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Preface 

 

It all started as a simple visit and just a couple of questions.   One afternoon, Sylvia 

(Braden) Hester and I stopped by to talk with Donna (Caldwell) Kerley about her family history 

roots around the Alma area.  Afterall, all three of us are just “Alma girls” at heart, and enjoy area 

history.   Plus, Sylvia and Donna have continued to be very good friends ever since they were 

just little girls, so that made the conversation even more enlightening (and quite entertaining) for 

me. 

Of course, keep in mind that I thought knew who Donna Kerley was.  She was DeLilah & 

Bud Caldwell’s daughter, and they had a store in Alma.  She was Bob Kerley’s wife, and he was 

one of the nicest guys around Alma (or anywhere else.)  And lastly, she was part of the Donna & 

DeLilah Show that was on WJBD every Saturday morning (and would sing “Happy Birthday” to 

me every year on their show … as well as most everyone else in Marion county since listeners 

would call in with birthdays.)   

Well - I was wrong.  I mean she was all those things I remembered from my childhood, 

but there are so many layers, and so very many more stories within the life she has lived thus far.  

Actually, I was constantly amazed by the 4 different lives she lived simultaneously -  daughter 

and wife, local entertainer with her mom, dedicated (and popular) chorus teacher, and vocalist 

with some of the biggest bands and entertainers – all at the same time. 

But that afternoon and in conversations that followed, I was most impressed by Donna’s 

unpretentious nature.  She is completely modest about her career and those whom she was able 

to work with thru the years.  I LOVED hearing the stories, but I also enjoyed watching her eyes 

light up as she talked about her love for music and her family.   

I tried to come up with a witty title for this compilation, such as “Just an Alma Girl” or 

“Always Singing”, but I kept “Wonderful Memories” because as she shared story after story with 

Sylvia and me, she’d say “Oh … I have so many Wonderful Memories”.  It was almost as though 

she couldn’t believe how fortunate and blessed she had been.  I’m pretty sure that anyone that 

grew up listening to her music or was one of her students feels just as lucky.   

In the pages that follow, you’ll see a handful of photos, a few old newspaper articles to 

accompany Donna’s stories.  These don’t even begin to cover the hundreds and hundreds of 

shows, contests, fairs, stages and other places from which she entertained, but it gives you an 

idea. 

I hope you enjoy reading about Donna’s stories as much as I did listening to her on a 

couple of afternoons just outside of Alma.   

And thanks, Donna, for the memories you shared.  You were right – they ARE pretty 

wonderful, and so are you.   

        

 

Dolores Ford Mobley  



“Wonderful Memories” by Donna (Caldwell) Kerley  

– as told to Dolores Ford Mobley” (October 2020)                          P a g e  3 | 54 

 

“ Wonderful Memories” - Donna (Caldwell) Kerley 

As told to Dolores (Ford) Mobley -  2020 
 

My Home, My Family, My Rock 

 

I was born in 1939 at my mom & dad’s house just next to where this house is now.  Dr. 

Schoonover came out to deliver me -  in fact he came out and had breakfast too, which was quite 

common back then.  They had converted the old screened-in-porch with boards and fixed up that 

front room for my mom - and that’s where I was born.  My mom had been quite ill for some time 

with female problems as well as severe arthritis.  It was quite the miracle that I came along.   

 

                                                                  
                                             “The Kinmundy Express” – June 30, 1938 

 

 

 

                                                   
                                                “The Kinmundy Express” – Oct. 5, 1939 
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My parents were Archie “Bud” Caldwell & DeLilah (McWhirter) Caldwell, and they 

were actually third cousins.  My great-grandfather hated when my parents got married because of 

that, and he fought tooth and nail for them not to get married.  Bless his heart, but you’ll 

understand why I’m pretty glad they went ahead. 

 

                
               My parents, DeLilah (McWhirter) Caldwell & “Bud” Caldwell in about 1970 

 

The Caldwells came from England, Wanda Davis started the ancestry on that line.  It 

seems as though we were associated with some of the Kings and Queens.  I have no idea where it 

is, but I imagine her daughter would let us see a copy.  The Caldwells settled in Tennessee before 

migrating here. 

My mom’s maiden name was McWhirter, and her mother was a Sullens, and just about 

everyone out on this side of Alma is related to those families.  This farm has been owned by a 

member of the Sullens family for a long time.  Before this house was here, there was an old 

house on the next little hill, in which the original log cabin once sat.  I remember my mom 

saying that the remnants of the old house could still be seen when she was little.  They would 

find all sorts of little copper pieces and other remnants in the field where the old place was 

located.  We have thrown more copper pieces in that well than you can imagine.  When we were 

kids, we used to throw the old kitchen utensils in there too.  

