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Preface

This manuscript 1s the product of tape recorded interviews conducted by
Kitty Cathers for the Oral History Office during the fall of 1976. The tapes
were transcribed and edited by Kitty Cathers. Gilbert W. Killinger reviewed the
transcript.

Gilbert W. Killinger was born 1n Collinsville, Illinois on January 13, 1902.
He has been steadily employed since the age of six, when he worked as a newspaper
boy. Hls literary and politlcal interests continued through high school, where
he was president of the senior class, the Literary Society, and the Athletic Club.

Mr. Killinger began his career as a reporter for the Collinsville Herald,

where he later became news edltor. He also free lanced for other St. Louls area
newspapers and later was sports and court reporter for the Bellevlille Advocate
(later the Belleville News-Democrat).

Mr. Killinger became interested in politics at an early age and was elected

asgistant supervior on the Madison County Board in 1931. He served two terms as
mayor of Collinsville from 1943-1951. He returmed to public service in 1961 as
town auditor and was appointed Township Supervisor in 1962, the position he held
at the time of the interview.

Throughout -his years in publlc service, Mr. Killinger continued to write
feature articles for the Collingsville Herald and was awarded first place in the
1972 UPI state feature article contest.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that 1t is a transcript

of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator, and editor sought to preserve
the informal, conversational style that 1s inherent in such historical sources.
Sangamon State Unlversity is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir,
nor for views expressed thereln; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not be reproduced
in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in
writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University, Springfield, Illinois,
62708.
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Gilbert W. Killinger, October 19, 1976, Collinsville, Illinois.
Kitty Cathers, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Killinger, could you tell me something about your family back-
ground?

A. A floral shop occupies the site where I was born here in Collinsville
on January 13, 1902. And 1t's quite appropriate that it does because it's
a constant reminder for-me-and others of the_ flower beds which my mother
and my maternal grandmother maintalned to beautify the lawn and the other
parts of the block which surrounded our two-story frame house at 617 West
Main Street.

My father was Harry Killinger and my mother, Estelle Killinger. My father
came here in the late 1800's with a half dozen other Killinger families
because of the success of coal mining which was becoming a sort of a boom
in Collinsville. He was a holsting engineer as a young man and also in
later years.

My mother was the daughter of Martin and Ellzabeth Rebeck. They were
Bohemian immigrants who first came to Glen Carbon, where coal mining also
blossomed in the 1880's. My grandfather first worked as a blacksmith at

a coal mine there. He was a very strong man incidentally, . and he had feats
that were remenbered by the older people that I heard abouf when I was a
youngster--things that he managed to do when he was young.~ My mother

one time worked as a clerk for the Cicero Ogle Furniture store on West
Clay Street in Collinsville, which is nonexistent now, My father came
here with the other Killinger families, as I sald, from the Pennsylvania
Dutch area.

When I was an Infant, I was taken down seriously 111—I was dlagnosed as
double pneumonia--and my mother always credited Dr. John H. Siegel with
saving my life. He came to call at our home in a horse and buggy, which
was the case in those days, and my mother sald when he got there that I
was sort of blue--nmy skin was sort of blue from head to toe—-that she
thought I was dead. But he applied artificlal resuscitation and after
working with me for an hour, I started to breathe normally again.

Q. How dld you find the doctor in those days?

A. He was summoned by messenger. There were no automoblles, of course,
about that time and our folks didn't have a horse and buggy. But someone
went up to his office which was only about five or six blocks from where
we lived. Nobody there could have guessed at that time that the doctor

1He bent iron bars and pulled up fence posts with his bare
hands. [G.W.K.]
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who applied the artificial resuscitation, and the baby he was working
on, someday that both would become mayors of Collinsville.

Q. Isn't that interesting. (laughter)

A, Dr. Slegel was elected to a two year term as mayor in 1915 and re-
elected 1in 1917. I was elected in my first four year term in 1943 and - -
reelected in 1947.

When I was a toddler, my mother and father were divorced, and not long
after that my father went to the most southern part of Illinols and be-
came assoclated with the coal mining industry there, particularly around
Elkville and Hurst Bush. He never returned to Collinsville except on
visits and spent the rest of his life there and dled in Hurst Bush.

My mother then, when I was about five years old, was married to George
Ramer. He was a farmer and a coopere from St. Clair County. He was in
Collinsville, at the time when he met her, locking for a job in the coal
mining industry. He secured a job and after not too long an acquaintence
he and my mother were married. He was a wonderful gentleman, I'd have

to say that for him for everyone to know. He treated me more as a son
than he would as a stepson. He was a hard worker to supply the needs of
his family and did a lot of good deeds. ‘

He had by a previous marriage—his first wife was deceased—had two
davghters, Frances who was never married, and Mary who was marrded to
George Hill of New Athens, and two sons, John who was a pharmacist in
St. Louis and George, Jr. who became a salesman and then district manager
for the Oliver Machinery Company. He [George Ramer, Jr.] worked out of
St. Louls and Minneapolls and was retired from the Indlanapolis office
when he died just a few years ago. George, Jr. was a veteran of World
War I and he was seriously wounded in one of his legsiin the battle of
Chateau-Thierry.

