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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview by Lee
Nickeison for the Oral History office in the fall of 1981. Julie Allen
transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the transcript. Mr. Selcke
reviewed the transcript.

Fred Selcke was born in St. Louis, Missouri, on October 27, 1914. The
son of a Lutheran minister, he lived in communities in Texas, Missouri
and Illinois as a young boy. The family eventually settled in
Petersburg, l1linois, where he finished his public schooling. Mr.
Selcke then attended Northwestern University, graduating in 1939. He
worked for an accounting firm in Springfield, but also developed an
interest in politics and public service. After duty in the Pacific
during World War |1, he returned to work for the state and to campaign
successfully as Republican clerk in Menard County.

Mr. Selcke was named director of the Department of Registration and
Education by Governor William Stratton in 1953. |In this memoir he
describes the Stratton administration in great detail, recounting many
of the personalities and issues of that time. He subsequently served as
clerk of the lllinois House of Representatives under several speakers.
His recollections of key political struggles and leaders of the 1960's
and 1970's are vivid and informative,

Readers of this oral history memoir should hear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and the interviewer, narrator and editor
sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is inherent
in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader fo 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, I1linois 62794=9243. ]




Fred Selcke, Fall 1981, Springfield, Illinois.

Lee Nickelson, Interviewer.

Q: | guess the first thing i{'d like to ask you, Fred, is where and when
you were born.

A: Well | was born on October 27, 191k, in St. Louis, Missouri.

Q: And who were your parents?

A: My father's name was Benno H. Selcke. And my mother was Frieda

Q: What were your folks doing in St. Louis at that time?

A: Well my father was a Lutheran minister and my mother's parents, my
mother's father was a professor at the seminary, at Concordia Seminary
in 5t. Louis. Dad had a parish in Westfield, Texas. And | had an older
brother. My brother was a year—I| think about a year and four months
old when | was born. 50 my mother came home to her parents to have me
in 5t. Louis because somebody had to take care of my brother.

Q: Did you grow up in and around St. Louis?

A: No. Dad was in Westfield. And after | was born my mother went back
with me and my brother to Westfield. And we lived in Westfield, Texas,
I think until 1917. | can't remember but | think Dad was there from
1912 to 1917.

Q: Then in 1917 he went . . .
A: In 1917 he had a call to Macon, Missouri, and we moved to Macon,
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Missouri.

Q: You stayed there for how long?

A: Well he was in Macon until November of 1922. And then in 1922 he
moved to Petersburg, I(l1linois.

Q: Could | ask you what your earliest memory from childhood is? |Is
there any image that sticks in your mind?

A: Well | don't [know] whether {'ve fantasized or not but | think !
remember things in Texas. But then as a matter of fact, | went down
there about four years ago. | was in Houston and Austin and | thought,

"Well, I'd Tike to go to Westfield and see what it looks like." We were
in Westfield when my sister got married during the war. Dad performed
the ceremony in Westfield at the church in Westfield because her
husband-to-be was in the army down in, | think, in San Antonio. That's
where they got married, in Westfield, Texas. So | was there then and
also then again in 1977, | guess. And | thought | remembered the place
but you know, | don't know whether | was making it up or not. | think
really | most likely remember incidents that happened in Macon,
Missouri, better than what happened in Westfield.

Q: You had to be pretty young.

A: Yes because | was three years old | think when we moved. Really |
can't say that | remember anything that happened in Westfield. |t was
Jjust a wide open spot on the railroad track, | think, on the Union
Pacific or Texas Pacific—I| forget the name of the railroad and that's
all it was, a store and a church and a couple of houses. Incidentally
right now it's right at the edge of the Houston International Airport.

Q: Wow.

A: Houston's moved way out.

Q: it was all real rural when you were there.

A: Oh yes, definitely. It was the sticks. (laughter)

Q: Do you know how your father happened to have a calling down to that
church in Westfield?
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A: Well Dad of course was born in Chicago and his folks sent him to
the—we're Lutheran, Missouri Synod Lutherans. And they sent him to the
preparatory school in Milwaukee. And after he finished that he went to
the seminary in 5t. Louis. And after he graduated from seminary, why,
our church sends out issues, calls to the newly graduated pastors. And
they have no control where they're going. They go where they're told to
go. And of course they sent Dad down to this little church in Texas.
And that's how he got to Texas.