My maternal grandmother was Mildred (Sullens) McWhirter.  Her father, Joe Sullens 

(who was my great-grandfather) was raised by his mother, Eliza “Liza” J. Sullens and her sister, 

Aunt May.  She would never let Joe keep the father’s last name, whether it was why he wouldn’t 

or couldn’t or whatever, because the father was a professional baseball player for the St. Louis 

Browns with the last name of McGraw - so Joe took on his mother’s maiden name of Joe 

Sullens.  I think g-g-grandma Liza and Aunt May lived together in St. Louis for awhile to help 

take care of Joe.   A room was built onto our home for my Great-Aunt May.  Great Aunt May 

eventually moved from Salem to here, and my grandmother took care of her.   
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                        My grandparents, Lessie McWhirter & Mildred (Sullens) McWhirter 

 

The road that goes to my folks’ house down here, used to go straight on, and it also went 

both directions.  The story I was handed down was that my g-g-grandmother Nancy (Allmon) 

Sullens (the mother of Liza and 8 other children), used to wash clothes for people, and the only 

way for her to go was to walk.  She told about the time during the Civil War that she was 

walking one day with the laundry, and came upon this troop of soldiers walking.  The soldiers 

were coming from Salem on to wherever, and my grandma was scared to death.  She wasn’t sure 

who it was, or what they would do, so she just kept walking and walking and didn’t look at a one 

of them.  She just kept her head down, and prayed that there weren’t sticks in the way (because 

she would have tripped right over them), or a ditch (because she would have fallen right into it.)    
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This was the crew who worked the pear orchard for my Grandpa Lessie and Grandma 

Mildred McWhirter.  The men picked pears, and the women mainly sorted and got the baskets all 

ready.  This is the tin shed that used to be by the railroad track, and there was a sorting table in 

there.  The door was on the south end of the shed.   

There are a lot of relatives and neighbors in this photo including several uncles and aunts 

from the Sullens side of the family.  I’m sitting on the left side on the arm chair next to my 

grandma (Mildred). I’m about 9 or 10 years old, so it would have been about 1947 or so.  My 

grandpa (Lessie) is standing behind my grandma in her new chair, and my mom (DeLilah) is 

standing behind my grandpa.   My dad is standing with the men in the middle.   

The workers had given them a new chair and lamp.  This was sort of during hard times, 

so these neighbors were very thankful that Grandpa had put them to work.    
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DeLilah (McWhirter) Caldwell, and Donna’s future  husband Bob Kerley, in an advertisement 

from the 1961-62 Kinmundy-Alma H.S. Yearbook as they stood in their family grocery store. 

 

“Les and Bud’s Grocery” in Alma (named for my grandpa, Les McWhirter, and dad, Bud 

Caldwell) was a business in town for 12 years, including when I was in college.  Everyone but 

Grandma worked in the store - even Bob worked there.  My Uncle Ralph McWhirter used to 

work in Ohio at beef companies - he practically ran some of the departments.  He taught Bob 

how to do all of that.   



“Wonderful Memories” by Donna (Caldwell) Kerley  

– as told to Dolores Ford Mobley” (October 2020)                          P a g e  8 | 54 

 

Singing “Specials” in Church 

I started singing in church when I was about knee high to a grasshopper.  Although I 

don’t remember the first time, it was probably at Given’s Chapel Church just down the road from 

our house where we first attended church.  We started attending Alma Methodist Church when I 

was still a little girl, and I would sing, what we called back then, “specials”.   

Thru the years as I got older, our church had a youth group called MYF (Methodist 

Youth Foundation), and I was the song leader at district meetings and the subdistrict meetings 

around the Marion county and the southern Illinois area.  There were many times throughout the 

years when my mom and I played the musical specials at Revivals and other church events.  

Mom would often play piano for me while I sang, or we’d sing religious or fun duets sometimes 

too.   We also sang specials at the tent revivals held at the crossroads of the Brubaker Road / 

Charleston Road during the summertime.  The revivals were sponsored by the churches in our 

Methodist church charge, which included Alma, Zion, Pleasant Grove and Cubbage Chapel.  I 

also sang often at other churches, but they were usually in Methodist churches around the area.    

 

 
1947 – Donna with the Alma Methodist Church congregation   

 

 
ca 1951 – Donna with the Alma Methodist Church congregation, and my future husband, Bob 

Kerley is also in the photo, as well as my parents and many friends.  

     (names can be found for both of the above photos at www.kinmundyhistoricalsociety.org)  

http://www.kinmundyhistoricalsociety.org/
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Donna with her mother, DeLilah Caldwell, posing for a group photo with the Alma Methodist 

Church in 1957. 

