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Q:
Hello, this is Sonie Toe. It’s Saturday, January 8, 2011. I’m in WILL Radio Studio for Letters to the Future. For the record, could you please tell me your name?
A:
Robert Toalson. 

Q:
Alright, Mr. Toalson, when did you arrive in Champaign?

A:
I came in January of 1970.

Q:
Alright. And what brought you to Champaign?

A:
I came down here to be the general manager of the Champaign Park District.

Q:
So what do you like about Champaign?

A:
Oh, I like many things about Champaign. I think a part of it is with the university here, it means a lot. The people of Champaign are nice to work with, there’s been good government, a good school system, a lot of positives in Champaign.

Q:
Looking at Champaign today, do you think there are still things to be worked on?

A:
Yes, there always are things to be worked on. The schools have some things that need to be worked on, serving all the people. The park district, which I was involved with, are constantly looking for new parks to try to establish a park within a half mile of every resident in Champaign. The city is working on a lot of problems, drainage problems. They’ve just completed one of them along the Boneyard, and there are a lot of new developments going up, and you have to get sewer service to them, bus service transportation service anyway and make sure they meet the code of Champaign-Urbana. So there are many things we continue to work on.

Q:
When you first arrived, what was it like to live in Champaign?

A:
Well, it was a lot of learning experience, finding my way around the community. When we first arrived, we were the last house on our street; just next to us was a cornfield. So that was a different aspect, coming from Oak Park, Illinois, which was a suburb of Chicago.

Q:
How do you currently feel about Champaign’s living environment?

A:
I think the living environment is pretty good. There’s still a lot of homeless people in Champaign and a lot of people that are on the lower level of income. So a lot needs to be done, and Champaign is doing about as good as a lot of communities, but we still have a long ways to go.

Q:
What do you envision Champaign to be like in the year 2060?

A:
Well, I think at that time Champaign and Savoy and Mahomet, there’ll be subdivisions between all that, and they’ll be one main residential business community. There will be a lot of new things in communication. Facebook is now coming in, and I don’t know what it’ll be, but there’ll be two or three more that’ll take over from that as we have been in the past. I think we need to look at the inner part of the city, as subdivisions go out, there are more vacancies in the interior of the city. We need to develop that or redevelop it so that people will remain in the city. I think there’ll be a lot more forms of transportation. We might even have a car that’ll drive itself. There are prototypes already of that type of car. People may have some sort of helicopter device that’s reasonable that they can use to get around town. A lot of things like that will develop.

Q:
Alright. What advice do you offer future residents of Champaign?

A:
Well, the main thing I would offer ‘em is to say get involved. There’s many things you can get involved with in Champaign. You can serve on boards, committees of the city, governmental agencies, you can run for office, you can help a political party. There’s a lot of ways you can get involved. I would tell them that’s the first thing they need to do. The second thing they need to do is compare – keep Champaign and the university and Urbana included, ahead of the rest of the State in development of programs and many of their activities.

Q:
Alright. When did you begin working with the park district?

A:
1970, in January of that year.

Q:
And why did you join the Champaign Park District?

A:
Well, I went to school at the University of Kansas, majored in political science. I spent 3 years in the Marine Corps, came out, and was looking for something to do, and I applied for a job at Boulder, Colorado. It was assistant director of parks and recreation. I stopped by there on the way home from getting out of the service. I knew immediately that I wasn’t equipped to have the job. I didn’t have the training, but I liked what I saw, and I went back to Indiana University to get a master’s in parks and recreation. So I served in Oak Park, and when the development opened up here in Champaign, I applied for the position and was lucky to get it.

Q:
What position were you in the U.S. Marine Corps?

A:
I was second lieutenant and developed a first lieutenant and captain.

Q:
Alright. And could you share about that experience?

A:
Well, went through the basic training, as everyone does, and I was assigned to the first Marine Division in San Clemente, California. This was right at the end of the Korean War, and the first Marine Division was in Korea, but they were coming home, so I wasn’t shipped over there. And we went to Camp Pendleton in California, and then, after about 6 months I had orders to report to sea duty, a Marine detachment [inaudible] cruiser. And the Marine detachment provides honors. There was an admiral aboard. When we’d go to a special port in a country we’d always present honors to people high up in that Company, and that was what the Marine position was. In addition, I was, in the case of actual war, I was the aerial spotter for the ship’s gun. They had a helicopter aboard and I’d fly in the helicopter and aim the guns and brings the guns in line with the targets on shore. 
Q:
And when did you get out?

