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Q: 
Hello, this is Sonie Toe. It’s Tuesday, March 22, 2011, and I’m here in the here in the WILL Radio Station, for Letters to the Future. For the record, can you please tell me your name, and start with, “My name is…”
A:
My name is Lott Thomas.

Q:
Mr. Thomas, were your parents born here?

A:
No, they were not. They actually met at the University of Illinois. My mother was born in Farmer City, which is nearby, and my father was raised in Oklahoma.

Q:
Alright. Do you know why they came to Champaign?

A:
My father came here because his older brother came to the University of Illinois to go to Engineering School. My father came for the same reason, found out engineering was not his area, ultimately went to law school and then practiced law for his entire life here. As I said, he met my mother here. She was close by at Farmer City and came to the University of Illinois. 

Q:
Alright. And what year were you born?

A:
1934.

Q:
Alright. Why did you choose to stay in Champaign?

A:
Oh, I’m not sure I was always going to stay in Champaign, but I did. I went away to college, and then I spent 3 years in the Air Force, and I think the key decision was my decision to go to law school here and then because my father was practicing here, I ultimately joined that firm.

Q:
Okay. And what schools did you attend?

A:
I went to DePauw University in Greencastle, Indiana, for undergraduate school, and the University of Illinois for law school.

Q:
Alright. How long had you stayed in Champaign before leaving?

A:
I was in Champaign my entire life; I was born here and left at age – I guess I was still 17 when I left to go to college. 

Q:
Alright.

A:
So I was in college then for 4 years and then I say I had 3 years in the Air Force and then came back to law school.

Q:
Okay. So could you tell a little about your childhood experience in Champaign?

A:
My mind was no different than anybody else’s. It was sort of a different era. You think back on what we did when we were growing up. You know, it was an era when we made up our own games. You know, we played outdoors whenever we could. And the neighboring mothers who were basically stay-at-home mothers at that time all had their own whistle or signal to get you to come home for supper. So whatever it was, whether it was two sharp whistles or whatever it was, that – I knew it was time for me to come home. It was for me to come home and not for one of the other kids necessarily. They had a different signal to get them to come home. So it was really a different era, as I say. And we tended to play outside. We tended to make up our own games, and there was a lot of camaraderie and communication as opposed to what I guess I see in today’s world. It’s quite different, but very enjoyable.

Q:
Okay. And how was school life growing up in Champaign?

A:
School life was okay. It was a good life. I went to Dr. Howard grade school and again, it was a different era. You know, in today’s world, teachers don’t touch students, but in the era I grew up in, teachers did take steps to make sure you stayed in line. I’ll never forget – this was at the end of World War II. And World War II, and among the other things you couldn’t get was bubble gum, and Huber’s, which is still located downtown on Church Street, got a supply of bubble gum in. And the kids who lived on the west of Dr. Howard all heard about it. And so, they stopped by Huber’s and got bubble gum and brought it into class. This was at noontime; they’d gone home for lunch. And they came back in from lunch and they had all this bubble gum with them. I was – my house was east of Dr. Howard’s, so I wasn’t aware of all this, so I was part of it, unfortunately. Well, maybe it was fortunate, I guess, as it turned out, because the kids got into the classroom after lunch, and the teacher recognized that something funny was going on. So she had everybody go to their desks and empty their pockets out. And some people had maybe a couple of pieces of bubble gum and some had six or eight or maybe nine pieces of bubble gum. And so, she said, “Okay,” she said – first of all, she said, “I want you all to line up against the blackboard. Take all that bubble gum you’ve got and put it in your mouth, and you can chew it for 5 minutes.” And so, everybody had to do that, those that had bubble gum.  I’m an innocent person at this point. And so, they did that, and finally she said, “Okay, now go to your desks and get out a piece of paper. Write your name on the paper, take your bubble gum and put it on that piece of paper, put it over on the window sill, and tomorrow you’re gonna chew it again.” And so, this went on for a second day. Of course, the bubble gum was like a rock at that point. You can imagine people who had maybe eight or nine pieces of that nice big Double Bubble. So anyway, but that was the way teachers handled things in those days when you did something you weren’t supposed to be doing. And it was quite a different era than we have today. As I say, I don’t think I was scarred by it. I think we all learned and perhaps we’re better people for it.

Q:
Alright. So do you have any special places that you liked to visit as a child, now or maybe as you grew up into an adult?

A:
You mean around the Champaign community?

Q:
Yep.

A:
No, I don’t really think so. I think, you know, we all enjoyed going to movies. We didn’t have television when I was growing up. So that was an easy out on that part. I shouldn’t say – I had one friend whose family had a television set with a nice big tall antenna so they could get [inaudible] station. So I would be able to watch television there occasionally, but that was one of the – there were not very many people in Champaign who had television sets at that time. So again, we tended to make our own entertainment, and going to the movie theaters – The Virginia Theater, which is still there and a wonderful theater, was a theater I went to many, many times. There was the Rialto, which is no longer there. 
Q:
Alright. And you said you had left around 18 – I mean, 17.