 

 

                           
High School Sunday School Class girls – 1957 – Alma Methodist Church 

Back: Mrs. Mildred McWhirter (Donna’s grandmother), Pat (Johnson) Hardt, Sharon Donoho,  

           Nora Shaffer 

Front: Donna (Caldwell) Kerley, Joyce (Johnson) Wilkins, Mary Brimberry,  

           Becky (Hester) Jones 
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School Days – From a One Room Schoolhouse all the way to Southern Illinois University 

 

I attended grade school at the Oak Grove one room schoolhouse, and Beryl Smith was 

my first teacher when I attended 1st grade.  2nd grade began with Miss Mulvany (before she 

married a Caldwell), but then Wilma Osborn (who, of course married John D. Purcell), may have 

finished out 2nd grade for me.  It seems like I had a lot of different teachers at school in my 

earliest years, and there was a lot of disruption, so I had a heck of a time learning to read.  From 

3rd grade until my final year at Oak Grove School, Wilma was my teacher.  

 

 
Oak Grove School; Tonti twp., Marion Co., IL; Wilma (Osborn) Purcell - teacher - 1949-50 
Back row: Wilma (Osborn) Purcell – teacher, Donna (Caldwell) Kerley, Kenneth Donoho,  

Maxine Donoho, Freda Black, Alta (Albert) Shanafelt, Joann Hanks, Billie Jo (Heskett) Allison,  

Florence (Donoho) Arnette 

Front row: Marilyn Hanks, Larry Heskett, Mark Hanks, Charles Albert, Perry Donoho,  

Marilyn Alice (Shuler) Spencer, Orville Donoho 

 

Ruby Sullens had been hired by Oak Grove to replace Wilma, but that was the year that 

the porch fell in on Ruby, and she broke her back, so our school didn’t have a teacher.  I never 

did take the 7th grade – I took the 6th grade twice.  Back in those days they either didn’t teach the 

6th or the 8th and I got caught in between the years, so the next year they were going to make me 

take the 7th grade which would have put me a year behind.   
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My grades were good, so my dad and I went down to Salem and talked to Mrs. West, the 

County Supt. of Schools, to see what it would take to get transferred to the Alma School in town.  

They allowed me to go to 8th grade in Alma, and Grace Jackson was my teacher.  Of course she 

was also the principal at the school in Alma. 

 
 Donna and her classmates after transferring to Alma School for her 8th grade year (1952-53). 

One of her best friends to this day, Sylvia (Braden) Hester, was in this class too. 
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After all the hoops we had to jump thru so that I could enroll at Alma School, then I 

decided I wanted to go to Salem for high school.  I wanted to take as many music classes as I 

could, and at that time, the high school in Kinmundy just wasn’t offering hardly any music.  We 

found out that not only was Salem offered band, but they also offered glee club, music theory, 

music history, music contests and ensemble groups, variety shows, as well as foreign language.  

(I never did learn to play a dern musical instrument while at Salem High School, and I still can’t 

figure out why.  I had to have a minor in band, but I guess I thought that piano was good enough, 

and I didn’t need to know anything else!)  So I really wanted to transfer to Salem High School 

after 8th grade graduation, and my parents wanted me to also.  These were many of the classes I 

wanted to take in school, and I would need some for college too, and really, we were about as 

close in miles to Salem High School as Kinmundy-Alma Community High School.   

Through the years, there were several who attended Salem High School after graduating 

from 8th grade at Alma School.  Those included the Braden family (including Sylvia), the 

Mazanek kids (except for John Ross Mazanek), a Diss boy, the four Hines kids, Marshall & 

Nellie Williams’ three children, four Donoho kids, two Feather children, two Currie kids, Mary 

Alice Shuler, Egelstons, and Patty and Sue Humes.   A couple of kids had wanted to take classes 

only offered at Salem that had to do with building, while Emmerson Smalley and Jim Williams 

enrolled because they wanted to play football.   Up until the early 1940’s, Alma had only a 2-

year high school, so many from Alma High School would finish up the last two years of their 

high school education in either Salem or Kinmundy.  A few from Alma would go to Salem for a 

year or two and then go to Kinmundy for high school or vice versa.  So it was just a little 

different time back then when it came to starting high school in our area.  All I know is that it 

was really scary for me because I had attended a one room school most of my childhood, along 

with one year in a 3 room schoolhouse in Alma, and now I was going to a much bigger Salem 

High School.  Sylvia and I were scared to death! 

After I started at Salem, I really enjoyed being part of the school chorus group.  I got to 

compete at music contest all four years with a solo and also sang with an ensemble.  We were 

lucky enough to get a first most of the time.  During my senior year, I served as the president of 

the school chorus, and also sang a solo at our high school graduation.  Charlotte Holt, our chorus 

director, picked the four best singers (soprano, alto, tenor and bass), to participate in the Illinois 

National Music Chorus Convention.  I was chosen to represent Salem H.S. as the soprano.  It 

was really something - all of these kids were sent from schools all over Illinois, and we practiced 

all day Friday, and then put on a concert on Saturday.  I met a lot of wonderful singers there.  Of 

course, Mom and Dad drove up to listen – where ever I performed they would show up.  I 

couldn’t have asked for any better parents.    
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“Centralia Evening Sentinel” – March 24, 1955 

 

I had auditioned for the Muni in St. Louis while I was attending high school in Salem, but 

I chickened out.  If I had been chosen, I would have had to start rehearsals before school was out 

for the year.  So Mom and I talked it over, and decided that it would be best if I quit The Muni 

auditions.  It would just be too much.    