A:
1969.

Q:
What was your reason?

A:
Well, I thought about it quite awhile. I thought very much about staying in the military service, but my wife wasn’t too happy with that decision. She convinced me and I convinced myself that I wanted to come out. And I started hearing about parks and recreation, and I thought that was better for raising a family that being in the service. So I wrote in my resignation about a week before we called in the port in Australia, Melbourne. And they had a parade celebrating the Coral Sea Battle, which is Guadalcanal, the Marines went in there and put the stop to the Japanese taking over land. So the Marines are very much in favor in Australia. We marched in a parade, and the band in front of us, the Australian, played The Marine Hymn all the time, and people came out of the crowd and presented flowers to us. If I’d had to sign up then, I would’ve stayed in. 

Q:
Yeah. And had you – so you said you started to think about parks and recreation before getting out, before leaving the Corps?

A:
Yes, I started thinking about it. I saw the ad for assistant director in Boulder, Colorado.

Q:
And when did you start working in the field of recreation?

A:
Well, I started in – I have to go back and check that now. 1957. No, that’s when I went into the Marine Corps. 1960.

Q:
Oh, 1960? And what were you doing?

A:
I had an internship with the City Recreation Department in Philadelphia, and as intern we were involved in all aspects of the City Parks and Recreation Department in Philadelphia. And I took advantage of that and went to as many places as I could. It was a opening up experience for me because we worked in the Afro American community, in the Spanish community, all communities in the city. And I grew up in western Kansas and wasn’t exposed to that type of population. So that was really a learning experience, one which I enjoyed. 

Q:
Okay. What was one of the first things you remember working on as soon as you came to Champaign?

A:
Well, one of the first things, the second day I was here, the maintenance staff gave me a letter requesting a raise in salary. And I took my time on it and convinced them that I would look out for them and do the best I could, but I wasn’t gonna do anything at the present time. And we did work out something, but the administration of the park district and not from the staff requesting something. Then, I remember Douglass Recreation Center was having problems. There was a pea stone (sp?word?) group in Champaign, after the gangs in Chicago, they had taken over the recreation center at Douglass Center. And so, that was a problem. I met with them and we finally got it worked out, and we got things going up in that area, and we had good leadership. That was a big problem that was taken care of. And the other thing that was new for me – in Oak Park I was with the recreation department; here in Champaign, I had parks and recreation. So I was learning what needed to be done in the parks, and that kept me busy for awhile.
Q:
Could you share a memory of a street or a park being built that stands out from the rest?

A:
Two parks: One was Morrissey Park. It was the first time – it used to be a corn field, and it was the first time we moved dirt around to make a little hill in a park. The other one was Robeson Park, given to us by the Robeson family, and we moved a lot of dirt around there to make that. When we got the parks, they were level, straight level, had been a corn field. And we moved it around to make little hills and little valleys, put a trail through it. And the other thing that I really remember, which I enjoy, is going by these parks now and finding the trees, which are fairly large, which we planted in the early ‘70’s. And it’s great to know that I was here when we made that park, and it looks today like it’s been there for several years, which it has.

Q:
I believe that you also helped to turn an old post office into the Springer Cultural Center. Am I right?

A:
Yes.

Q:
How did that go about? Why the change?

A:
Well, it was a governmental building. It served first as a post office and then the federal government took it over for offices of a federal government program. And then, when they decided to cut back, or they built a new program for the local representatives’ offices for the federal programs, this building was available through a special grant. It could be obtained by a private volunteer group that had programs for adults or people that were low-level income. And the other one was governmental units could obtain that. So we filled out the grant and were able to obtain the building for the park district for a one dollar fee. And we put the building into a cultural center where there programs in dance, drama, ceramics, all types of programming. Now it’s become the cultural center for the park district.

Q:
How has Champaign changed in your eyes since you arrived?

