~ Received the American Educators Medal Award from I'reedom
" Foundation of Valley Forge, Pa. One of 14 given in the
United States. N
October 9, 1962 - Bond issuxe and tax rate increage defeated. .
April 18, 1963 - Received copy of the Booz, Allen & Hamilton management o
audit report which was quite favorable.
November 10, 1963 - Heard remarks attributed to Paul McKay of Millikin
on their planned design for excellence. Very impressed.
Once more I'd like to pause in our mythical diary.
One of the inherant jobs of apy really good educational administrator _
simply must be the pursuit of excellence... the constant striving to do
e Job better... to improve... to motivate... to kindl¥ the desire to
reach up and out... applying to all people... 8l1 employees... and. in
turn, all students... everyone connected with the particular institution.
No one could possibly understand what Lester Grant has accomplished any
better than another truly great and outstanding administrator. '
1t is with sincerely g;gg_ pleasure that I call upon the President of
Millikin University, Dr. Paul McKay. (See amwMquf@
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Once more returning to our Diary,., Just a few more entrys:
May 8, 1965 -~ A 3 million dellar bond issue for new school buildings passed
today.
November 22, 1965 - Carefully noted Herald & Review article announcing
list. of 49 possible new names for our 5 new schoola.
February 19, 1966 - Tax referendum for increase in Educational Fund was
defeated by a narrow margin. ‘ ‘
March 19, 1966 - The same tex referendum but for less money, was defeated
by & wider margin.
August 5, 1966 -~ Received the Illinois Taxgahers Federation report of their
: - study of our district. Their f;ndings were highly compli-
mentary.
September 27, 1966 - Announced my retirement next July 1st to the Board
of Education.
There you have. it, ladies and gentlemen... many of the highlights and
Joyous moments... as well as a few of the dissppointments... of our friend
Lester Grant. There really isn't much more that I can add to the eloguent
and enlightened remarks you have heard from the others here this evening.
Quite obviously, there are countless things that Les Grant wouldn't enter
into a diary... even if he had kept one. There is a long list of ag;o RS
AND &%& 4= accomplishments.. :qa FW”'GH ﬁ‘ﬂ S ke She SREAT BENE
Te ou RSQ%ngnignggx'ééhoolévaﬂ% 19 major additions built during his superin—
tendency.

Seeing a staff grow from 350 to 1,000 to care for an enrollment that
has grown from 9500 to something like 22,000.

Seeing major program improvements, including Head Start
Expanded programs for the handicapped
+++ for the disadvantaged.... for the gifted .... for the
vocstionelly oriented... plus, of course,

New Math .... New Sclence..., and new directions in
foreign language, plus launching new central libraries in
part of our elementary schools...

Seeing a new Area Adult Continuation school started....

Seeing a new Area Vocationsl School launched....

Seeing Lakeview win the Pacemaker and Kettering Foundation Awards...
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Seeing outstanding 1oca1 athletic team participation... including
9 appearances among the revered Sweet Sixteén Basketball Tournaments

in the past 17 years, plus, of course, one State Basketball Championship
in 1962.

Evolving wholesome relations with mutual respect and cooperation
between minority racial groups within the schools....
Believe me, I could go on and on. |
My friends... I s2y sgain.... Lester Grant is & giant of a man..., in his
accomplishments, in what he set out to do... and has done... snd in what-
he has unswervingly stood for during these past 30 years, |

You know, ladies and gentlemen, I'm gwfully glad that we've all taken
the time to hold this recognition dinner tonight. In far too msny cases,
I suspect, a great many real "do-ers" of the world; such as Lester Grant,
are never really told... and especially right out in public, so to speak,
what a genuinely good job they've done. That's why I'm glad we're all
here... so we can tell him... face to face... that we're proud of him{

Of course we all know that words are fleeting... and even difficult to
recall later on. So at this time, I'd like to call upon a very distinguishe:
gentleman who is going to present a more lasting tribute To Lester Grant.
IT's my pleasure to introduce a Vice President of the A. E. Staléy Co.,

and a long time friend of good education, Mr. Roy Rollins.

_____ O —memw O e ) —m————— ( Ger aﬂicﬁthj #5/>

(Goe Ubaebomad 5 & fov Jorkin bmd
You will all notice a final notation on your program this evening.... a ,?

line which readshk simply... "Lest We Forget",

There is no man that I know of who can strive for great accomplishments
and achieve them, and also be happily married and raise a family, without
the backing , support, and kind understanding of an intelligent, loving,
and devoted wife.

