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Preface

This manuscript 1s the product of tape recorded interviews conducted by
Marion Becker for the Oral History Office in October of 1985. The second
series (beginning on page 66) was conducted in August of 1986 after Mrs.
Oblinger resigned from the Genmeral Assembly.

Josephine K. Oblinger was born in Chicago, Illinois in 1913. 1In this
memoir Josephine tells of her experiences growing up in suburban Chicago.
She draws a vivid picture of her youth and of experiences characteristic
of life in Illinois during the 1920s and 1930s. Growing up an only child
of immigrant parents and the idol of her grandfather's eye, she shows
through the warmth of her reflections an enduring bond with her family
and a marvelous ability to record the personal and historical realities
of her time. Her memoir ,is enlivened by descriptive passages and by her
remarkable memory for historical details, people and events.

After elementary and high school in Chicago, Josephine attended the
University of Illinois, Urbana where she received her B.S, in Education,
Cum Laude. She attended Kent College of Law and the University of Detroit
Law School where she was the only woman from her class receiving a J.D.
degree, She also has an honorary Doctor of Humanities from Sioux Empire
College. She is admitted to practice Law in Illinois and Michigan and

the United States Supreme Court.

Making good use of her degrees in education and law, Josephine taught
social studies at Lanphier High School, in Springfield, Illinois from
1951 until 1962, Her experiences in political office began with her
position as Sangamon County Clerk, Capitol Township Clerk and Assessor,
1962-70; and then as assistant director, Department of Registration and
Education, 1970, Mrs. Oblinger's experiences widened to include working
in the Govermor's Office where she was director, Governor's Office of
Voluntary Action, 1970-1973. Later she became assistant to the President
for community services, Lincoln Land Community College, 1973-1977.

Well known for her dedication to the elderly, Josephine was named director
of the Department on Aging 1977-1978. She was elected to the General
Asgembly, 1978. She was named Springfield Woman of the Year in Government;
chosen by American Women for International Understanding for women-to-women
contact mission to Greece, Turkey and Iran, 1975. From 1979-1982 she was

State representative, 50th District and 1983-1985 State Representative,
100th District.




As a result of Mrs. Oblinger's major interest in the field of aging and
legislation affecting the elderly, Josephine was selected by Senator

Charles Percy as representative to the 1981 White House Conference on

Aging. She has been awarded the Outstanding Legislator for Senior Activities
in Illinois by the Department on Aging. Mrs. Oblinger is an adjunct
Professor in Gerontology, Sangamon State University, was appointed to the
Illinois Humanities Council by Governor James Thompson and is presently
Director of the Governor's Office on Senior Involvement. Married to

Walter Oblinger, attorney, the Oblingers have one son, Carl. Mrs, Oblinger's
future, like her past, will most likely be actively involved in politics

and concern with the welfare of the elderly.

Marion Becker grew up on the East Coast and moved to Springfield, Illinois

in 1983. A psychiatric nurse by profession, she attended Sangamon State
University and received an M.A. degree in Gerontology in 1985. While
studying Oral History at Sangamon State University she became interested

in the use of this technique. She is a research associate with the

Center for Policy Studies and Program Evaluation at Sangamon State University
and an adjunct instructor in the Department of Psychiatry, Southern

Illinois University School of Medicine. She and her husband, Dr. Robert

E. Becker, live in Springfield.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
regponsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; 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, Illinols 62794-~9243.




Table

Family Origin . . . . ¢« « + + + &
School, . . . + « « « « + .
Childhood Activities. . . . . . .
College . . + + ¢ v & o « « & & &
Period Prior to Law School, .
Kent College of Law . . . + . .
Hugsband . . . « « « « « « & « « &
Early Years of Marriage . . . . .
Second World War, . . . . . . . .
Political Career., . . . . . . . .
Political Observatioms. . . . . .
Political Career and Family . . .
Trip to Germany in 1937 . . .
Other Travels . . « « + + + &
View of Future. . . . . . . . . .
On the Sangamon County Board. .
Sangamon County Clerk . . . .
Ogilvie Administration. . . . . .
In the Legislature. . . . .+ . .
Political Views and Predictions .

As a Representative . . . . . .

of Contents

.10
12
.15
.17
.18
.20
.23
43

A7

.51
.55
.58

.59

.62

.64




Josephine Oblinger, October 23, 1985, Springfield, Illinois.

Marion Becker, Interviewer.

Q. Mrs. Oblinger, I would like us to begin with your family origin.
Could you tell me a little bit about your parents and grandparents?