A:
Well, I think relations between the city and the public have developed much more due primarily to good boards and a city manager, Steve Carter, who I think is one of the best around, working with staff and the community. We’ve added more parks, which has helped a lot. Made a lot of changes. There used to be – The Boneyard used to flood down on Fourth Street and Green Street. Mayor McCullom fought for a big detention area and to combat the flooding. Since that has been built, there haven’t been any more floods on Green Street. But there’s a second detention area that’s just been opened up, which should take care of what they call the hundred year rain. When every hundred years you have a rain that’s hard enough that it’s called the hundred year rain, these detention basins should take care of that. and it’s been built into a park-like setting, which is really nice.
Q:
How did you feel when you first arrived in Champaign, looking at the town and taking it in? Did you feel like you should get to work?

A:
Yes. The Park District had been without a full-time director for approximately 4 months, so there was a need to get to work on that. And the need to meet other city leaders and get to know the different neighborhoods in Champaign.

Q:
Okay. I have a sheet of local landmarks and historic – I was wondering if you could share any memory of any of those districts or landmarks.

A:
Sagamore Publishing, I know, started to publish nationwide books on parks and recreation. I did a lot with the National Recreation and Parks Association. Joe Bannon is the one that put that together, and I followed their development. They have now become the major publishers in parks and recreation publications and all curriculums that go to universities in parks and recreation. The Solan (sp?) Building, I haven’t had much to do with, but it’s been there; it’s a landmark. It’s struggling to exist now, because people can’t afford to put all the money into it. It needs repairs. I hope they can do that because it’s one of the first homes in the development of Champaign. West Side Park was originally platted. Half of it was platted when the City of Champaign was formed. It was called West Urbana. They put the first plat out, considered the bottom half of West Side Park. It was developed as a park for the community. The north half was picked up later, and that was developed in the old plan of parks where all the sidewalks come into the center of the park, and there was a bandstand there, a little bandstand. And we have a picture of Teddy Roosevelt – spoke there when he was running for President, under the Bull Moose Program. And there’s a police and fireman’s memorial for police and firemen killed in action, and their departments – When it was first built, first put in, it was used for grazing for cattle. There was green space, and people who had cattle ran it. The buildings weren’t built out to it at that time. But that’s become really a nice park; it serves downtown, a lot of the people. And the new band shell has been put up, and they’ve redone the police and fireman’s memorial. And there’s a sculpture of Abraham Lincoln in the park, which is kind of important in my opinion, because it’s the only known sculpture that I know of, that people know of, that shows Lincoln from the left side. Usually it’s the front end, front-on view or one from the right. The [inaudible] statue and fountain was built, and it’s been in the park for a long time. I’m trying to think of the sculptor; I can’t think of it right now. But he did some sculptures for Lane Park in Philadelphia and major parks around the country. He’s considered a top sculptor. We just – a few years before I retired, we took that apart and then refurbished it. Which it now should last for about 10 years before it needs to be refurbished again. The interesting thing about it, when we took it apart we found that the Indian that was on there was not bolted to the bottom of the fountain. All it would have taken was a couple of high school students to push it over. We were lucky that never happened; no one knew about it. It’s now fastened down. The Stone Arch Bridge is in this new area that they just developed for water collection and made into a park. That was built in about 1865, during – started prior to the Civil War. It was held up and finished after the Civil War. And it was put in – The railroad station came into Champaign, called West Urbana. And it was about 2 miles from Urbana, which was a development for the city at the time. And they had to cross the Boneyard, and the Stone Arch Bridge was a bridge they put in to get across the Boneyard, to get over to Urbana. And that’s still standing. That’s a historic marker. It’s an arch bridge. You don’t find many arch bridges that are built in an arch without structure underneath to hold them up. It’s the pressure on the arch that does it. The Virginia Theater was built in the 1920’s. It was run as a movie theater, a development for acts. Some of the people that have come in there – I don’t think Bob Hope has, but a lot of vaudeville programs and major acts came in. And then, in the 1980’s or ‘90’s, they gave it up as a community theater, a movie theater. And it was purchased, taken over by a company that showed primarily religious acts in the Virginia Theater. Then they gave it up and the Champaign-Urbana Theater Company took it over. But that’s a local company, and their debts – you have to maintain it. The debts came to about a half a million dollars, and they were not able to afford that. So they offered it to the Champaign Park District, and the Park District board wasn’t real interested in taking it over with a debt of half a million dollars. So we appointed a committee. Jim Welch was chairman; I was a staff person on it, and we worked to see what we could do. We managed to get the Mayor of Champaign, Dan McCullom and the City Manager, Steve Carter, to – They had a debt of about $250,000 to remove that debt and they did take that money away, so we didn’t have the debt. We went to the banks and they cut their end in half, so we got it down to about$50,000, and we took it over and paid off the $50,000, put money into it, about two million or three million has gone into it already. A lot of it doesn’t show up because it was work – putting in a new roof, putting in a new air conditioning system, a new furnace, putting new windows in, because they were really bad. The cold air would come in very steady. And that’s been done, the lobby has been done. Now what’s left is to do the main auditorium. They hope to replace the chairs, do some work on the presidium, and the ceiling. And I should say we also put in a new women’s restroom. Prior to that, there was a men’s restroom, and women’s restroom, they had three toilets in it. When you’d have intermission, it took 30 minutes to 45 minutes for all the women to get in and use that, with only three places. And we put in a new restroom that had modern facilities, has about 12 different stations. So that’s improved quite a lot. They still need to do the same thing for the men. They put it in the lower level, built it in, although we did build it on the first floor, two toilet areas that serve men and women. And that was primarily put in for handicap. So there would be a restroom facility for handicap on the main floor. There’s no elevator to get up to the second floor or down to the basement area. So that’s been completed. It’s been able to put on pretty good shows, and now that we’ve got the dressing rooms fixed up some, I think they’ll bring in more big shows. Allison Krauss performed there. She’s a Champaign resident and started playing in the Park District Programs in the Park. And it’s now with a major adult – a major performer in the area of blue grass. So those are the main things I remember. One of the other things that was started with the park district was the Flower Island Program, where the park district works with the business owner who pays double what it cost to put in the flower bed. The park district puts in the flower bed and takes the other half of the money and puts in another flower bed in another spot, a school or location, city locations. And they now have over 200 flower island programs in Champaign, 400 sites for the program. That’s been very popular because it’s a visual thing people can see as they’re driving by. They see all the flower beds. 
Q:
Do you know why the city wants to establish a park within a half mile of every resident?