Every year, Salem High School put on a variety show, but I was never in them, because 

you had to be in band to participate.  I don’t know why I wasn’t in band – I have no idea.  I guess 

I believed since I didn’t know how to play a band instrument, the band director wouldn’t even 

consider me.  But he told me later, “ Donna you could have come in and we could have found 

something for you to play!”  What was I thinking? 

I guess I was pretty busy though.  While I was in high school, Mom and I had the radio 

show in Centralia, and I would travel for talent shows, as well as singing for all sorts of events 

such as the Fox Hunters. Woman’s Clubs, Cemetery Associations, county fairs, church events 

and everyplace in between.   

It didn’t get too hectic until college (because I was starting to perform more and more in 

St. Louis after I was 17 years old.)  I started at Centralia Junior College (this was the predecessor 

to Kaskaskia College), and I attended that college for two years.  I entered as a music major – 

and I was the first (and probably the only) student with that major at Centralia Junior College.  

The college even had to have planning meetings just to figure out exactly how this new music 

curriculum would be done.  I had to learn how to play all of the instruments so I could get my 

degree.  My music instructor gave me lessons on all of the strings, the woodwinds, brass, 

percussion, plus I was going to a piano teacher there.  (I had to quit my piano lessons in St. 

Louis, and began studying piano in Centralia – more on that later.)   I would just go up to his 

room and he would teach me one-on-one how to play the instruments – since I was the only 

student in the class.  I would then be tested on each instrument, and he would give me my grade. 
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I can still play the clarinet, but I had a heck of a time playing the flute.  I could also play the 

cello, but had a harder time with the violin, and the bass was pretty easy because it was a wider 

span.  The trumpet was kind of difficult for me though, and I had to play the scale to pass that 

instrument.  (My music teacher offered to sell me his metal clarinet for $5, so I bought it – and I 

still have it.)  I also took lessons in voice, as well as a music theory class.  Since Centralia Junior 

College didn’t have a school loyalty song, I decided to try to write one.  The school faculty and 

students all had to approve it, so they decided to turn it into a contest, so another girl wrote one 

too.  They ended up picking my song, and it was sung at graduations each year (after I 

graduated), and they continued to sing it until the Centralia Junior College turned into Kaskaskia 

College.   Mrs. Dottie Pedtke, the Dean of Woman, wrote up the history of the Junior college and 

she included my song in her book. 

In about 1958, the Womans Club in Centralia sponsored a big show that was to be 

produced by a gentleman from New York, and to be performed in town.   The musical was called 

“Show of Shows” and included songs from several different musicals.  Everyone who wanted to 

be in that musical auditioned for it, and I got the lead, while I was in my first year of Junior 

College.  I opened it up with Ethel Merman’s song, “There’s No Business Like Show Business”, 

and I got to do several other numbers in the show too.  It was something I’ll always remember.  

At the end, cast members would come out on the stage to applause, and I was the last one to 

emerge to stand in front of all of the cast.  That was a nice feeling.   

After I finished Junior College in Centralia, I enrolled at SIU in Carbondale to pursue a 

music degree in both education and performance - which took longer than some degrees since it 

required well over 200 hours, and had a lot of 5 hour classes.  We also put on shows on campus, 

as well as going on tour which included a performance at the Chicago Hilton, and also several 

town stops around the state including Effingham, Centralia, and Salem.  On this tour, I was part 

of the chorus, not a soloist though.   

While at S.I.U., I was also the music director at the Woody Hall dormitory.  The 

sororities and the fraternities would go together and put on a show each year, and although I was 

never in a sorority, I lived in Woody Hall, and the girls knew me so they asked me to help them 

with the show.  We did a version of South Pacific one year, and I remember teaching a group of 

girls to sing “Bali Ha’i” and “Some Enchanted Evening”.   

I was in college for a total of 5 years (2 at Centralia and 3 in Carbondale) since it took a 

little longer for music majors to get all of those hours.  My last year I moved off campus to an 

apartment, because they weren’t allowing last year students to live on campus since there was a 

shortage of space with so many freshmen enrolling.  I sure didn’t want to go to summer school 

though – I wanted to come home during my summers.  I was so busy in the summer with all of 

the fairs and other events.   