Q. How 0ld were you when your parents were divorced?
A, I was about three or four years old.
Q. And you liked your stepfather?

A. Very much., After they were married we lived in a rented house on
West Clay Street and then he arranged for construction of a house at

800 La3alle Street. It was a four room house-——frame house. It had but
one basement room that was hand dug. The rest of the basement was not
usable except for a small sort of a cellar for butter and eggs and things
like that. But one man built the house. His name was Joseph Schwartz.
later, he opened a bicycle repair shop in Collinsville.on Clay Street.
This house had unfinished rooms upstairs but 1t did have flooring on it.
There were four rooms downstalrs and two upstairs that were available
any time and it cost a total, not counting the lot, of elght hundred
dollars. That house is standing today and Just last spring, after being

2A cooper makes wooden barrel or other tubs. [Ed.]
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remodeled-~there has been added since then under the whole house and
of course, indoor plumbing had been installed sinee then—-that house sold
last spring for thitteen thousand dollars.

Q. Did it have a stove? How was it heated?

A. There were coal stoves. We had a kitchen stove, a coal stove in the
kitchen, also, a heater in the living room. The bedrooms were unheated.
Not too long after we lived in the house, they brought gas down there.

We used coal lamps up to that time and after gas was installed—I guess

I was about ten years old--then we had gas lights. That was before elec-
tricity came down that way. And I guess when I was sbout twelve or thir-
teen they brought sewers in there and we got rid of our outhouse. And
we had a tile well. The tile were about the size of sewer tile now and
this long, lanky bucket went down the well to pick up the water and bring
i1t wp to the top.

My stepfather also built a smokehouse in the back yard, there to smoke
the meat that was produced when he killed some hogs that we had.

Q. Did you have a nurber of animals?

A. Yes, at that time that neighborhood was very sparcely settled. When
we went down thereyit was very sparcely settled. Everybody réaised chickens
practically, not for commerical use but to supply their own eggs and so on
and to have a fryer on Sunday or something like that. And some of them
also raised hogs. Well, my dad had bought a second lot adjoining the first
one of course. It's on that property now where my present home is situated—-—
that's 804 LaSalle Street—-and in the far corner of that lot he bullt a
sty and there he raised as many as a half a dozen pigs. Onee a year or
once every two years, whatever the case was, I think about once a year,
he'd have a butchering day and he called in Joseph Dellameno. He lived a
block from us in the 800 block of LaSalle Street and he was the chief
butcher. It was an all day job by the time they shot the hogs with rifles
in the morning and cut them up and made sausage out of what they didn't
want to use for other purposes. And Mr. Dellamano was an expert at that.

He was a man who had organized a brass band of the neighbors and a few
from outside but mostly the neighbors, and they played music for all kind
of occasions around the neighborhood. They practiced once a week. Of
course they had a little brew on the side~-encouraged them to come to
practlce 1 guess—-but they used to practice and people would gather around
thelr house and listen to them as they practiced. They had a great time.

Q. What kind of occasions were there in the neighborhood that brought
these people together?

A. The biggest one.was the twenty-first birthday anniversary of any
rerson. That was a big event. I don't think many famlilies escaped the
chance to célebrate that. I know I went through two &f them as a kid.
I know very much about how they enjoyed them. My uncle Rudy Rebeck
and my uncle Joseph Rebeck, when they each became twenty-one, their
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parents, who lived at 710 LaSalle Street . . . By the way, when ny grand-
parents sold that property on West Main Street, which 1s a floral shop
now, they built a home and 710 LaSalle Street just a block from our home.
They would have several half barrels of beer and numerous cases of soda
and coffee, tea, all kind of eats. All the neighbors chipped in. It was
kind of like a blg family reunion. Every neighbor was invited from the
whole area--the area was about two or three blocks long and square—every-
body around there was invited and they all came and they stayed till the
sun came up In the morning. Every one of them stayed.

Q. All night long.

A. All night long. I remenber my cousin Hilda [Neubauer] Scheibal and I
were felegated after, along about nine o'clock or so to pass the soda
around and that just tickled us to death. We got to be big shots. We
didn't get a chance to pass the beer though.

Q. What kind of beer was it?

A. It was draft beer in the half barrels. And they had music. They had
a concertina or two. They moved all the furniture out of I know one room,
maybe two rooms of their house and had dancing there of course. It was a
great time. You would have thought they were celebrating the anniversary
of the United States or something or other they way they took on. They
really, really enjoyed it.

Q. The significance of the twenty-first blrthday celebrations were be-
cause they were allowed to drink then, you think that was the reason they
got together for those or voting age . . .

A. No, I don't think it was that, Just that they were twenty-one. They
were men. They had become men. They'd stand there and say--the father
would go through this ceremony at about midnight—"I present to you my
son who is now a man."