A:
Yeah, it’s the park district that wants to establish that. They feel that everyone is paying taxes into the park district; therefore, they should have a park within a quarter of a mile that they can take their kids to and walk to and not have to take the car and go several miles to find a park. And they’ve done a pretty good job; they haven’t completely done it. Recently, developing now depends on the developer – has to agree to do it with the park district. I would say about half or two-thirds of them have been able to do that; others haven’t. So we do have some areas where we don’t have a park within a half mile or a quarter of a mile – half mile. 

Q:
Do you know how Champaign ranks in terms of numbers of parks?

A:
We’re low not in the number of parks but in the number of park acreage. Champaign Parks has only about half of what the national average should be. 

Q:
What has kept you in Champaign?

A:
Well, I’ve really enjoyed working in the Park District. My kids went to school in Champaign schools, in the community, made contacts with people in government positions, otherwise a lot of community contacts. And they’ve been very positive, and I’ve enjoyed staying here and never thought about leaving.

Q:
What do you feel Champaign offers to the people?

A:
I think they offer a good park system, a good school system, a good indigenous development area in north Prospect and other areas, although Champaign is not a city that draws major things, business areas, because it’s primarily a farm community and isn’t big enough for – I can’t think of the names of the top major things. But they don’t bring them down. So that is something that’d be nice to have. But they do have a nice shopping area. The university means a lot to the City of Champaign. You can go to see a show here that you’d see in Chicago at about half the cost, and you can get there in 10 minutes. Whereas in Chicago you’re talking a hour or 2 hours to drive downtown and park in a parking area for $20 or $30. So that’s really nice in Champaign. They’ve got top medical facilities in Champaign-Urbana. Probably become the leaders in the State of Illinois. And it’s just a good community with good people.
Q:
Is there any particular place in the city that you really like or sometimes just visit once in awhile?

A:
Well, I’d say parks first, certain parks. I like to visit West Side Park, Scott Park, some of the new parks that are coming in, the Virginia Theater is very important, ‘cause we’ve been involved and it’s now becoming a headliner in the downtown area, which has developed an arts and crafts area. I like to go to the Assembly Hall to watch Illinois basketball. And there are a lot of other things, not one that comes to mind in particular.

Q:
Alright. Well, I know I asked you these in the beginning, but I’d just like to read – So what was it like to live in Champaign?

