Northville Township Historical District Commission

Oral History Interview — David Fluker

November 18, 2008

Resident - Wayne County Training School

1948 — 1953



Interviewers: RA= Richard Allen and JC= John Cdlin

RA: This is Tuesday, November 18, 2008. We’'itngswith David Fluker, who was a student at the
Wayne County Training School at one point. Andetkehree of us: it's myself, Richard Allen; John
Colling; and David. And we’'ll start off with...Davyitell us how you originally got into the school.

DF. Ok, now. There was seven children — five baryd two girls. Ok, my mother and father were both
from Pennsylvania. They come over here in DetrAitd my mother died when | was nine years old in
1945. Ok, that left my father with seven small diéh, plus my youngest brother was adopted. He was
fourteen months old when she passed away. Andaseadopted to people up in Milan, Michigan, when
he was fourteen months old. Ok, now, he found8ugears ago. But, anyway, my father...l was slow in
school, so with hearsay, he found out about thign¥&County Training School, and he put me in there
for one thing and one thing only — to get schooliByt they had everything for me except that, Haut
went by hearsay, so when | went out there, the waly | could be released was if my parents left the
state or died. But a year after — see | wentleretin 1948 — he died three years after his widd.dOK,

so | was out there from nine years old until | \vaimost seventeen years old. But when you weresefift
years old, even if you couldn’t spell your namey yeent to school a half a day, then you workedhen t
grounds, like the bakery, the kitchen. We did gtreéng supervised. See, there was 45 boys totagmt
twelve cottages on the boys’ side, and twelve gettaon the girls’ side, there was 1000 children out
there. Now there were three categories: fromnileegood kids, and retarded kids. Ok, now, fittie
day | went out ‘til | was released, | never gra@alafirom the same room — you didn’t get a diplor@ék,

so when | was released, | went back to school ahdhg GED...you know, diploma, but what | needed
out there is schooling, which they didn’t have hessathey couldn't... the teacher couldn’t teach ome-o
one. So in other words...l don't know if you've hédine expression, “l| fell between the cracks”...

RA: Right

DF: Ok, now, | got out. The first job | had wasnking at Ken & Ork’s on the corner of Penniman and
Main in Plymouth, Michigan, which is no longer taerMany of the residents that were ready to l¢aee
school had their first job working there as a digklaer. And then from there | went to Kresge’s...In
1953, | was released out to 16 %2 years old. Theenk to Daisy Air Rifle — | don’t know if you've laed

of that...

RA: Oh, yeah...

DF: They moved out in the latter part of Jun€®8. Then | was out of work, so then | moved dawn
Detroit, and | was down in Detroit — | worked foufBoughs a short time, then | got a job in Ypsilant
the federal building...custodian — | worked therey2@rs. | retired from there, that was in '98usdtj
turned 72 Halloween. So I've never got married enerything like that, and my slow learning never
held me back from getting a job, but still | didg&t what | needed, but my father didn’t know tisag?
But he passed away a year after he put me out theee, he put me out through the court. So then |
lived in Plymouth, then | moved, then | come bazlPtymouth, see, then | come back again, now I live
here now again, see. And the last time | was dovidetroit | was going to the soup kitchen. | tiveear
the Masonic Temple or®and 2 and | met this young couple, that he lives...him hisdwife lived in
Plymouth for thirty years. | got talking to himdahtold him about it and that's the Ann you weaitking
about.

RA: | see.

DF. So...and...well there ain’t much more | can tellyexcept...
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RA: Can you tell us what a typical day would hbeen like when you were in the training school?

DF: Well this was a typical day. You got up irtmorning, got up at 6:00 in the morning, you wara
dormitory with 45 boys. You showered, you got doym cleaned...you cleaned the floors supervised,
you got done, you went down and helped prepare gourbreakfast. Then you got done, then you got
your school clothes on — they had a cottage fathdrwhat they called a cottage mother — two other
employees that worked there. 45 boys in the cett&k, then you went to school, but you were
separated from the girls — because you know whHgnlt have to go into that, see. And then you woul
come back, took your clothes or your school clotif§sput your play clothes on, then you got reéaty
supper and then it was a regular routine — yoledatything supervised by employees. They didn't do
anything — they just supervised you.