Lester Grant hes been blessed with such a wife, and we are all greatly
indebted to her for what she is.

Lorraine Grent is a charming lady of dignity... and possess complete
devotion to the same high purposes that her husband has been pursuing
these past years. , ‘ |

It is a real pleasure for me to recognize her... to thank her on behalf
of a grateful community... and to introduce the wife of our former School

Board President, Mrs. Camilla Huff, who will make a presentation to her.
Cittachmed 2 ) .

by,
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I would also like to introduce to you 3 of the g}ﬁgglloves in Lester
Grant's 1life. It's a real pleasure to welcome...- and to say hello... I
know thids must be a proud moment in her life.v... Lester's mother...
Mrs. James T. Grant,- (have her stand up) ’

And now... 2 lovely*lad;es on the younger side...., a great joy to their

parents.... and I'm sure, equally proud of their father... Lester and
Lorraine's 2 daughters.... Diane and Debby Grant, {have them stand)

And so, ladies and gentlemen, I know you all join me in saluting... in
complimenting, end in most sincerely thanking our retiring Superintendent
of Schools.... Mr. Lester J. Grant and hig lovely wife Lorraine.
Before 1 close, I have two little things I really want to do yet.
First, 1 want to personally thank Mrs. Mary Barnes, one of our former
School Board members who concelved and organized and served ag General
Chairman for this recognition dinner. (have her stand up)
And I also want to thank Miss Margaret Fassnacht, Mr. Gary Anderson,

and Miss Marilynn Mertz for organizing and rehearsing the singing group

from Stephen Decatur, and also Mr. Glenn Fair for bringing his Stephen
Decatur band over here.... and all the others who have helped so very
much on this tribute to Les Grant.
Secondly, remember 1 said there were two things.... 1 feel in all
fairness, I really must read just a few of the many telegrams we have
received here tonight. '

(Read the five telegrams)

Congratﬁlations, Lester and Lorraine.... and may the very best of every-
thing come to you both in the years ahead, You have the admiration and
thanks of a really and genuinely...,. grateful..... community.

Good night.... and thank youl



ncmzsnc a:nwcz f,\' &
Check the clasi oflerviudcllredl
oxherw!u this message will be
i vsent as a fast tc!cgram PR
TELEGRAM C

foavierier oL tut

v %

SNMIGHTLETIER ., ) .'.-

J»INTERNA!JONAL SHWICE )

Check the Elasf 81 i3eVIEe desies
] .:'élhuwis !he medi& ||Ib

sénf ar fhe full,fnt¢ JUREN

LEVIER IELEGRAM & (| ¢+ 1

%' i
o :‘ 8HORE. G148, 4t 115 £

NO. WD5.-CL. OF sve, | .. PP. CR COLL,
S “‘ s '-* A ""?.11’ sy
T . . o " " o R
. IR R . [ L,y
Srnd the folfawln; mguau.:ubjzct o lhe terms on émck kereof, w hlch are hmby asmd M
' ‘ E Pl ‘
o ! ] .

To L LESTER '3 'GRANT
Street and No.". Masomxc TEMPLE

T i y ‘ RSN
C“L’Qf,,‘}f No " S .'II.TiINOI VT

& puit vli?‘ UL
;uﬁ; o sil

JUST - HEARD OF YOUR RETIhEMENT.}URGE YdU TO REUONSIDER.

WE OLDTIHERS OUGHT TO QTIGK"TOGETHER'
W .

SSEv,

(SIGNED)hEMPEnon HAILE sALA

Senders’s name and addrcs.! (For reference) I'
WUI213(R2-65) L

DOMESTIC BERVICE

' : ' na |
$ Vo ‘g7 INTERNATIONAL SERVICE \,
Check the class ofserbicedesived; | ¥ . Check the elass ofsclvnccd ieed; | &
otherwlse this message will be L, . mhcrwlse the message wl" bc !
sent as a fase 1elegram St ' < Ny N * sehtat the fulf fare .0 [ -

TELEGRAM : ' S BT i i o] Futl rate N
4 ; ‘ ) . ‘ - T :
DAY LETTER . 'W-P. MARSHALL | E " . E GRA - j LETTER TELEGRAM ir | ¢ |/
. CHAIRMAN OF THE BoARp - — - 8 - i