Q: You mentioned your sister being married there. Had she lived in
Texas for a while?

A: No, no. No, she was born in Illinois. There are three children in
the family, my brother who was born in Texas and then me. | was born in
St. Louis and then my sister was born in Petersburg, [llinois.

Q: What are your brother's and sister's names?

A: My brother's name is Benno. He's a junior. That's the reason | got
mixed up on whether Dad is a junior too. | don't know—i think my
grandfather's name was Bruno. And so Dad is not a junior but my brother
is a junior. His name is Benno H. Selcke, Jr. And my sister's name is
Phyllis . . . Eunice Phyllis for that matter. She had a biblical name.

Q: You started to talk about your earliest memories of Macon, Missouri.

A: Well | can just remember my brother and | riding in a wagon down the
hill which | thought was a tremendous hill (laughs) but when | went back
there several years ago, why, it wasn't even a bump. But it seemed 1ike
a big hill when | was a kid. And then | can remember the neighbors had
some young rabbits. And we used to go up and watch the rabbits. And |
can also remember catching a rabbit, a littlie rabbit, and | had it in a
box on the back porch. And the neighbor's cat came and killed it. Man,
| was madder than the devil at that cat. And then | can remember
going—Dad had two stations there, the church in Macon and a church at
Shelbina and he would preach at Macon in the morning and then, | think,
in the afternoon he would go to Shelbina and of course the whole family
went. And | can remember riding from Macon to Shelbina.

Q: How did you get from Macon to Shelbina?

A: Car. In Texas he had a horse and buggy but | can't—I think | &an
remember that horse but | can't really.
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Q: So in Macon, Missouri you were pretty much in the country then right?

A: No. We lived in town. We lived and Dad also worked to supplement
his income because the Lutherans were never famous for paying their
preachers much money. He also worked on the newspaper in Macon. But
Macon was a town, | guess, around 4,000 population. See, Shelbina had a
country church and he would drive out there. | think we had an Overland
if | remember correctiy, a touring car.

Q: Your father sounds like an interesting man, to have a newspaper
career and a minister career.

A: Well | think my grandfather who was the professor at the seminary in
St. Louis told Dad, you know, "You should decide what he was going to
be," whether he wanted to be a preacher or whether he wanted to be a
newspaper man. And of course he was a pretty strong—minded fellow, |
think, my grandfather was. | can remember him real well. So Dad gave
up the newspaper business.

Q: What was your grandfather's feelings about the newspaper business?
Did he think it was .

A: Well | don't think he was . . .

Q: . . . disreputable?

A: No, he didn't have any objection to that other than that he thought
that, you know, Dad should direct his efforts totally towards the church
instead of, you know, splitting it up with the newspaper and the church.
But the reason he did, he was working for the newspaper to get the money
to help feed us.

Q: (laughter) Yes. (pause) Would you describe your father a little
bit for me. What sort of a . .

A: Well Dad was-—oh, in heighth | think he was about five feet, eight or
nine. He had been quite an athlete in his youth and as a matter of fact
he played on Wrigley's Juicy Fruits which was the team, | think one of
the early teams that the Wrigley people had. It was a semipro team.

And he was quite an athlete. He played baseball and he played
basketball. | know when he was in college he played basketball and he
had—of course the gymnasiums weren't like they are now. | think they
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were playing—I| don't know where this was—! imagine in 5t. Louis. And
he fell and hit his mouth on a stove they had there to heat the place.
And of course it ruined his teeth. MHe had a lot of trouble with his
teeth primarily because of that. But Dad was gquite athletically
inclined. And he was a nice guy. He was a real good father and we

always had a, | thought had a real nice homelife. | can't remember
whether | caused him too many problems. |'m positive | caused him some.
But we were never severely punished. | know we got our usual spankings

that we deserved but nothing else.

Q: Did he teach you children your different sports? Did he like to work
out?