JC: Your school clothes — was that a uniform of...?
DF: No, just regular clothes.
RA: So how did that differ from play clothes, otfian maybe the condition of them?

DF: Well, they were a little bit better than tHayclothes. But, see, when my first father wam, he
tried to get me into a Catholic home called StnEimwhere you used a uniform, but he couldn’trget
because he couldn't afford it. But at the trainsohool, see, when your parents had you out tialey
could pay, they would. If not, it was run by thmunty; that was why it was called Wayne County
Training School, see. But the whole setup was witmrause the Doctor Haskell was 95 years old and
you had employees out there abusing children, yawkwhat I'm talking about, and getting away...You
know, years ago...it ain't like today, see...

JC: Now, did they have organized activities fon,yinen?

DF: Oh, yeah. They had everything but footbathey had swimming, fishing, basketball, basebBlit
from the time you got up until you went to bed. Yaidn't think for yourself. You were supervised.

JC: They told you when to do this and when tchab. t

DF: And then when | first went out there, seeghtvin Cottage Six. Then after Cottage Six, | was
Cottage Seven. You matured more. Then the ldstgml was in was Homestead. So you were more or
less able to take care of yourself, but regarddésew intelligent you got, you were still told wiia do,
regardless. And sometimes that'd hold you baclabee, you know, you can't think for yourself — but
that was the setup. But that's been history, yae know.

RA: You said you didn’t really get a lot of educat What did they do in your supposed school?2ime
What kind of classes or...

DF: Well, what you had, you had in your class had what you called the Weekly Reader, you know,
like that. See, in my case, | never advanced lsecitam the time | was out there to nine yearstalt
went to school only half a day...see, you only wergdhool half a day, even if you couldn’t spell you
name. You only go to half a day and you worked likthe kitchen. You had a supervisor that agpdin
jobs. There was the bakery, the greenhouse...segjteing was done on the grounds. They grew their
own stuff and everything...and cows. Then when yoned sixteen, you no longer could go to school
even if you couldn’t spell “what”. So you got...thad thing about it - you didn’t get no educatid@ut

my father didn’t look into it, see. He went by resy.
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JC: Did they give you any organized training, ltkedes or anything like that?
DF: No, nothing like that. No trades at all. Sat's too bad...think about it.
JC: So all you learned was the things that theg yau do like cooking and...

DF: Yeah, right. See | worked in the bakery. T tgere was kids that worked in the kitchen. Tthey
worked in the greenhouse, landscaping...but evenytiviars done by the kids, but supervised by the
supervisors, see...like that...but... So the only redrgtst about it, | didn’t get no schooling out &f i
Other than that, they taught me one thing, becausthere was one thing you had to answer, likerwhe
this gentleman talked to me, | had to answer, “B&s; When the lady talked to me, | had to sa¥es,
Ma'am.” If | didn’t, you'd be put in punishmeniThey had kids that would run away. But they knew
exactly where they were going--they were goingh&irthouse--they would pick them up and bring them
back and give them little punishments like thagé. se

JC: Were they physical punishments?

DF: No. No, like scrubbing the floor. They takédon’t know if you know...but you can take, like,
you take steel wool, you know, and these pots amd pnd you clean them and they shine like a silver
dollar. Little things like...no physical, though...ltliere was supervisors that would hit the kidst iBu
they got caught, they were fired. But there whst af supervisors out there that shouldn’t haverbe
working with kids because...you know what I'm talkiagout...what they were doing — they were
abusing kids...you know what I'm talking about...sexyaland getting away with it, see. But that's no
longer, because... The place sat empty for 45 ydResple went in and stripped it. The cottages...like
the copper and everything - and it was owned bytumty. Then what they did, they tore that allvdo
now it's all condos on Sheldon Road, you know. tAé way from Plymouth to Northville is condos. tBu
when we were out there, it was apple orchardssthfitit was. And on Five Mile, it's Home Depot.l.a
the way down - that was apple orchards. That'bedin changed. ‘Cause progress never stops, right?