NIGHY LETTER . e . N X e SHORESHiP' . v [, 4
NO. WDS.-CL. OF Sve. PO, OR COLL, CASH NO. Cowe gt S TIME FILED (0f 0wy \
: 0 \ . ., I ponh, £ wu,‘lf\ A '
: i
Send the following message,

To

. o . |.‘| 3
Street and No. O/O MSONIG TEMPLE , Exefy
Care of or - Proaoues g e LA N-vsiLI,I

ApeNo_ L

1
BEST wxsnns AND OONGRATULATibﬁs.”Im ﬁTRIKEsnﬁE gggr‘ggp

KNEH WHERE YOU WERE HEADED?BETTER mﬂlﬁ“A“Loﬁ“oF sa'
— - : ;

A ik
i : N iy
. Pl 0,
vt
; e
e Fa LI 0
L RS EARR A
Y.“ ! '
i s




A e ey ’W‘E"‘"\?""

"/ INTERNATIONAL SERVICE N\

waclc the class ohcniccduircd A
1
I

: u}huwiic the message will be
VHL sent at the full rate >,

~/ DOMESTIC SERVICE

Check theclass of:ervlccdcslrcd;
otherwise thié medsage will be
ientasa fan wefegram

FULL RATE :
reeconty | LETIER YELEGRAN. .. ..
- SHIP L. e
DAY LETTER - . $ron
\NIGHT LETIER ral . ) ;- , b R b oy oo - — J - e
NO. wDS.-CL. DF Sve. | PD.OR cowL, | . 0 i AT 1, ' , : L
'\ i

To LFSTER Jo

Slréel and No N

Care of or + 1 - o2
Apl. No

L5

\\

'DUKE OF. WIN=

*“FBI&E&LI; nnwﬁaﬁ I

'-J-g‘JJt L

Senders s name and address (For reference)

PR Sender's telephane number !
WU1213¢R2-65)

~ DOMESTIC EERVICE

Check the class ofservice desired;
ctherwing this mestage wilt be
sent as a fast relegram

TELEGRAM

aop i

$ . INTERNATIONAL SERVICE \_
; . Check the clmofsuvn:cdeslrcd
S S, : _J otherwise the message wif] be

o

sene at the full rate

FULL RATE
W. P. MARSHALL E b IQ R. W. MeFALL .
CHAIRMAN OF THg BoARn T L (G’ Aw o LETYER TELEGRAM

PHFSIDENI‘

. SHORE.SHip o 'j
NG, WDS.«CL, OF svg, PD. &R COLL, CASH NO. . . .

DAY LETTER
N\NIGHT LETTER

— o
CHM?GE 10 '!HE ACCOUNT OF . . coo o TIME FibEBR 4
[ P L s . a 4!\. . .
H P !

Send the following mraage,

subject 1o Ihv terms on back }mml uhcch we hmby a,gmd m

T THE DISTINGUISHED LESTER J'GRANT_'
Street and No. C/O MASONIC TEMPLE i

Care of or

Apt No__ . : )

”7pEoATUﬁ‘

MI l -'.p.d{
nonTE

“HEARD. YOU WERE RETIRING soon- GONGRAIULATIons, i il
PLEASE OONSIDER THIS MY FINAL OFFER; it Ly xxxxxxn FINANGE T
_ YOUR SCHOOL srsmmu FOR 3 ENTIRE YEARS IF YOU'LL GiyE ME

BACK MY VIRGIN ISLAN.'DS PLEASE PASS THIS ON TO YOUR
SUCCESSOR, "

| Dcsi ma??on

i

(SIkned) FREhERIKIIII_KINQ_QE_DENMARk'




d nomesncsmwc \ -

Check theclass ofservicederired;
otherwise this message will be,
sent asp fuat telepram

. N
¥ [
TELEGRAM =‘i<,«u‘ 2

' E o P, MARSHALL o 7 [I IE l EGR
DAY LETIER : E CHMRMAN OF THr BDARDH d
S\HIGHT LETTER . ' ' '

ﬁ FN TERNA‘FIONAL SERV!CI

Chel the tlaw of sévtiediatréds |
P !;;humlse thee méisii# Wil b
e Hene aethe full patd