A: Oh yes, he played with us. He played catch with us and | know in,
when we were old enough and we'd go out——some of the parishioners would
invite us out for Sunday dinner, why, we'd eat, of course, eat a great
big meal. And then if there were some boys in the family we'd get out
and play ball, knock flies and Dad would play with us. S0 we had a lot
of fun as kids.

Q: Other than going on Sundays to church, did you spend a lot of time in
church or in church—type activities?

A: Oh yes. They called it the Walther League after the first president
of the Missouri Synod, Dr. Walther. And it was known as the Walther
League which was the young people's group in the church. And we'd
attend that. We went to church every Sunday, usually two times until we
got older. Then you know, if we went in the morning we didn't go in the
afternoon. In Petersburg Dad had the church in Petersburg and also the
church at Newmansville. And later on | would drive him out to
Newmansville because he was getting pretty old. But we participated in
all of the church activities, my brother and myself and also my sister,
even though she was quite a bit younger. She was eight [years] younger
than | was. (chuckles)

Q: Did your father ever talk about why he chose to go into the ministry?

A: No, he didn't. | think it was due to the influence of his pastor at
his church in Chicago. | think he influenced Dad and that's how he
ended up in the church school in Milwaukee and then of course in the
seminary in St. Louis.

Q: (pause) | know we talked about, just a little bit, about your
grandfather on your mother's side. How about your grandfather on your
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father's side?

A: He was a sheet metal man, | suppose you'd call him a contractor., He
had his own shop on West Madison Street in Chicago and he did quite a
bit of work. There was a brewery close by. And that's when they were
mak ing near—beer. And | think my grandfather did a lot of work for
them. | don't know whether he was a plumber or not. | think that he
did a lot of plumbing work but he considered himself a sheet metal man
and | ¢an remember going in his shop and all of the big tools that he
had for the bending of the metal and that.

Q: Did you visit and know him pretty well?

A: Oh yes. We visited our grandparents regularly. We would go to
Chicago in the summertime. We'd go to Chicago for a week and then we'd
also go to S5t. Louis for a week.

Q: Did you travel by automobile to . . .

A: Yes. Of course | can't remember in Missouri when we lived in Macon |
don't think we went te Chicago. | think we went to 5t. Louis. But when
we got to Petersburg we went to both places.

Q: Were there any memorable trips, any difficult roads or . . ..

A: Oh yes! | can remember when we came from Missouri to Petershurg, we
drove from Macon to Quincy. And | think we stayed overnight at a friend
of Dad's who was a minister in Quincy. And then we drove on from Quincy
to Petersburg. Yes, we drove from Quincy to Petersburg and | know we
crossed the |1linois River at Meredosia and at that time it was a ferry.
And | can also remember the approaches to the ferry because it was a
corduroy road. They had put logs down and that was the road and you
drove on that to get to the ferry. And then | think we drove on to
Springfield and stayed overnight here with one of the professors at the
seminary and then the next day we went on into Petersburg and we were
met by some of the parishioners and taken out. We stayed at the John
Behrends residence out there. | can remember that as the first house
that we stayed at in Petersburg, in the Petersburg community. Actually
it was in the country.

Q: Oh. So there really wasn't a house waiting for you there in
Petersburg?

A: Well, it was there. The parsonage was there but | don't know whether
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they were cleaning it up or fixing it up. Anyway when we got there we
went out to the John Behrends residence and stayed there, | forget, not
very long, | think two or three days if we stayed that long. And then
we went to the parsonage.

Q: Talking about your grandfathers—how about your grandmothers? Did
you know them very well?

A: Yes, yes, | knew them both. My grandfather on my mother's side, his
name was Frederick Bente and of course | was named after him and that's
my name, Frederick Bente. And of course he was a minister in the
Lutheran Church. And he was up in Humberstone, Ontario, and that's
where my mother was born. And | think from there—I| think he was
president, |'m not sure whether he was president of the Canadian or the
Ontario district of the church. But anyway he was then called from
there to go to the seminary in St. Louis. And he was at the seminary,
oh, | don't know how many years, thirty—-some years | guess until he had
a stroke in, | guess it was either in 1927 or 1928 and then he had to
quit. And they stayed at our house, my grandmother and he, for a long
time and then finally they moved on to California. And they were out
there until he died. O0Of course my grandmother on my mother's side, her
maiden name was Josephine Hazarot. And she came originally from
Cleveland, And she was a real nice lady, nice gal. My brother and
myself and my sister, we always referred to her as '"Mama" and ! think
that came from the fact that when we were little kids we'd hear our
mother call her Mama, see? Where we called our mother, ‘Mun. That was
what the kids in Texas called their mother, Mun, M-U-N.