JC: Right.

DF. But being out there | have no regrets. Bsedicould have got in trouble very easily, see.

RA: You learned to follow orders...

DF: Yep. It was almost like being in the service.

JC: Well, | was in the service, and a lot of whati described is the same...

DF:. Well you had to answer, “Yes, Sir”, “No, SirBut there was some kids out there was from
juvenile. Well, see, the thing about it is, wheywere released, they put you on parole. What the
called parole. You had a social worker, he woirld fou a job, he found me a kind of job in Plynaut
And then if you got in trouble, you went back. Biter they thought you were doing good, you were
discharged. Then if you got in trouble, they hathing to do with you. See, they give you one dean
JC: There was no follow-up or anything?

DF: No, no. Because when | got out, it was a mend to me.

RA: It would be.
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DF: | was only sixteen. See, | got out in '53wds out there seven years. Went out there wiers |
nine years old and | got out July the 6th of 1958. | was almost two months older...two more months
I'd be seventeen years old. So I've been on my ever since | was sixteen years old.

RA: They turned you loose, then you had to godipthce to live and...
DF: No, they found the first room for me.
RA: Did they? Ok.

DF: Then after that, the social worker did likatth.he found me the first room. It was $6; it wiaht

next to the Our Lady of Good Counsel Catholic Chuon Penniman, see, and then like that... Then they
found me the job, see. Now some kids...see, it wasaiphanage, now. People think it was a
orphanage — it wasn’t. Some kids still had thairgnts living. Sometimes they would release thetim w
their parents; they'd find a job. But still, tHartg about it is, once you were released, see.. wasyed

to get you out of there as soon as they... becagse tas a total...there was 1000 kids out thereal Tot
girls. That's a lot of kids. So, but | have ngnets.

JC: You never had any interaction with the giHere?

DF: The only thing we had, if you remember yeays asquare dancing was a big thing. But othem tha
that, no. We weren't mixed — for a reason. Weeneld...you know why.

RA: Did they allow you to use any of the facititaver on the other side of Sheldon Road, where the
was a swimming pool and a stage...

DF: No, I'll tell you what it was. The schooléi$ had a downstairs gym swimming pool. We went
there. And we played baseball on the diamonddd IAton’t know if you know it, but Sheldon Road
used to have a tunnel that went across the roddn’t know if it's still there...

RA: No

DF: ...went across the road. But then, like, wheu got like at Homestead or Seven, you could go to
the show in Northville or Plymouth, and at thatdiihcost a nickel. You'd call up to say you doite

ok. In other words, when you got those other gattdike Seven...Cottage Seven or Homestead, you
were more or less considered more mature. Buiystil were told what to do every day from the time
you...almost like the army.

RA: So, does the other side of Sheldon Road traiming school over there — had a nice pool and
gymnasium and stage?

DF:. Yeah. Now we played basketball. We playdfbdint...like Ypsilanti and Dundee, like that. Then
we played against employees. But the thing aligsit you had a lot of the young kids mixed in with
good kids, so the setup, well, like | say, feliviee¢n the cracks. But that's over with now. | cahviell

on something that's over with, because I'm justingrmyself.

RA: You gotta move on.

DF: You gotta move on, yes. But other than thag...
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JC: Well, you had these various...cabins, whatewaroalled them tell me about them.

DF. The boys’ cottages were west of Sheldon raad,the girls were on the east side. The boyssunit
were numbered One though Eight with the lower numbssigned to the younger children. The more
mature residents went on to a unit called Homest®iamte | was nine when | went there, | started in
Cottage Six and worked my way up to Homestead.bilys had to use the tunnel under Sheldon Road to
go to school as the classrooms were on the east sid

JC: ...cottages. Did they interact at all?

DF: Well, see, they were outdated.