: ‘?uﬂ,‘m\re_ ERREDE T
LEVIERTELEGRAM £P, |

o

G ST i \ —guonalsulp LTI
; . A R 'mu%ﬁrr L R g bl S R 4
NO, WDS.-CL. OF YC, PD. OR COLL: . CASH NO. . . i CHARGE'TD THE ACCOUNT GF j . o ool e TIME FIEER s
L . C B B FTE T P [ KR Y S IR [
Send the following message, subma 10 rhc terms on back hm-ol u luch arg hmby :tgunf 1. Ly 4 v i . "

To MONSIEUR LESTER J GRANT
Street and Ne, R G/O 7 MASQNIQ I lEMPLE :

Care of or

Apt. No

'*‘DEOMUR,‘ ILLINOIB,‘ USA

TR
r\

Senders's name end address (For reference) R ITEI T SR
WL1213(R2-05) _ RO 3




o

%,:::.Jlrz £
fé’ Y‘Z’MLL{







Kisses/ MNaco aa

Eo-y- .’Eaﬂn;/s



B Madg =






A TRSTRNAAY, + X & NN 1 P

el PN

Vs o i et e o e

¢
4
[

] ! . . S

CROVOGSOG T TR .
DO UGG Ty -
) ‘r""!' "'I""l\\‘\ 1\

A

N



(Pttsdmeid =/

SPEECH OF RUSSELL MC CANN .
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Mr. Grant, Tadies and gentlemen my story of Mr., Grant starts just shortly

gz’i Vil

before this report was 1ssued by Woodrow Wilson Junior High School., 1It's the-

report of Russell McCann, C]ess 7A, and it's sfgned by Lester J. Grant,
Principal. “

When I started Junfor High, 1 was straining for independence and really at a
crucial stage in my personal development, and yet I couldn't even cope with

the new freedoms that Junior High brings.

I was 1n a group that pushed the teachers to the 1im1t.:and I'm sure that
maybe the teachers even shed aitear when they found out who was going to be in
thetr class. One of our favorite pastimes was seeing who could get out of the
school the fastest after the last class. We soon found out that, after that
bell rang, the teacher was so busy helping students that she couldn't see us,
and we found a new way'out of the school--the window. Gosh, that was a fast
way out, and this went on for quite some time until, on the floor below us, a
teacher happened to be standing at the window Tooking out, just as I went

flying by.

The next morning, I received an invitation from Mr. Grant to come and visit
him. He talked with me, and I'm sure, thinking back, that I probably denied
everything at least ten diffeﬁent ways, but the outcome was fnevitable and Mr.
Grant, the educator, scored a tremendous success 1n student discipline that
day. My punishment was to report to his office every day at.7:30 and sit
there while the teachers reported in and stay there until school started. In

addition, I was to receive an "F" in conduct for that term.



Needless to say, I had plenty of time to think about how I could explain this
“F" to my parents, but as the days rolled on, I couldn't think of anything
that could justify it, and when the report cards were finally handed out, 1 -
was no closer to an answer, so I thought I'd just change that "F.* 1 erased
and 1 scraped, but all I did was really just blotch everything, and so I .
thought, well, if I would wrinkle it and crinkle it enough, maybe the "F"
would be illegible. And so all the way home, I wrinkled it and crinkled it
and wadded it and creased it, and that darned "F" was stf]l there when I got

home,

Well, that experience was all that I needed. I never had any trouble in
school again, and I think that Mr. Grant had found the one thing that would
change me from the rowdy pest into an eager student, and I think that he
showed his wisdom in many ways over his life, as a fine citizen and as an
educator, but in this particular case, he just knew boys. He knew what I

needed, and I'm very glad that my path crossed his.
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SPEECH OF LOIS RABER -

Thank you, Bi11, Mr, Grant, and everyone here tonight. The three great social
institutions of our country--the home, the Church, and the school--for good or
for bad, are the foupdations of our American society. It is my great pleasure
to play a small part in the tribute tonight to Lester Grant, our Superinten-
dent of Schools, a man who has influenced so greatly the most precious exten-

sion of our life on this earth--our children.