I graduated from college in 1962 with a degree in Music Education, and I was hired at 

Farina School that same fall.  I graduated in June and started teaching in August, and worked all 

summer singing.  I never knew what it was like not to be working someplace.   
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My Early Years and Entertaining, Musical Auditions, and our first Radio Show 

 

Music did run in the family - my mom was very musical, and my Grandma Caldwell 

played the fiddle.  To Grandma though, it was never a violin – it was a fiddle, and she played for 

barn dances.   My Grandma Mildred McWhirter sang.   

I’m also related to Howard Keele.  He was a cousin on my Grandpa McWhirter’s side of 

the family.  I think his grandmother and my great-grandmother were sisters.  Mame McKinney is 

also a relative of mine.  She was in silent movies, and always wanted me to go to New York.  

We’d have her on the radio show when she visited us. 

I guess you could say that my music career officially began at the age of 2 when I sang 

“You Are my Sunshine” at the Soldiers & Sailors Reunion in Salem.  

 

       
          Donna at age 2 
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By around age 6 or 7, my mom and I had our radio show at the station in Centralia.  They 

had just built their radio station, and we were the first live talent in Centralia.  We did a weekly 

show.  I was attending Oak Grove country school west of Alma at the time, so they let me out of 

school early on Wednesdays.   Can you imagine doing that today?  

 

 
My mom (DeLilah Sullens Caldwell) and me at Centralia radio station WCNT.  We performed 

our show on this station for 13 years. 

 

I had an audition for Russ Severin from St. Louis, and he put me on the “Junior 

Jamboree” television show when I was 8 years old, which would have been about 1948.  The 

publisher of the “Salem Democrat” newspaper was always trying to keep up with me while I was 

doing this and that.  He mentioned in an article that I was the youngest and first musical talent 

from Marion County to perform on television.  Of course, remember that television was pretty 

new back in 1948.  
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“Mt. Vernon Register News” –  Apr. 15, 1949    

 

 

 

“The Kinmundy Express” – Feb. 19, 1948   
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“Mt. Vernon Register News” –  

Dec. 21, 1949 

 

 

 

 

 

“Mt. Vernon Register News” – March 26, 1949   
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Joey “Doves” Aiuppa comes to town, and the “Morris B. Sachs Amateur Hour” 

 

 Joe “Joey” Aiuppa, from Cicero, knew my uncle Wilford McWhirter, who had a barber 

shop on Michigan Ave in Chicago.  My Uncle Wilford had dogs and competed in dog shows, 

and so did Joe.  As a matter of fact, Joe gave us some of our dogs including King and Red. So 

anyway, Joe became a good friend to the family, but there was a different side to Joe too – some 

I didn’t know until years later.  If you look him up, you’ll see that he picked up right after Al 

Capone.  He’d tell us, “It’s yours baby.”  He’d bring his brother, Jimmy, down to our farm, as 

well as other friends of his including a Senator Aduchi.    

The story of how they first came to Alma and to our house is so funny.  It was probably 

around 1949 since I was about 10 years old.  My Uncle Wilford have given them directions on 

how to get here, but, of course, that was way before interstates or road signs.  This is when the 

old road was out here, and so you turn onto that little road off of Rt. 37.  I guess my grandpa was 

coming home one day, and he turned on the road first, and Joe and some of his friends were 

behind him by coincidence.  Well, my Grandpa was just moping along and looking out the 

window at whatever, and Joe said “Hey, look at that guy” (he didn’t know my Grandpa yet). Joe 

was a big joker, and full of fun, and the sweetest man (that’s what’s so hard to understand about 

his other life near Chicago.)  Anyway he said, “You know what?  We’re going to follow that 

guy.  He knows where he’s going.”  So they got all the way up to the corner where the road goes 

this way.  Well - the driver said, “Okay, what do we do now? Should we turn or go with him?”   

And Joe said, “Let’s go with him.”  So they followed Grandpa all the way to the house.  But they 

didn’t realize that’s who they were looking for.  So when they got out of their car, Grandpa saw 

these city slickers standing there. I think there were 3 men plus the dogs in that car.  Well, let’s 

just say the atmosphere of a city hunter was a little different – for one thing there were no 

overalls.  Joe said, “Hello there, sir.  We’ve been following you, and you seem to know this 

country pretty well.”  Joe told his name and shook hands with my Grandpa (he’d always tell his 

name when he met someone), and Joe continued, “We’re trying to find a Mr. Lessie McWhirter.  

Could you tell us where we could find him?”  I guess by this time, my grandpa thought it was a 

joke.  My Grandpa said, “Well yeah – I’m Lessie.  What’s going on?” Then Joe began to laugh 

and then they all just started dying laughing because to think they’d been following him all the 

way to his house by coincidence.  When they all got out, they talked, and Joe explained that he 

knew Uncle Wilford, and he had invited us down.  Well, I guess we knew some hunters were 

supposed to come down from Chicago, but we didn’t quite know they were going to look like 

this!  Fancy everything – especially their car and clothes.  So by now Grandpa said, “Well, yeah, 

that’s who I’m looking for  - Wilford’s friends.   Grandpa said, “If you’re friends with my 

brother, you’re friends with me and my family.”  So Joe came down here often after that to hunt, 

and he would eat supper with us every night he was here.   