A. My mother's family was born in Germany, in the southern part of
Germany, near Munich. The interesting story my grandfather told about
his origin is that he was borm in 1844 within about a month after "mad"
King Ludwig was born. So he was named Ludwig and they were playmates.
And this is interesting to me because we've been to Germany to see, you
know, Neuevachstien and all the inventions of King Ludwig. My grandmother
came from northern Germany, near Berlin. So there was originally a
question to be answered, she was a Lutheran and he was Catholic and in
those days there was not intermarriage., But they did marry and then came
to the United States in about 1867. My father's family is from England
and my dad was born in England near London. And he came to the United
States in about 1877 or 1878 when he was very small and stayed with an
aunt.

Q. Did you get any stories about what their first impressions of America
were?

A. My father said his most lasting impression was he knew why they drank
tea in England because their coffee was so terrible. He never really
knew what coffee was until he came to the United States. When they
landed in New York and they told him they were going to Chicago, he
thought it would be a short run like from London to Bristol. And he said
we were on that train two whole days and one whole night and we were told
that that was only a third of the way across the continent.

Q. Do you know how your mother and father met?

A. They met at a friend's wedding. They were engaged to be married and
had a fuss or a spat or whatever they called it in those days, and broke
up, and my dad married another lady. She died within about eight or nine
years after they were married. And he and my mother remet and at that
time they decided they would get married.

Q. What year did they get married?

A. They got married in 1911,

Q. Can you describe what your mother and father were like as people?
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A. My mother was one of eight children, the youngest one of eight children
and she was the kind that looked after the rest of the family. It's
usually the older ome, but she was the ome who saw to it that everybody

was well taken care of. And she stayed home and took care of her mother
and father until her mother died and then my grandfather moved with us
because he wanted to be where a child was. She was very outgoing and

lots of fun to be with, My dad was the opposite, he was very reticent,
very quiet, and you only got to know him really through talking about
literature to him or when we would play chess, then his innerself came

out.

Q. Was he a good chess player?
A. Yes, I never did beat him, so I think he was good. (laughter)
Q. Who were you closer to, your mother or your father?

A, My mother. And I think the reason for that is my father was general
superintendent, I guess they called it, of the Rock Island Passenger
Department., And the whole time I was growing up there was all kinds of
upsets. There were strikes, and then World War I, and then some more
strikes and the 1919 race riot. And then the closing down of a number of
railroads during the depression years. And he seemed to be gonme from
home a lot and I think that's why I wasn't as close to him,

Q: Do you remember his recollections of the depression?

A: Well, I don't have to remember his because I remember my own and with
him it was a fact that he had to ask so many men to leave. He didn't
fire them. He told them that when better times came along that he would
rehire them. But it was awfully hard for him to tell people that, "You
no longer have a job." That was the hardest thing.

Q: What was it like for you and your family?

A: We were the fortunate ones, I suppose, because he continued to work
there and had a fairly good job, as you can imagine., And I was in college
during the worst part of the depression and really, I'm ashamed to say

it, I was not too aware of it. I know that a lot of people dropped out

of school because the banks folded and their money for the school year
banked in the local bank was lost. But as for touching us directly, it
didn't. I really learned more about the depression from Wally, my husband,
than anybody else.

Q: Well, we're getting a little ahead of ourselves, so let's go back to
you. Were you the first borm in your family?

A: I am the only child in the family.
Q: And what year were you born?
A: I was born in 1913, And when I tell you, Marion, that I am the only

child, I mean that literally. My mother had seven brothers and sisters
and none of them had any children, so I was the only child of the whole
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family. So I really kind of had to spread myself thin to be a child to
all my aunts and uncles.

Q: Who in the family were you closest to outside of your family?
A: Outside of my mother and dad?
Q: Yes.

A: My grandfather, My grandfather decided that I would be his project,
and I was from the time I was about two until he died when I was eight.
But he had a greater imprint on my life than probably anybody else. He
said when I was two it was time for me to tell time. And he said, "We
are not going to tell quarter hours, we're going to do minutes." And
when I got to be three, he said, "I need a partner to play cribbage and
pinochle with, and so you're chosen to be my partner." When I was four,
he found out that he had cataracts. And he said, "Somebody is going to
have to read the paper to me every day and read my favorite books, and
others don't have time, so you are going to learn to read." And so, that
was that, and I thought he knew what was best, so I did it, Then when T
got to be five, bridge became the in thing to do. And with only three
adults in the fawily I had to learn bridge so I could be the fourth at
the bridge table. And he really spent time telling me stories of when he
was growing up in Germany, teaching me rhymes in German. 1 think before
T could say, "Jack be nimble, Jack be quick," I was saying, "Clina finga,
ringa fuiga, longa sticha, fondalecka, louse nicker, for my five fingers,
rather my four fingers and thumb.