I was one of the Tucky ones! We chose to live in Decatur. There were many
reasons for this choice; the size was right, the trees were just so beautiful
and, most importantly to a young couple, everyone said the schools were so
good. Of course, we didn't have any children yet, but the birthrate was high
here--best 1in the State, by the way, per capita, and we had high hopes. I
don't know if it was the water or what it was, but we have three teenagers now
who were part of the baby boom of the post-World War Il that caused the Deca-
tur school population to grow from 7,500 children to over 22,000 in less than

20 years.

In 1959, the Committee of 100 was formed to study our school needs, future
plans and problems. I was sent as a representative from an organization that
I belonged to. One of the reasons was because I was unhappy that my children
went to old schools, my taxes were higher every year, and after .all those
buildings that we built in the '50s, how could we possibly need more money?
Well, let me tell you that Lester Grant, his staff, and the School Board gave
quite a revealing picture of Vife in Public School District No. 61. I learned
a great deal about our tax structure and the limitations of our State
statutes. I realized that women drive men wild, because they oversimplify
everything, but this study made me a wiser and, yes, a dedicated supporter of

our schools,
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It's not my job to hinder, but to help. Far too often, we are overly
concerned about the poor or the special child and forget that over 90% of the
school children are just average. Lester Grant has worked for educational -

excellence for all of our children.

As a member of the ITlinois Citizens Education Committee, I have met private
citizens who invariably would say, when they were introduced to me, "Oh,
you're from Lester Grant's district! Now there is a good Superintendent," or,
"You're sure Tucky to have Grant over there." They would talk about the
growth of our District and how, in Decatur, people just can't Tive on the
wrong side of the tracks. Did you ever realize how our high school boundaries
were an almost {deal socio-economic cross-section of American 1ife? It's a
wonderful place to raise a family, and we're proud to say that our children

are born, bred and read in Decatur.

It's the Superintendent who sets the tone of his School District and provides
some of the "go spirit" and, as would be expected of Lester Grant, he has
surrounded himself with a staff of educators who are qualified, dedicated and
Just plain wonderful people who have always given more of their time and
talent way beyond an 8-hour day and a 5-day week. Lester Grant's integrity
can never be repaid with words or money. No matter that we, at times, have
failed him in his dreams of a perfect school system, he has keﬁt working

within the boundaries that we Have given him, always prodding us onward toward

better education; never complaining, always the gentle man.

Lester Grant, you are an inspiration to our community. I speak as an fndivi-
dual, but T know that all of you join me tonight when I say simply and
sincerely, “Al1l your efforts have not been in vain. 1 thank you, my children

thank you, and our children's children thank you.,"
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SPEECH OF ED LII\IDS,‘\\’J‘Ie

Thank you, Bi1l. I don't always agree either. -

I first met Lester Grant in 1943 when he was principal of Woodrow Wilson
Junior High School. Later, I noted with interest, the number of times that my -
daughters mentioned how much their "Woody" background had meant to them at the

Madeira School in Washington and at Northwestern University.

I saw Lester Grant begin to blossom to the educator and administrator that we
know when he was chosen Assistant Superintendent of the Decatur School
District under Ray McIntosh. Together, they conceived the program for full-
time school, annual salaries for teachers, collaboration in the Summer Commu -
nity Playground Program, the establishment of study sabbaticals for teachers,
etc. Because Ray McIntosh left to become the Superintendent at Rockford jn
1950, and because Lester Grant's (structure) stature had risen (structure
too}, had risen in his assistantship, he was made the Superintendent of

Schools for the Decatur District.

Much of the early post-War II planning had not been fully implemented. There
were needed modifications in program and in staff to be carried out.

were dictated by what some of us regarded as a too narrow interpretation at
the State level of school 1aw,'some of which had its origin in the pfemechani-

zation planting and harvesting patterns of 19th century Illinois.

In 1958, Spudnik I, the first manned space flight, gave new thrust and insist-
ence to the geographical horizon we had come to know in World War II, with a
Tifting of the knowledge horizon into areas undreamed of by the authors of

school textbooks previously written. '