Q. Oh, that's great. That's great.

A. My folks, as I said a while ago, were Bohemian and the Bohemians al-
ways liked to celebrate.

Q. What other holidays or celebrations do you remenber?

A. Well, they would celebrate ordinary birthdays. They would celebrate
the Fourth of July. I don't remenber when I was real small too many fire-
works being used but I remember that we would get together with the nelgh-
bors and celebrate on the Fourth. That was just an ordinary thing. It
was sitting down eating a meal and I guess refreshments also. On one of
those occasions my cousin Hilda [Neubauer] Scheibal, whom I mentioned, as
we were discharging some fireworks, she yelled to me that a roman candle
was burning my hair. I held it down instead of up, and it backfired on
me, hit my arm and I had my arm in a sling for about a month and a half.

Q. So much for the fireworks.
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A. Yes. Another thing that happened in the neighborhood was celebra-
tions in the summertime almost every night in somebody's yard. Particu-.
larly they gathered at the home of Mr. and Mrs. August Henry, Sr. That
was at the cormer house right across from us, east of us, on LaSalle
Street rlght across St. Clair Avenue. And there anywhere from a dozen
to two dozen or more people, including kids, would gather on the lawn.
The older people would sit on the porch and the rest of them would just
sit on the lawn and sing every imaginable song.

Q. Like what? Can you remenber some names?

A. Oh, "In the Light of the Silvery Moon," "0ld Black Joe," was always
a favorite, "My old Kentucky Home," "I'm Only a Bird in a Gilded Cage,"
"After the Ball was Over," "Red Wing," "My Pretty Rainbow." Oh there
was one that everybody liked. It was a quartet. "My Bonnle Rose," "My
Bonnie Rose."

Q. You mentioned a quartet, were there a lot of the old barbershop
guartet type thing or . . .

A. Yes, there were groups that participated in that kind of singing but
it was pretty easy to get a quartet any time they were together. Some-
body'd say, "Get a quartet," and there'd be eight walting to get into the
quartet. (laughter)

Q. Did anyone in your family play a musical instrument?

A. Yes, not in my immediate family but my uncle Rudy Rebeck was just a
block away. When he got married he bought a house at 716 LaSalle Street.
He played a trumpet. They called them cornhets in those days. So dld his
wife, Tillie Rebeck, whose malden name was Wild. She played a trumpet -
and my uncle Joe Rebeck, played a slide trombone. That was all of us
except that you might say that my aunt Tillie Rebeck along with Miss
Josephine James, who was principal later at the Columbian School here,
organized the first girls' orchestra, first feminine orchestra, in the
history of Collinsville.

Q. When was that?

A. That was about 1910, somewhere along in there--1910 or 1912 or maybe
along in there.

Q. Was that Just brass too or did they have strings?
A. A pilano.
Q. Oh.

A. T think it was a five piece orchestra. They used to meet at the

home of Mrs., James on Cedar Street. It's not too far from where we lived.
And every time they had a rehearsal, 1f the weather was nilce, people
congregated around the outside of their house and listened to them. They
made their first appearance at a falr at St. Peter and Paul's Catholic
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Church and they brought down the house. T talked to my aunt Tillle about
that one time. She told me they were so nervous she could hardly finger
the trumpet. She said the music came out and after they started, why
people started clapping and that was all there was to it.

Q. What kind of occasion was this at the church? ;
A. It was a falr of some kind, an annual church fair.
Q. They had a fair every year then?

A. Yes, they'd been having it before and they had concession booths and

so on and when this orchestra started to play everybody left the concession
booths and walked up to the stage to get around and everybody [would] see
them. No one had heard a girls' orchestra before.

Q. You mentioned your mother had a garden. What kind of flowers. .did .
she have there or was it vegetables and that, too?

A. No, they were all flowers. As I remenber, both my grandmother and my
mother seemed to like geraniums the most but the rest of the flowers I
don't know. They were always talking geraniums. I guess that was the
most common flower at that time. They had them when we were down on
TaSalle Street too, both of them.

I mentioned about the chickens. One of the things that we dld, most of
the people did--I don't suppose 1it's done any more--was to parch the corn
before it was fed to the chickens.

Q. Parch, what does that mean?

A. Put it in the oven, let it turn brown and getting Just ready to pop
like popeorn would. It would pop if you had if in there a long time but
mostly 1t would get black and burn. But they had to watch it so it just
got brown and 1t was a general, common bellef at that time that if you fed
that to the chickens they'd lay more eggs.

Q. You think it works? (laughter)

A. T don't think it proved out. No, they quit after about a year.

Another thing about that neighborhood, everybody was so much more super-
stitous in those days. One of the things that was a jinx was an owl.

And of course, our nelghborhood had been a raspberry patch and a blackberry
patch before, wild blackberries and wild raspberries. And not far away

was a woods all around us. And there were owls there all the time. But
if an owl came up into our part of the town and sat on a tree or sat on
somebody 's porch and hooted that meant somebody In that block was golng

to die.

Q. Oh my.
A. 'That was a common belief at that time., They'd worry about it. They'd






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