It wasn’t long after that first visit from Joe at our home near Alma that I had an audition 

in Chicago for the “Morris B. Sachs Amateur Hour.”  (He had a line of clothing stores – that was 

his big business.)  We went up to for the audition, and while I was there, doing my audition, we 

saw Peggy Dietrich from Salem.  (She had been a singer in Salem and did a lot of professional 

work, and eventually went to California to perform.)  Peggy was at an audition too, and she came 

up to us and said, “Aren’t you folks from Salem?”  (She was just there having a rehearsal 

because she had won it the week before to see if she would get 1st, 2nd or 3rd place.)  The people 

who had won in prior weeks had to come back.  But I was up there for an audition to see if I 
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could even pass, and I did.  We had to go to Chicago about 4 times for all of this. The audition, 

the rehearsal, the performance, and then again if you won.  I won first place which was $75 and a 

17 jewel watch engraved on the back “Morris B. Sachs.”  

 

 
Donna at the Granada Theater in Mt. Vernon about the same time she was singing for a 

performance during the “Stars of Tomorrow” 

 

 
“Mt. Vernon Register-News” June 13, 1950 
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Because Joe knew Morris B. Sachs, I was always worried that he had paid for me to win.   

Everyone told me that he didn’t, and it did turn out to be a great performance, and I was kind of 

lucky on the talent that night as far as the competition that I was up against.  While we were 

there, we never stayed at the hotel where the competition took place.  Joe had a hotel in Cicero, 

and that was our hangout.  It was a hotel and a bar, and he owned everybody there - and let me 

tell you, we were guarded like crazy.    

We did so much with Joe when we went up there – and he saw to it that we just had 

everything we needed at all - as long as we stayed at his hotel.  He would arrange for 

transportation into Chicago by train or whatever we needed to get around.  One time I remember 

going to see Mickey Rooney in the Chicago Theater on a visit.  Joe would pay for everything, 

and say those words, “It’s yours baby”, and of course we could stay as long as we needed to.    

But one night, it was a little late, and went down to the restaurant to get something, probably a 

coke, and sat down in a real nice chair in the lounge.  I was probably about 14 years old and this 

man comes over, and propositions me.  Here I am at 14, sitting there and I just look over at this 

other girl, and she comes running over as fast as she can.  She pulls him over, and they just talk 

for a minute.  Then he just walks off.  I’m pretty sure she informed him that I was “Joe’s guest”! 

Mother and I also went to Kansas City so that I could audition to be on the “Ted Mack 

Amateur Hour Show”.  I won the audition, but soon after they took the show off of the air. 

After I had won that, probably a year later, all of the winners who had one first place at 

the “Morris B. Sachs Amateur Hour” were invited to some big hotel & ballroom in Chicago, and 

we could bring 4 guests with us.  It was a tribute to Mr. Sachs.   That night, we also went with 

Joe and his wife to see a movie star at a dinner that evening.  I remember going up this this 

movie star to ask for his autograph too, but he asked if I had a pen and I didn’t, and neither did 

he.  What was I thinking?  I just didn’t even know any better to bring a paper and pen with me. 

 One visit, Joe said to us, “Now tonight you don’t have anything going on, do you?  You 

don’t have anything scheduled?”  Joey had already taken us out to eat.  We didn’t know what it 

was to pay for anything – breakfast, dinner – we could get anything anytime.  Mom told him, 

“No, we don’t have any plans.”  Then Joe told us, “I’d stay in tonight.  You can look across the 

street tonight and see what I’m talking about.  There will probably be some noise at the barber 

shop across there.  There’s something that’s going to be going on over there.  Don’t be alarmed.  

We’ve got it all covered.   I just wanted you to know something’s going on, so don’t get out on 

the street.”  Lo and behold, it wasn’t hardly anytime, and we saw cars pulling up.  We heard 

guns.  “Boom, boom, boom!” And here comes the police.  I never did know what it was about.  

We didn’t get a paper or anything.  The next morning, we just got on the L train and went 

downtown shopping.  But even then, hearing all of that, we were never afraid.  I think we’re 

more afraid now, that we were back then about things like that.    

One time he wanted us to see his farm – and it was a beautiful farm.  We drove in several 

cars on the way out there.  There was one car leading the way, a second car driving Joe (with two 

guys in the back seat), and then WE were following that car, which was followed by a fourth car.  

But I wasn’t afraid.  We’d gone out to eat that night too with this big group of people. (I still 

remember that night, because it was the first time I was introduced to a finger bowl.) 