Ed T ié7z42ﬁﬂié°b Vorsly ¥ By



Much was said of the size of the student population in the Decatur District,
resulting from the growth and population and from the early and more produc-
tive marriages. Much was said of the new buildings that were needed and
built. But it's what happened within the walls of the building and witHin the
minds of the pupils that has inen Lester Grant his standing among his profes-
sfonal fellow educators in the State and in the nation. He's been concerned
that pupils in the Decatur Public Schoals--a larger percent of whom now enter
college than entered high school a few decades ago--he's been concerned that
they would not find that the kind of lives for which the older school patterns
prepared them were obsolete before, as graduates, they were ready to live

them,

He has built breadth and depth into the Decatur School District cyrpicuium,
An item here would be the introduction of conversational foreign language in
the 4th Grade. He has nourished and kept inspired a year-round Curriculum
Committee to seek quality in education equal to the capacities of the young
minds in the classrooms. He cautiously has made it possible for the most
capable to be encouraged without discouragaing the least capable. He has been
concerned with such obvious needs as special training for the handicapped and
a broad and basic vocational foundation for those who would go into crafts
from high school. And he has been devoted to a program of counseling of
increasing competence to help the pupils find their way to full development
and to help the teaching staff find more effective avenues to pupil motivation

and inspiration.



As Lester Grant looks back on his years in the Decatur Public School System,
he must find great satisfaction in the things he has accomplished, finter-
spersed with some of the frustrations that are inherent in the profession he's
in. I hope that, as he becomes involved in new education ventures, as he
must, because he's too young and too vigorous to retire, he will be philan- .
thropical enough to forgive the community for some of its brief lapses into
anti-intellectualism, official and otherwise. I think he has seen enough of
the operation of formal education and, indeed, of 1ife itself to know that the
appreciation of every last parent in the community for a good job of educating
their children comes only when the last of the parents of each school genera-
tion become grandparents, And, as a grandparent who was an early convert;'l
wish to say, "Thank you, Lester Grant, for educating the children of this

community."
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SPEECH OF DR. PAUL MC KAY ¥

Mr. Chairman, Mr. and Mrs. Grant, ladies and gentlemen, as we've already
heard, Lester James Grant accepted his first teaching job in 1925. This means

that, for 42 years, he has been giving grades either as a teacher or as an

administrator, and we've a1re?dy heard from Russ McCann this evening one of-
|

the grades that he received in 7A at the hands of Mr, Grant. Now, it occurs
to me, Bill Madden, that a man who has been handing out grades for over three
decades ought now to be on the receiving end, and it is not inappropriate for

him to be graded in public, and this is exactly what I propese to do.

I have before me a report card carrying fhe name of Lester James Grant. For
achievements in building new schools under his administration, what does the
record show? Fourteen (14) néw elementary schools; 2 junior high schools (1
completed, 1 under construction); 2 new high schools (19 additions). There-
fore, for accomplishment as a builder of new schools, Lester J. Grant receives
a grade of "A." For honors received as an educator, bringing credit to his
school district and community, what does the record show? We'’ve heard from
the diary a partial recitation of these awards, ranging, as Bill Madden has
said, from President of the Illinois Assoﬁiation for Supervision and Curricu-
Tum Development in 1950 to a very recent award, where he was invited to

Williams College to attend a very special Humanities Institute.

In summary, for the honors he has brought Decatur through the recognition he
has received from State and National groups, Lester James Grant receives a
grade of "A," For deportment and citizenship, for the conduct of his personal
and professional 1ife, Tiving beyond reproach, as an example to his students,
colleagues, and friends, Lester James Grant receives a grade of A" For his

ability to inspire loyalty among his administrative staff and their unwavering
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confidence in him as an educator, par excellence, this is an achievement which
must not go unacclaimed. For this intangible asset, yet one that is the

hatimark of a true leader of men, Lester James Grant receives a grade of "A,*

In summary, "A" for Administration; "A" for Ability; "A" for Conduct, Deport-

ment and Citizenship; "A" for the Loyalty‘he commands among his close associ-
ates and colleagues. These are not, I assure you, grades gratuitously given;
they are grades laboriously won over these decades of devoted service and
accomplishment. So far as ! know, there is no Phi Beta Kappa for School
Superintendents; perhaps we should start one. If we did, the man we honor
tonight would be a charter member., Like Ben Abou Adhem, like Lester James

Grant, may their tribes increase.
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1 have some sympathy for Mrs. Raber and Mr. Lindsay and Dr. McKay; when you -
try to follow a Bill Madden act without a dog and pony show, you're in some
trouble. 1 was billed as giving a lasting tribute and, naturally, I put
together about an hour and a half'’s talk, and then I talked to the Program-
Committee, and they said earnestly, and I thought a little threateningly, two
minutes. So, without telling them, I compromised a 1ittle on the time, but

we'll still have you out of here by 10:30, so you have nothing to worry about.