Q: S0 you felt pretty special to him?
A: Yes.

Q: Did you have family traditions when you were growing up that stand
out in your mind as important times for the family?

A: My dad's family all stayed in England, so I'm not quite sure about

them, But my mother's family really celebrated every event: your birthday,
your anniversary, Christmas, your name day, that would be the day you

were christened, and we all would get together. And there were very
certain things each did, my mother was to make the apple pies because she
was better at this, and one aunt made mince pies, and one made pumpkin

pies, and each person did exactly as he had done the year before. We had

a lot of singing.

Q: Did you get everybody's recipe for these great pies?

A: Well, we had them at home. Yes, we did, because everybody was very
proud of what they were doing. We made a great to-do about the Fourth of
July. Now that was a tradition in the family that a lot of other people
probably didn't do. All of the aunts and uncles got together and came
out to our house and they got there at six o'clock in the morning. And
they brought all kinds of fireworks. It was really for me, but because
it was dangerous for children, they all participated in it. We had a
woods in the back of our house and we had a big picnic there and then in




Josephine Oblinger 4

the afternoon all the children in the neighborhood had a big parade. And
we would decorate our bicycles and our wagons and everything. And then

we ended up back with my family for lemonade and cookies. We had fireworks
at night. Never a year that I can remember until I was ready to graduate
from high school did we ever miss it.

Q: Where exactly did your family live?

A: I was born--we lived on what was known as the 0ld Gold Coast, on
Calumet Avenue. And that when I was six . . .

Q. That's in Sangamon County?
A. No, this was in Chicago.
Q. In Chicago?

A. Yes. And the south side of Chicago at that time, Prairie Avenue,
Grand Avenue, Calumet Avenue and that whole part, that's where all the
0old families of Chicago had started. 1 can remember my grandmother, when
we lived in that area, even though she died when I was two. I was part
of her coffee klatch that she entertained about once a week. And there
would be the Shultz Baking Company people and all those German people
who had gone into business. And then they decided to do a lot of pulling
down of buildings in Chicago. So when I was about six we moved out
southwest to a suburb called Beverly Hills, And we lived there the whole
time I was going to school.

Q. Was that also a German neighborhood?

A. No, at that time, it was a neighborhood of people who wanted to keep
things lovely the way they were. We refused to have our streets paved.
We refused to have electric lamps put on the corners. We had the old gas
lamps where the man came around on a bicycle with his little ladder and
lit them. In the winter the snow removal was a plow drawn by horses. We
kept it this way for many, many years. The high school there to which we
all then went, even during the depression years, had a rate of college
bound people of about 93 percent.

Q. Now was your first experience with school when you moved there at
six? Was that your first grade experience?

A. I went for one day to kindergarten. And when I was still living .

Q. In Chicago?

A. Right. I went one day to kindergarten and came home and told my
mother, "All they do is play silly games and I am not going back there,"
so they didn't ask me to. When we got to Beverly Hills, I was doing
quite well with my grandfather, so they didn't send me to school until I
was seven., So I started first grade when I was seven. And I know I
upset the teachers because the first thing I can remember in that first
grade is the teacher talking about I-G-H-T to being "ite." We could say
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might and right and sight and that there were silent letters. And so she
gave a few examples like she said, "might and night." Then we were
supposed to give some others. I raised my hand and she said, "Yes," and
I said, "Bread, B-R-E-A-D, there's a silent letter in there," and that
was not what we were supposed to be doing! I know Miss Brown was upset.
However, I enjoyed school.

Q. So, you excelled at school, right from the beginning?

A. I don't know if I excelled but I got through it in four years, through
the eighth grade, and got out of there!

Q. That's pretty fast, isn't it? (laughs) Your grandfather then would
have died the second year when you were in school.

A. That's right.
Q. Do you remember that?

A. Yes, because he would tease me when I was little and he was able to
teach me, He said, "You know, he would call me Phiney, you know, Phiney,
you are going to be teaching other people." And before he died while I
was in the third grade, the first grade teacher was absent and they sent
me down to teach the first grade. So, I was able to tell him that I had
done some teaching.

Q. Did you feel different than the other kids, being so much quicker?
A. No, because I loved to play games outdoors. I played baseball and
football and wrestled with the boys, and I mean wrestled like we're
fighting, wrestling! And swam, played tennis, played golf.