Mother and I did stay at Joe’s home before too.  It was nothing super elaborate, it was 

modest living room, kitchen, etc.   
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One time while we were there, Mom and I went with Joe’s wife, and her good-looking 

nephew, and we went out to a carnival and we rode the carnival rides.  Joey Aiuppa was such a 

sweetheart to my family, and once he took us out to meet his mom.  He really loved his mother.     

 

 

 
Joey Aiuppa (Outfit Boss) with his 

driver and future Outfit boss Sam 

Carlisi. 

 

“JOSEPH AIUPPA, 89, REPUTED 

MOB KINGPIN” – “Chicago 

Tribune” – Feb. 24, 1997 

 

“Joseph Aiuppa, 89, the last 

reputed Chicago mob figure dating 

to the prohibition days of Al 

Capone, died Saturday at 

Elmhurst Memorial Hospital. 

Identified in 1981 by the 

Chicago Police Intelligence Division 

as "the Capo Ditutti Capi," or the top boss of the Chicago mob, Mr. Aiuppa was convicted with 

four others in 1986 of skimming millions in gambling profits from a Las Vegas casino. 

The conviction was considered one of the Justice Department’s most significant victories 

against the mob in two decades, and the scam later formed the basis of the movie "Casino." 

Mr. Aiuppa served nearly 10 years of a 28-year sentence for the casino-related racketeering, in 

which cash was removed from the casino counting room before it was totalled for tax purposes. 

He was released from the Federal Medical Center in Rochester, Minn., in January 1996. 

In the 10 years before Mr. Aiuppa's conviction, prosecutors had charged that he and his second-

in-command, John Cerone, had ordered as many as 13 underworld murders and directed a 

crime empire that netted millions. At the time of Mr. Aiuppa's conviction, U.S. Justice 

Department officials said Mr. Aiuppa was the top mob boss in the nation. 

Mr. Aiuppa earned the mob nickname Joey "Doves" Aiuppa from one of his most highly 

publicized arrests. In 1962, he went on a hunting trip to Kansas, and when he returned, federal 

game authorities were waiting at his Oak Brook home. 

They found 563 dressed and frozen mourning doves in the trunk of his car. He was 

convicted of illegal possession and transportation of the doves, but the conviction was 

overturned by the U.S. Court of Appeals. 

In the 1920s, Mr. Aiuppa fought as an amateur welterweight boxer using the name Joey 

O'Brien. Reportedly he told those who questioned his use of the pseudonym that he could get 

better fights with an Irish name. 

Cicero was long the center of Mr. Aiuppa's operations. His headquarters was the former 

Towne Hotel, which burned to the ground shortly after state agents raided it looking for exotic 

stuffed birds and other animals. 

Although it was never proven that Mr. Aiuppa was connected with the illegal taxidermy, 

he is said to have been so concerned that the agents might have planted a listening device that he 

moved his operations elsewhere.” 
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Keep on Singing  

 

When I was in 6th grade, Mom got me an audition at the Fox Theater for a contest that 

was going to be at the Empress Theater. (The Empress was just a block away from the Fox.)  I 

passed that audition, and then I was accompanied by the “Bonnie Ross Orchestra”. Every night 

that week, I had to perform, and I had to be there by 7 every night, so I’d have to leave school to 

get there in time.  Each night that week (Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday), I 

sang with the band, and won from the applause from the audience. (I remember there was a girl 

named Patton, and we shared the same dressing room.  She 

danced at the Muni for several years.)   Then on Saturday, 

they had all of the winners who had competed back again, 

because they had new talent every night.  There was all sorts 

of talent - singers, tap dancers, acrobats, and competitors of 

all different ages.  I was singing every night so that I could 

hold my position, and then I won that.   All of the winners 

returned later (like on the Morris B. Sachs Hour), and we all 

performed together.   I don’t think there was a winner from 

that night, and they called us “The Stars of Tomorrow.”  By 

this time, I would have been 12 or 13 years old.   

Through all these years, I had costumes for each of 

these places in which I performed.    Mom would make all 

of these costumes -  she sewed everything!   

I competed in talent shows everywhere. I sang just at 

so many places and events – Coon Hunters association, 

company dinners, the Reunions in Salem, and every school 

play -  anything locally at all.  We worked country and 

western bands around here too.  We went everywhere and 

played with everyone. 

My mom couldn’t read music, but she could play the 

piano by ear.   When I about 7 years old, Mom took me into 

Alma to take piano lessons from Ruth Wilson.   When I got 

home to practice each after each lesson, my mom would 

play the song for me first, and then I would practice.  The 

problem was, I was playing just like my mom did – by ear.  

When I would go into Ruth’s to play the song at my lesson, 

I could play it perfectly.  It wasn’t until a little later that she 

realized I couldn’t read the music.   So she suggested I wait 

until I was about 12 years old to try again.   (That worked – 

I began studying piano in St. Louis at that age.  More on that 

later.)   