Reading other peop]e‘s mail is always fun, as you may have found out some time
or other. The best part is gossiping about it, and that's what I intend to
do. 1 obvioqs]y can't read all of the letters that came to Lester. They
didn't come directly tol him, you understand, we intercepted some on this
occasion, because there was really a great outpouring from former Board
members, from noted professors, university presidents, civic organizations,
busineﬁsmen. and a wide variety of others. But 1'11 give you a small sample.
1'11 only identify a couple of these. There is a 1imit to how much gossiping

-aven I should do.

The first 1 liked said, "This is a switch; you're not even dead yet, and we're

telling you what a nice guy you are."

This one is from a man that ] admired a great deal, and I will identify him,
This is the man that Lester succeeded as Superintendent of Schools. Mr.
McIntosh says,. "One of the interesting phenomena of public education during
these 25 years has been the increasing public awareness of the importance of
the public schools, the increasing public demand for change, the .-increasing
pubtic resistance to paying the cost of change and, finally, the increasing
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tendency on the part of many otherwise intelligent people to resort to the
age-old practice of repudiating able leadership as the solution to the

problem.”

This one says, "I feel certain that you are one of the quiet great ones whom I

have had the good fortune to know."

This was from the NAACP, and I liked it. Says, "The Decatur branch wishes to
express appreciation for your service to the public schools of Decatur. We
have had a pleasant association with you through the years and have found you
always ready and willing to talk with our representatives and to give careful
consideration to the facts presented. We recall especially the efforts you
made in behalf of a resolution by the Board of Education in favor of open

housing."

This one--and there were several that said much the same thing as this one--
said, "The years 1 was privileged to serve on the Board of Education were most

interesting, due largely to your fine leadership."

This letter I don't really understand about; I think it's an outside joke. It

says, "lLes, if you want the flagpole ﬁﬁ&i on the other end, ] think I'm
inclined to go along with you." f'%@afﬂﬁWbﬁ}vi, Newld v e Ty

This is a typical line from many of the Tetters, but | felt very well said.
“The citizens of Decatur shall be forever indebted to you for your wonderful
service, not only as a capable administrator but, also, as a fine Christian
gentieman who has set a worthwhile example for the young people coming under

your geod influence."



This one says, “As a member of the Board of Education of District No. 25 back
in the '30s, I always appreciated the work you did here in Monticello, and 1
am aware of the extra hours you put in to get the work done, especially from
the coaching standpoint which took so many of those extra hours." If I hadn't

read any Tetters, I wouldn't know you used to be a coach.

Only one of these letters did I want to quote entirely, and I think I'11 have
to identify this one. 1It's from a clergyman here in town; I don't remember
exactly which Church, but it's signed, "Monsigneur Powell." It says, "Time
goes on, and we cannot escape our relation to it for even a month. You have
not been just a captive of time; you have been deeply involved and profoundly
concerned and committed in one of the most important areas influencing the
present and the future. You and I hit this town about the same time. 1 admit
that I have kept a close eye on you because of the profound importance of your
position and our interrelationships. Very early in tﬁis period, and more and
more as time went on, I have found ocut that, through the various stresses and
changes, along with the countless contacts with realities and personalities,
you have conducted yourself with skill and dedication and a good sense of
humor. I hope to be seeing you as time goes on. May God bless you and yours

always,"

Lester, I congratulate you as among the best in the nation as an educational
Teader. Your influence has been felt far and wide, My family wants me to
say, "The same goes for us, Even to the son you hardly knew, but who knew you

through the eyes of his sister, who adored you."



This one says, and there were many who said something of this kind, "As the
father of three boys, I feel that my sons are fortunate to be enrolled in the

Decatur School System."

This one says, "It's been a long time since I first saw you in 01d Main at
ITlinois State Normal University, but I'm glad that both of us stayed put in
Central I1linois so that we never compietely lost touch. You were a fine

student."

This one says, "This university has enjoyed very fine relationships with the
Decatur schools for many years. This is in no small part due to the personal
reiatfonships between you and your associates and administrative officials

here,"

And the last one says, "For your forthright courage and high professional
demeanor, you have received many honors in your chosen field, as well as the

profound respect of your fellow townsmen and associates."