Q. Did your mother encourage you in sports and school activities?

A. Yes, in those days, Marion, very few women went away to college.

Most of them that I knew went to the Chicago Teachers College., And my
mom and my dad both said, "If you really want to go to a university,
that's where you are going." And even my aunts and uncles would say to
her, "What's the point of it, she'll go and get married. She'll never
use it and women never work anyway." And they kept saying, "Well, if she
really wants to, we want her to." And they did let me go away to school.

Q. Was your mother encouraging you to do things also at home, to cook
with her, or to do other kinds of things? What would you do with her?

A. Oh, talk, No, T never learned to cook, My only job . . .
Q. Never? (laughs)
A. Not till after I was married.

Q. Okay.
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A. And, I'm not sure, then, (laughs) But, no, I used to set the table

and that's about the extent. I would watch her cook, so I knew how to do
some of the things. She just wanted to have a good relationship, and so

we talked, we took long walks and we read.

Q. Are you like her, do you look like her?

A. No, I had a cousin who looked exactly like her. No, my mother had
light grey eyes and very light brown hair and was rather slender and
short, Lovely.

Q. S0 do you get your height from your dad?

A. No, my dad was about five foot seven and he had very black hair and
very dark eyes. And for an Englishman, a dark complexion, which I think

I have sort of gotten from him. No, my grandfather was the tall onme. He
was six foot two and in those days that was tall,

Q. S0, you have taken after him in many ways?

A. Except for the blue eyes,

Q. Now you finished in four years and then you went to high school?
A, Yes.

Q. In that same town?

A. Yes.

Q. Can you tell me a little bit about what high school years were like
for you?

A. We had a high school that had very high standards. And I was real
pleased just about a month ago, when I went back to a reunion to hear
that it is still one of the leading high schools in the Chicago area. I
mean, it's been taken into Chicago now.

Q. What reunion did you go back to?

A. That would be the 56th.

Q. The 56th high school reunion.

A, Yes.

Q. Fantastic!

A. We had never had one before. So, it really was a fun time. The
high school was very demanding. We had a track for commercial students
and we had a track for college bound students. And the college bound
students didn't have the flexibility of taking electives. We knew that

we had to take four years of English, four years of math, four years of
social science, four years of physical science, six years of language,
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which meant four years of Latin and two of another language, art appreciation
and music appreciation and then the boys had to take a shop course and
the girls had to take a sewing course.

Q. That sounds like quite a demanding curriculum.

A. It really was. And yet we had time to do things. A whole group of
us decided we were going to have a basketball team, because they didn't
have a girls basketball team. So, we formed our own and, of course, we
thought the rules were horrible because you could only go two-thirds of
the floor, and then you had to pass the ball off because you couldn't be
down there near the basket, you only had two people stationed down there.
We played volleyball on our own, too. We developed our own swimming
team.

Q: Did you have a boyfried?

A: Well, my mom said she thought I was too young. I was eleven years
old when I went to high school and I had long curls and wore flat heels
shoes. Everybody else wore silk stockings but I had cotton rib stockings
because I was a little girl., And I had to wear blouses and skirts. So
the first date I could have was when I was a senior. And I really didn't
know what I was supposed to do on a date.

Q: Do you remember the young man that you dated?

A: Yes, he was a baseball pitcher, that's the most I remember about him.
He was a horrible dancer and I don't think I was much better, although I
had taken a lot of ballet and toe-dancing. I really hadn't taken any
social dancing, But we muddled through the evening and had a good laugh
about it so we enjoyed it.

Q. Did you know what you wanted to do after high school?

A. My mother had wanted to be a doctor, and in her days, back in the
1870s and 1880s, you were not doctors, so she had been a nurse, But she
wanted me to do what I wanted, and so I thought I wanted to be a doctor.
And everything was going along fine, I was enjoyilng all my high school
courses, And then I entered college. I had to do some work in a biology
class and it was the blood that almost threw me. And I knew that was not
going to be fair. I didn't care what kind of a doctor I was going to be,
I had to be able to stand up to those things. And that's when I switched
and decided well, I might as well try law.

Q. Did your mother work as a nurse . . .

A. Yes.

Q. . . . when you were growing up?

A. No, she did not work as a nurse when I was growing up, unless you
call volunteering work. We lived, as I said, quite a ways out and there

were no doctors within about four or five miles and transportation was
not like it is now. You didn't have a car at home usually, so that you
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could hop in the car and go to the doctor. So, all the people who were
injured or hurt in the whole neighborhood came to her for care. 1'd go
along with her and that's why she thought I was interested. I would hold
people's legs or arms while she was setting bones and all the rest of it.
And so she really was working as a nurse for her neighborhood.