JC: Did you, where you were living, have any iat¢ion with the other students that were there?
DF: Oh, yeah.

JC: Or just with your...

DF: With the boys. The only time we weren't igeld...the only time we seen the girls like in the
kitchen if they worked along with us, like thatutBo mix with them, we went to school all boyd, al
girls, all separated for a reason. And then, seethere on Northville, now if you go Five Mile to
Sheldon Road — you know where CVS is on the coragidu walk a little ways down, and they left a
monument — a brick thing saying “Wayne County TirggnSchool”.

JC: Yes, we're aware of that.

DF: Still there, see, to let people know, see...

JC: We're on the Historic Commission.

DF: Oh, | see.

JC: We’'re trying to have that re-established s®atlittle more...

RA: There is about four feet of fill around it,cawe’re trying to figure out how to get it excavdhte
without breaking it and also costing a fortune.

DF: Well, see, the wood on the top is all rotted...

RA: Yeah, well, that can be replaced...

DF: Yeah, | know it. But it ain’t too far from CM

RA: We know exactly what you're talking about."W&/got a program going right now. In fact, it's
going to be discussed tonight to try and get itedget this year to get that thing raised back upiagnd
we've got people lined up to replace the roof opit the slate back on it, we've just got to gjeut of
the ground.

DF. Because, see, on the corner there where C\isaisused to be Plymouth State Home. Then you

know, like that see. Then they tore that all doamq then the St John Seminary, where the golfseoist
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that used to be a seminary for boys going to beqamests but it ain't anymore. | don’t know why..tbu
it's still there. But it isn't for the...

JC: There was a high rise down there at Five...

RA: That's what he’s talking about. It was likb@spital--it was 5 or 6 stories.

DF: Because down there on Five Mile, you've gos&us, right there, you know, and Speedway--I
know that area good. Then you walk down Five Mitay can take Sheldon Road all the way into
Northville. Now we used to go on hikes, you knowatvl mean. Beck Road — we could only go as far as
Beck Road because there was the house — DeHoCwe bad to turn around and come back, see. But
that's all Home Depot and all that now. It's dilamged. It's built up, see, like that. It airiid it used to
be.

RA: No, things never are.

JC: Well, I've been out here now for 34 years, #disdchanged a lot in those 34 years.

DF: Well, like Plymouth, see, when | first comeRlymouth in '53, Plymouth wasn’t even a city wis

a village. Actually, now it's a city. There was township, where there is now. Now Plymouth is a
money town, you know that. So is Northville, sé&orthville was...it had the racetrack, which islstil
there, and all that stuff.

JC: Well, this whole area had a whole lot of ingibnalized things, like you mentioned DeHoCo, #&nd
had the hospital up on Seven Mile...

JC: ...which is closed, yeah...

RA: Plymouth State Home...

JC: ...and the complex that you were at —it's alhg.

DF: But like | say, | have no regrets, becausepthee did do me good, because only one thingr'did
get what | needed — the schooling. But my fatherdidn’t look into it. You know, he was left with
seven children. You know, a man with seven childravhat was he gonna do? Then a year later when
he put me out there, he passed away.

RA: Now your mother and father — you lived in Riwth originally or?

DF: Huh?

RA: Where did your family live before you wenté¢Re

DF: They lived in Corktown. Downtown by old TigBtadium. See, they come from Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, and we were raised like ol 46d Grand River, in that area, which is all mesgedow.

JC: That was where...the area | grew up in.

DF: Oh, did you?
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JC: Do you know where the old Western Market was?
DF:. Yeah, right.

JC: I lived just north of there.

DF. Remember Jeffrey Projects?

JC: Oh, yeah.

DF: Well, that's where we lived in. Before | wemit to the home. They tore it out. We lived on
Brainard and Lincoln, in that area. On TrumbullSoripps Park.

JC: Yeah, | had a good friend who lived there.
DF: Did you? It's still there, but the neighbodubis all bad now.
RA: Ok, thank you very much for your time.

DF: That's ok.
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