That last quote sums it up for me, and I can do no better in closing than to
say, "Les, you have truly earned the profound respect of all of us, and when

you read every one of these letters, you'll feel as 1 did, and here they are."
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RESPONSE BY LESTER J. GRANT

I'11 show you the front of it, anyway. You can see the rest of it later,

S vl f btliis foome froinds)

The only thing I knew about what was going to happen tonight  was that Dick
Huff said, "After Roy Rollins gets through, you will have an opportunity for a -
few words. And following experiences I've had with Bill Madden's productions,
I didn't have the slightest idea what to expect tonight. T feel pretty safe
up to now that you haven't heard anymore than you have. I did find out,
however, through all this experience, that what I thought was a truly loyal

staff, that there was an awful 1ot of talking behind my back.

I didn't know just what to think about the kind of production Bill was going
to produce. In fact, he told me Monday evening to be ready at 6:00 o'clock,
that there'd be an elephant around to pick me up, I waited until G:OO

tonight, and no elephant showed up, so I had to come on my own.

I think the kind of production that Bill has demonstrated here tonight, and in
previous productions that some of you have seen, that it is the proof of
something about our Decatur Public Schools, because he is a product of the
Decatuf Schools. It either proves that we encouraged creativity, or it proves
something about the value of our, "fine arts" program, or it may prove that we

need more "fine arts" programs.

And since thié was to be somewhat of a history, or it has turned out at least
to be somewhat of a history session here tonight, I'd like to just take us for
a second. or two through one stage of educational history. Education has
changed, but it has a history, and I want to relate this to what a teacher
might have done with the use of a hen, h-e-n that is; maybe the iittle red

hen, in a classroom situation and give you a little historical account of how



it might have been related. 1 didn't go back quite to 1900, but at that date
it would have been known as a hen when brought into the classroom. About
1910, it would have been a problem. 1In 1915, a project. 1920, a unit of
work. 1925, an activity. 1930, the basis of an integrated program. In 1935,
a frame of reference. 1960, the hen has achieved a definite status as a

dynamic in the group process. And then, 1967, today, with our new emphasis on
the mental health approach, the hen hardly would have recognized herself as
the scapegoat in the frustration aggression process. Education runs in
cyctes. I don't know whether 1970 will be back to the hen in its plain

language, h-e-n, or not.

Well, Bill has omitted a lot of things in his diary, thank goodness. There
are some things I might have related, and there is one person here tonight who
will recognize this one. I tried as much as I could to get out and visit in
the classroom and, on one occasion, in visiting an elementary teacher, was .
very intense, as I always was, in what was going on in the classroom and later
discovered, after the session was over, and shé was td]king to me, she said,
"Did you notice I had my dress on wrong side out?" 1T hadn't noticed, but when
she told me, I did. Well, she was here, but she got up and left. I don't

know whether she knew that was coming or not.

And there's one thing he didn't mention, too. Nine years ago, when we moved
into the, what was later named Keil Administration Building, it had another
name. About that time, as some of you may recall, it was known as “"Grant's

Tomb," It almost turned out to be that.

Well, may .l say we are deeply grateful to every one of you; very deeply grate-
ful for this whole occasion. No words that 1 can say can express éxact]y how

I feel--how we, the family, feel--toward this ovation to our 30 years in



Decatur. And I like to think that these many kindnesses that you and others
have shown us over the years have been reflected in the kind of quality educa-
tional program that we've tried to produce for your children and grandchildren
in our public schools. It's been said that your education has been a failure,
no matter how much it has done for your mind, if it has failed to open your
heart, And I think tonight is proof of the success of education and the
opening of your hearts. We shall be forever grateful to every one of you who
has contributed to our success, the successes that we have achieved in Decatur
as a team of public school people, and we'll be forever grateful to you,

everyone, Thank you so much.



mﬁdej = (,
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Thank you, Bill, you saved me a lot of trouble. I had a big speech all

written of it. Lorraine, would you come up here a minute?

We did plan our festivities this evening to honor Lester Grant, and although .
we think Lester is just a great guy, here is another Grant who deserves a lot
of recognition. And I know that her support and understanding over the years,
and her outstanding talents as a homemaker, I'm sure these things have made
tester's job a Jittle less difficult--1 didn't say easy; ]I Jjust said a little
less difficuit. We would like to present this tribute to you, Lorraine, for a

job well done. Thank you.
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