A:
Yep.

Q:
So when you came back, did you attend the university? Did you attend the U of I?

A:
I attended the U of I after I finished college and also finished my 3 years in the Air Force. Then I came back and went to law school here.

Q:
Alright. So as a child, did you ever think about becoming an attorney?

A:
Well, I did because my father was an attorney, although he never pressured me at all about that. He just talked about it if I wanted to talk about it basically, which is the same thing I did with my children. And one of my daughters is an attorney, practicing with me. And I certainly put no pressure on her to do so. She just called me one day when she was at the U of I. She was a senior at the time, and she said, “You know, I’m thinking about going to law school.” And I said, “That’s interesting. Where are you gonna apply?” She said, “Here.” I said, “No, that’s not the way you do it. You apply here, but you also apply several places and see where you get in.” She said, “No, I’m gonna apply here and if I don’t get in, I’ll do something else.” She got in. She became a lawyer. And she’s practicing with me now. 

Q:
Alright. So what type of attorney are you? What fields –

A:
I’m basically a non-litigation attorney. My practice is a – we call it transactional practice. It involves real estate, estate planning, taxation, general business, those kinds of things. 

Q:
Alright. And you said it was because your father –

A:
Mm-hmm.

Q:
What steps did you take, other than the support from your father, what steps did you take to become an attorney?

A:
Really, I don’t think I took any steps. At that time we didn’t really generally take courses in undergraduate school that would necessarily make us, you know, get us ready to go to law school. Actually I took what they call the LSAT, but didn’t prepare for it. I went on Saturday morning, took a test, and that was it. It was considered in your application for law school, but the more important factor was your grades – than the LSAT or in the undergraduate world, the SAT or the ACT. Those, I think, are very important now, but they were not as important in those days. 

Q:
Alright. And what do you envision Champaign to be like in the year 2060, 50 years from now?

A:
Well, gee, I gotta hope it’s kinda like it is now. I think this is a wonderful community, it really is. We have the advantages of a relatively small town with the amenities of the University of Illinois and Parkland College and great medical facilities. I can’t think of a better combination just in terms of what would you want to have in the community? That’s what I would want to have, and I hope as the years go by, that it wouldn’t lose that. 

Q:
Alright. And what advice would you offer to those residents in the future?

A:
I don’t think I would offer any advice in terms of other than to say it is nice if you have the opportunity to choose where you want to live. Sometimes we are driven by jobs, to find a particular place to live. But if you have a choice, as I said, I would think the choice would be, yes, get yourself into a relatively small community with big-time amenities, and that’s what we have.

Q:
Alright. And you said you have children.

A:
I have three daughters.

Q:
Alright. And so, from your experience in raising your children, do you believe Champaign is a great place to raise a family?

A:
I do. I think Champaign has been a great place to raise a family. And I think my children feel the same way. I have two children still living here. One lives in St. Charles. And I think the two that are here find this to be a good community, a good place to raise kids. 

Q:
And how do you believe, growing up here your whole life, what is the most change you’ve seen in Champaign?
A:
Champaign really hasn’t had a lot of changes, other than the fact that it’s grown. I can think back, when I was growing up, you used to see the signs outside, when you come into town, the population  X, you know. I’m thinking that Champaign, when I first recognized that it said 23,302. I may be wrong on that number. Maybe 23,000, though, and that was the number, and that would be back in the ‘40’s when I would’ve first recognized the sign. And now I think we’re a community of 75,000 or so, something like that. So it has grown, but other than that, it really hasn’t changed that much. And it’s probably because of the University of Illinois and Parkland are here. You know, educational institutions like that tend to keep things on an even keel, I guess.

Q:
And could you tell more about your experience at the U of I?

A:
My experience was probably no different than anybody else’s. I think in law school it’s 3 years, and I think, you know, for most of us the first year was the most interesting year in law school because it’s all new and you’re getting law – at least in my era, we were dealing with various courses that were all about things we see everyday. You know, whether it’s property rights or torts, injuries, things like that. They’re all things you see everyday. And so, that was really a very interesting part of it. And the next 2 years were okay, but they were – after you get to about your second year, you’re ready to move on and do something else. So it’s a little more – or a little less interesting in that third year. You’re ready to move on with your life at that point.

Q:
How did you meet your wife?