Q: Oh.

A: But my grandmother on my mother's side was a real active. | thought,
real good-looking lady, you know. And we'd go out to California, we
went out to California several times to visit her. My grandmother on my
father's side was-——Augusta Fenner was her name. And she was from
Chicago. Whether she was born in Chicagoe or born in Germany | don't
remember. But anyway she was from Chicago. And she was a real nice
person. | suppose if | had to pick, | would have preferred my
grandmother on my mother's side, and | think primarily because we were
with her more than we were with my paternal grandmother. But she was
real nice.

i can still remember eating that red cabbage that she fixed. My gosh, |
could eat a barrel of it right now., But they lived on Bissell Street in
Chicago. And we'd always go there. They had a three-flat and we stayed
there., My brother and | wouid go to Lincoeln Park., It was right off of
Center Street now. |t was Armitage. And | think now it's in the
so—called Old Town area, you know. | read someplace where those old
three=flats were going for two hundred and three hundred thousand
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dollars. | can remember in the Depression after my grandparents died,
Dad had a hard time working that out and | think he finally ended up
with twelve hundred dollars for it, for the place. And now they're
fabulous prices. Of course | wouldn't give you a gquarter for it. But |
guess those people that like to live in Chicago pay that kind of money
for them.

Q: Yes.

A: My grandmother on my father's side died in 1932 | think. My
grandmother on my mother's side died in 195L.

Q: (pause) We haven't talked too much about your mother, some of your
earliest memories of her.

A: My brother and sister both claim that | was the favorite of my
mother's. But of course my mother was, | thought, perfect. But she was
one of a family of eight kids. | think she was the—let's see, there
was Paul, Hugo and Charlotte—I| guess my mother was the fourth child.

And she always wanted to be a nurse but because there were four younger
kids, why, she had to stay home and help her mother take care of the
kids. There was another boy and three girls. And the oldest sister,
Charlotte, was a lawyer. She went to law school. My oldest uncie on my
mother's side was Paul. And he was a professor. He was a preacher or
minister and also later on became a professor at one of our church
schools. But my mother was real good. She was a good cook and, you
know, she took good care of us kids.

Q: Gardening or anything like that?

A: Well, we had a garden but having been ¢ity-born and raised in St.
Louis, she wasn't too much on a garden. | know she hated—you know,
lots of times the members would bring chickens or meat and stuff like
that. Usually they'd bring a live chicken and of course she didn't have
the heart to kill the chicken. (chuckles) And so it would either be my
job or my brother's job, usually mine, to chop the head off. And then
that was a job. | dreaded that but | did get it done.

Q: How did you learn to do that?

A: What? Kill a chicken?
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Q: Yes.

A: By just watching other people, | guess, watching the farmers. 1'd
drive two nails on a board and grab a chicken by its legs of course and
lay it down there and have the neck between the nails and pull back on
its legs, see, and then its neck would stretch out and |'d wack it down.
| didn't like to do it but it had to be done.

Q: (chuckles) Were there any other great household tasks that you had
like that?

A: Well, my job was usually to get the furnace going or to build the
fire in the kitchen stove which | did. | also helped my mother with the
washing and that kind of stuff. My brother—! don't know where he
was—most likely reading a book.

Q: Yes.

A: But | don't remember him helping much in that line.

Q: He was a real studious type then.

A: Yes he got his Ph.D. in Comparative Linguistics and real smart. He
took two grades in one year, that type of stuff. He was Phi Beta Kappa
and so | guess he got the brains and | was left behind the back door |
suppose.

Q: | don't know. That's pretty impressive. | wouild be curious about
your mother's sister that became a lawyer. That was pretty unusual.