A:
Well, it’s a lot of plusses. The school system for the kids, the park development, the park areas, the university and the people involved there. All the people involved are good to work with. And you can do things down here that you can’t do in the big city, or you can do in the big city, but it costs a lot more and takes a lot more time. I’m referring to St. Louis, Chicago, Indianapolis. 

Q:
What do you envision to be in the year 2060?

A:
Well, I think it’ll be larger. There’ll be an urban complex starting in Savoy and going through to Mahomet. I don’t think we’ll go up to Rantoul, but there’ll be some development that way. I think there will be more cooperation between the various communities. The city government will be in a good hands, along with the school government, school leadership. And a lot of new areas of communication. I think there will be probably more development of apartments and small complexes for people. I foresee Champaign-Urbana becoming a retirement area for various people, people coming in to retire here, to take advantage of the university and the facilities offered in the city. 

Q:
Why don’t you feel it will reach up to Rantoul?

A:
I think the distance is too far to go that far. I’ve been here 40 years, and we’re only talking 50 years, and I’ve seen the changes in 40 years, new development of new subdivisions. There’s been a lot of it west. Used to be we hadn’t crossed Highway 57, and now we’ve crossed that and gone all the way out to Rising Road with developments. So those will continue to go west, but there aren’t many developments going north.
Q:
I see. And what advice do you offer future residents of Champaign?

A:
To really enjoy living here, you need to get involved with various groups. There are all kinds of groups, and you can serve as members of the group, officers of the group, working in political parties and local neighborhood development parties, some of the social service agencies, family service, the women’s emergency center, a lot of these places where people can get involved: YMCA, boys’ and girls’ club. And they can get involved in local government, serving on various committees of the city, serving as elected people of the park district and city government, county government. There’s just a lot of possibilities. 

Q:
Alright. What do you think is your greatest achievement as former leader of the park/recreations?

A:
Parks and Recreation Department. Well, I think there are two or three, one of which is obtaining the Virginia Theater. If the Park District hadn’t taken it over, I think it would’ve been to the wrecking ball before this. Another one is the flower island program that we established all around town. Probably makes the greatest hit with the people of the community because they see them all the time. The other one, which is probably number one, is being able to work with staff and bringing in good staff members in the Park District. Those would be the three probably. Another one is bicycle trails. We started developing. We put the first one in from Mattis Avenue through – going west. When we put that in, we had people coming to the park board and telling us “We don’t want you to put that trail in because it’s gonna open up our back yards for thievery. People will rape our wives and daughters.” They used all the scare tactics you could. We went ahead and put it in, and now all those people say it’s one of the best things you ever did, ‘cause you’ve got women walking with babies, people jogging on that. They get a lot of traffic on that. The bicycle paths have developed further west and over into Urbana. 

Q:
Do you have any stories [inaudible] Champaign?

A:
Stories about Champaign?

Q:
Yeah.

A:
Well, I’ve got one about the Park District and their flower bed situation. I’d been to Scotland and seen a lot of flower developments over there. And one idea came back was to put a rowboat out in the middle of the lake and put flowers in it. That presents some problems because you got to get water out to it. But it’s in the boat and you can’t have the water standing; it’ll rot out the plants. So we put a boat out there, and you can’t fill it full of dirt or it’ll sink. So we put a lot of fiber board in the bottom to keep it up, and put dirt in the top, ran a hose from the shoreline out to the boat to keep it watered. And they were careful not to overwater it. So it developed that way. We had a group of students from Central High School. A couple of guys decided they were gonna get rid of that boat. They took explosives out and put explosives on the boat and set them off, and there was enough buoyancy in the boat that it didn’t go down. So I get quite a humorous knowing that we outfoxed the kids. ‘Cause they put a pretty good explosive in that boat. 

Q:
[chuckle] 

Question from the sidelines: Do you have picture of it?

A:
I have a picture of the boat. What we put in there was Styrofoam. That was the stuff we put in the bottom of the boat. There was enough Styrofoam that they couldn’t sink it. 

Q:
Alright. And when was the boat put out there? When did you put it out onto the lake?

A:
Oh, about 1990. 

Q:
Alright. Alright, then. I guess that’s it. And thank you so much for this interview.

A:
Well, thank you. I enjoyed it.

Q:
Alright.

END OF INTERVIEW – TOALSON
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