A:
In a coffee shop. Actually I was introduced by – she’s from the Quad Cities, and spent the first year of college at the University of Iowa, which is pretty close to Rock Island, where she was raised. Then she changed over and came to the University of Illinois. And when she was – she was in her senior year, I guess, at the University of Illinois. She had a friend in law school who was also a friend of mine, who got us together on a blind date. And we went to a little place over on campus and had – we might’ve had beer instead of coffee. I can’t remember now. Seems like it was coffee, though. Anyway, that was our first meeting. We never would’ve met if she’d had her wishes, though. Her father was born and raised in the – actually it’s the Icelandic community in Winnepeg, Canada. His father was all from Iceland. And he came south and immigrated to the United States, but settled in the Quad Cities. She never could figure out why he didn’t go farther south, where it was warmer. But he settled there, and as a consequence, we met. I guess if he’d gone farther south, we’d never have seen each other. 

Q:
Alright. And you said you don’t really believe Champaign has grown much?

A:
Well, it’s grown in population, but I still consider it to be a small town.

Q:
Alright.

A:
I think a lot of the Big 10 towns – not just Big 10, but Bloomington-Normal, for example, has two universities there, but it’s a small town. And other places like – Madison is larger, but Ann Arbor is a smaller community. You have Bloomington, Indiana. A lot of these smaller communities: West Lafayette, they have big universities that really help make the community what it is. 
Q:
Alright. And what do you think – what do you believe may block Champaign from further growth?

A:
I think probably – and I’m not sure I want further growth. I’m one who likes to say let’s keep things as they are, recognizing that you can’t really keep them as they are; you’ve got to take some steps forward, whether it means increasing the population or increasing the quality of life. You have to do some things to make the community a vibrant community. So there’s nothing much I would do to change what Champaign is doing, other than to say you can’t just sit still. I don’t really want it to increase in population particularly, but we do have to make sure that we do improve the quality of life. 

Q:
Alright.

A:
That’s always an issue.

Q:
And you said the daughter that – what daughter did you say is also an attorney?

A:
My daughter Melissa. She’s the middle daughter. 

Q:
Oh, alright.

A:
Melissa, the middle daughter.

Q:
Okay. And what type of attorney is she?

A:
About the same as I do. She does nonlitigation practice.

Q:
Alright. That’s good.

A:
And she’s been with the firm now for about 12 years, I guess, something like that.

Q:
Alright. So how would you describe the cases [inaudible] attorney?

A:
The cases?

Q:
Yeah.

A:
Well, when you’re in a nonlitigation practice, you’re doing things like – oh, it’s residential real estate closings. Or, you may have commercial real estate closings involving commercial property instead of residential property. And I do estate planning, prepare wills or trusts for people, things like that. Start corporations or limited liability companies for people who want to get into business. So it’s a variety of things that you deal with in transactional practice.

Q:
Alright. Have there been any obstacles or challenging cases that you have –

A:
I think we all – in the law, there are issues that have to be dealt with. Sometimes they’re easy; sometimes they’re harder. But probably more important than that is we deal with people, and people are all different. Some people are a little easier to work with than others are. But as an attorney, we have to learn to work with everybody and try to satisfy the needs that they have. 

Q:
Alright. So why did you choose nonlitigation?

A:
I think I have a personality that doesn’t like the idea of winning and losing, and that’s what you have – not that you always have that in litigation, ‘cause you do settle matters certainly. But it seems to me that you can spend an awful lot of time working on a litigation matter and end up being a loser. That seems, you know, that’s tough. And I think in the transactional practice, it fits my personality because hopefully, at least, not always, but hopefully we’re practicing what you might call preventive medicine. We’re trying to get things take care of before things go bad. And I find that – for my personality, that’s a better fit.

Q:
Alright. And what do you plan to do after you retire and after you –

A:
My wife would say, “What do you mean? He’s never gonna retire.” And that may be the answer. My inclination right now is to say no, I probably won’t retire. Maybe I’ll slow down. I don’t think I’ll retire. I think I enjoy what I’m doing, and as long as I’m physically and mentally able to do so, I’ll probably continue practicing on some basis. And that’s – to some extent, that’s probably pushed along by the fact that my daughter Melissa is practicing with me. And so, that may be more incentive to keep me actively involved.

Q:
Alright. To end this off, I’m doing to re-ask you one of the other questions I asked you earlier. Why exactly did you choose to stay in Champaign, and why did you choose this career in Champaign? Why did you decide to settle down here?

A:
Well, I think it fit a lot of the criteria I would have. One of them, of course, was the fact that the opportunity to practice with my father was certainly a major factor. And then, you add to that the fact that I had always wanted to settle in a community that fit this mold; that is, a small community with the amenities of a large university. In this case, we have a large university and a wonderful junior college. But the junior college didn’t come along when I first started practicing. It came along after that. So the fact that we had a large university was certainly a big factor, with the small community, and the opportunity to practice with my father. Those were probably the big reasons.

Q:
Alright. Thank you. I’m done.

A:
Did that do it?

Q:
Yep.
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