A: Yes at that time it was very unusual. Her name was Charlotte but we
called her Maidie. She was a real good friend of my mother's and she
lived in 5t. Louis and then she also lived in Chicago and she finally
married Doug Woolly and they lived in Finley, Ohio, and Toledo, Ohio,
and another town in Ohio that | can't—Tiffin, Tiffin, Ohio. (tape
stopped)

They lived in those two towns | told you in Ohio. Now she really in
later years didn't practice much law. But she was real active in real
estate in Toledo.

Q: Oh.
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A: And they used to come and visit us quite a bit and we'd go up there
and visit them in Ohio, Toledo.

Q: So she did practice law then as a young woman.

A: Yes, as a young woman, yes. Now | can't remember. Obviously she
must have in St. Louis and also in Chicago. But | know she had a law
degree and was licensed to practice law.

Q: Did you ever hear her talk about that, what her feelings were about
doing that?

A: No. No | think they—we never discussed it,.

| can remember when my brother and | were young our parents sent us away
to the academy and junior college in Fort Wayne. And the thing |
remember most about—we went over to Findley, Ohio, with my uncle and
his wife and two children who lived in Fort Wayne and Charlotte and her
husband, Doug~-the thing that | can remember most about that was the
peach brandy that they had. | drank it and, man, it was good. Of
course after | was married my wife and | traveled quite a bit in the
fall and we'd drive to Toledo and stay with Maidie .and Doug, they had a
place out at Maumee, along the Maumee River. And we used to go out
there. They had a little country place there.

Q: | don't know if | can ask this question clearly or not, but let me
attempt at least.

A: Yes.

Q: Were there any particular lessons or values or anything that you
think your parents tried to impress upon you kids?

A: Well, oh yes. They, you knhow, impressed upon us to be honest and to
tell the truth and the usual. | would say they were fairly strict. We
didn't have a car and had very littie money. | mean | think we used to
get a nickel a week to spend. And they had to know where we were and

who we were with all the time. And we had to be home. We never did get
to go to the show in Petersburg because some of the parishioners thought
it was a sin. My father was secretary of the board of control here at

Concordia Seminary for thirty-five or thirty—six years so he spent a lot
of time here in Springfield. They'd bring us to Springfield and let us
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go to the show. But we couldn't go down there because somebody would
complain about it, you know.

Q: Oh.

A: And the same way with dancing. You know, | can't dance to this
day—not that it makes a hell of a lot of difference. We couldn't dance
down there because it wasn't right. They thought it was a sin. The
same way with playing cards. But of course later on we played cards.
i'm no card shark. |t don't make any difference that | didn't play
cards because 1'm not that interested in it. But we were restricted as
to what we could do because of what the people in the congregation might
think, not all of them but some of the rabble-rousers and troublemakers
which are always around, the complainers.

Q: It sounds like your parents were a little more liberal than . . .

A: Oh they were, they were. We couldn't go to the show in Petersburg.
But they'd take us to Springfield and let us go to the show. Mother
would either shop and Dad would go to the meetings at the seminary and
my brother and | would go to the picture show.

Q: (laughter) Oh.

A: And then we'd all meet at the dimestore you know, Woolworth's or
Kresge's and go back home. No, they weren't—Dad wasn't ultra or
arch-conservative.

Q: | don't know much about the Lutheran Church because | wasn't brought
up Lutheran. But the background of Missouri Synod, were there
differences within the Lutheran Church or anything?

A: Oh yes. They were always fighting each other and still are to this
day. They've been doing it since the day Martin Luther decided he
didn't want to be a Catholic any more. And of course there are the
Missouri Synod Lutherans who are a conservative group. The Wisconsin
Synod, | think, is more conservative than the Missouri Synod. And then
there's the Augustana Synod and there's the American Lutheran. | don't
know, there's quite a bunch of them. And even though my, you know,
antecedents were strong in the church, my grandfather and my father and
| had four uncles, | think, who were ministers in the Lutheran church,

and | went to school to a preparatory school for the ministry. | never
ended up in the seminary because | gave it up as a bad job way before
then. |'m not too knowledgeable on our church. Now | ought to know

more than | do, but the theology gets pretty complicated and they can





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