Q. You mentioned that you remember the depression from when you were in
high school. Did she have more work to do when things were so tough?

A, Yes. During the time when I was in college from 1929 to 1933 when I
would come home, it would not be unusual for her to get a call late at
night if somebody was having some troubles. And that would be even if
they had a car at home, Although we lived in a, I guess you would say an
upper-middle class economic neighborhood, everybody was having troubles.

Q. Can you tell me who some of the people you went to school with were?

A. Yes, there were a few people who drove cars to school, and so we got
well acquainted with those people first on because you could get a ride
back and forth to school instead of walking so far. And one was Martha
Swift of the Swift Packing Company. She had her own car and so did Helen
Crane of the Crane Plumbing Company. Then we had Bud Mickelberry and it
was good to know him because he had Mickelberry's Sausage and they also
had a big restaurant out near there. And he would invite us all over, so
we all got to know Bud Mickelberry very well. And then we had Bob Tollerton,
whom T got to know very well because my dad worked as the superintendent
for the Rock Island Railroad and Bob's father was the president of the
railroad. And most of these young people out there had families who were
in banking and finance and a number of them were lawyers, a number of
their dads were judges. Now I didn't belong to that group, I lived a
couple blocks away from them, really and truly. But they were the people
we went to school with and we got to know a lot about what was going on
in the Chicago area through knowing them.

Q. You mentioned you recently had a 56th reunion. Did you see some of
those people there?

A. Yes, a lot of them came back. Some of them from Florida and Ohio and
all over because they wanted to be there, And the one I wanted to see
the most who was there was a lady named Emma Shemaitis, who had been on
the swimming team in the 1936 Olympics, and it was just wonderful to see
her again!

Q. That must have been real exciting, having a friend in the Olympics.

A, She also had a friend who then I later met at the university who was
the champion diver that year. Her name was Jane Fauntz. And so I had to
ask about her, too. We had a fine time. Everybody remembered everybody
else, at least we hadn't changed enough that we couldn't recognize each
other,

Q. Fine. How many people would you say came back to your reunion?
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A. About 85 out of a class of about 300, hundred, which is a pretty
good percentage when you figure out how old we all are.

End of Side One, Tape One

Q. Josephine, I wonder if you could tell me what kinds of activities you
did in your spare time as a child?

A. Well, when we were in grade school, it was very simple, we had a
number of projects going. One of them was a neighborhood newspaper. I
had gotten a little typewriter for Christmas and it's the kind where you
had a disk on top and you had to punch out the letters from it. So we
decided to have a mewspaper and everybody was a reporter. And they would
bring in these stories to me and we would put them together, and then we
sold our newspaper for five cents. And everything went along beautifully
until some of my reporters were telling about fights that their families
had or secrets that were in their familes and then we were offered ten
cents a copy not to publish it. But that was about a year's project. We
also had a number of games that we played together, like Monopoly and
things of that kind that took up our evenings. And we also had lemonade
stands in the summer. Now remember that we lived sort of out in the
country and about two people an hour might walk past our lemonade stand,
but that was all right, we were out there and we thought we were great
business people. We had plays in our garage for which everybody had to
pay a penny to come, and of course it took a long time to prepare your
presentation., We also had some rougher games, like football, which we
all participated in. We didn't need Title IX in those days, we just all
did it anyway. And we played baseball and we played volleyball as a
group in the neighborhood. And we also had a reading club. And everybody
that belonged had to read at least ten books every month. If you read
more than that then you got a little star or a little recognition.

During the summer we would walk as far as two miles or three miles to a
swimming pool and almost an equal distance to some temmis courts. We
spent a lot of time outdoors doing that. We didn't have any ice skating
rink, we went to a frozen pond and tried our ice skating. The nearest
movie was about five miles away. We were all too young to drive amd
there wasn't any public transportation so we didn't get to go to the
movies, Except, one church had Wednesday night movies and we all went to
Wednesday night movies to see "The Perils of Pauline," which was very
exclting.

Q. Now when you were a little child, you would have been alive during
the First World War.

A. That's right.

Q. Do you have any recollections of the First War?

A. Yes. I had a cousin who was only seventeen, but because he had a
German last name, he ran away and joined the marines and was in all the

battles that the Americans were in. Because I was rather close to this
cousin, I thought I had to participate too. All the women in those days



















































































































































































