 

                                                                                  “Mt. Vernon Register News” – Dec. 2, 1949 
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“The Breese Journal” – Sept. 7, 1950      “Centralia Evening Sentinel” – July 29, 1950        
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                                 “Centralia Evening Sentinel” – Dec. 18, 1951 

 

 

                                     
                                     “Centralia Evening Sentinel” – July 29, 1952 
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Mr. Williams was the only person who could have vouched for me, bless his heart 

because he has died by now, but I sang with Louie Armstrong and his band at Sigel, Illinois.  I 

don’t have any pictures, and back then we didn’t have tapes, but I wasn’t very old, probably 13 

years old.  I actually still have the music with his name signed across the top.   

 

 
“The Decatur Herald Review” – July 4, 1952 

 

 

 
“Centralia Evening Sentinel” – Feb. 1, 1954 

 

There was a country & western band, “Billy Joe Starr and his Home Platers”, that we 

sang with a lot of the time.  Mom and I played with them, and they played with us for many 

years.  When we had our radio show on WCNT in Centralia, they would come on after us for a 

long time.  Many times they would play with us, and wouldn’t necessarily be mentioned – they 

would just sit in with us.  During summertime, we’d sing with them at picnics, or special events, 

in which someone needed some music for entertainment.    One year we did a show with them at 

the Marion County Fair. 
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                                                                     “Mt. Vernon Register-News – Dec. 14, 1955   
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“Centralia Evening Sentinel” – Apr. 5, 1956 

                                                                                               

“Mt. Vernon Register-News” – Jan. 27, 1958 
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“Centralia Evening Sentinel” – June 20, 1958 
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“Centralia Evening Sentinel” – June 27, 1958 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                                                “Centralia Evening Sentinel” – Oct. 29, 1958 
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Meet Me in St. Louis (the city, not the show, that is) 

 

St. Louis Post Dispatch – Mar 11, 1951 

I was playing piano by ear before age 12, but 

Bonnie Ross encouraged me to take piano lessons.  It 

was Bonnie Ross who started using me as a vocalist 

with the Bonnie Ross’ Orchestra after I won that 

“Stars of Tomorrow” contest.  Occasionally he would 

call on me to work with him St. Louis for an event, 

but not too often before I was 17.  I have a picture of 

Bonnie and me singing at the Starlight Room at the 

Chase Hotel. 

  So when I was 12 years old, Bonnie helped 

me get started learning under Seth Greiner.  Seth 

Greiner played for the Muni Opera and he also 

played for the St. Louis Symphony, as well as being a 

soloist too.  He taught me to accompany myself with 

the piano, and to learn different skills that I couldn’t 

necessarily find around home, so that’s why I started 

studying in St. Louis with him.   

Seth knew that I wanted to sing with a bands, 

so he said, “Let’s see how you do on a couple of the 

standard songs that bands use quite a bit with 

singers.”   So I sang them for him, and he told me, 

“Donna, we’ve got to get you to Benny Raider so that 

he can hear this.”   Benny was an agent and had 

bands that he played with around St. Louis.  Seth 

said, “Why don’t I set you up with an audition.  I’ll 

see if Benny Raider will put you on a job where I’m 

accompanying and we’ll work on a couple of 

numbers together beforehand.”  So, I went to sing that night at a dinner-dance, and Benny liked 

me, so he kept me from then on, and would send me out with the band on different jobs.  There 

would be jobs working about anytime, because there were so many events at all different. They 

might have a jazz combo playing background music at a woman’s auxiliary one day, or it might 

be a dinner-dance in the evening.  I never knew what I’d be singing at in the afternoon, but if it 

was evening, it was usually a dinner-dance and I was told what it would be. 

It was after Seth Greiner helped me get set up with Benny Raider that I freelanced as a 

vocalist from the time I was 17 years old on.  Every time they needed a vocalist I’d go running 

over to St. Louis.  I’d sing dance band songs – all of the oldies and some of the new ones.   When 

I was younger, my folks drove me over to St. Louis every Saturday – for Saturday nights.  Once 

in awhile it would be a Friday and Saturday.  It was while I was in Jr. College that I really started 

singing over in St. Louis though.  I think I did every club, every hotel, every place with 

entertainment in St. Louis - and it all started with Bonnie Ross.   Bonnie also had his radio show 

with Russ David in St. Louis at the time too.  I worked singing jobs with Russ David at the 
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Chase Hotel in the Club.  Russ had also taken over the band schedule of Benny Raider after 

Benny passed away. 

 

 
The Chase Park Plaza in St. Louis (Photo by Dwayne Pounds) 

 

As far as St. Louis goes though, the Chase Hotel was “THE biggie”.  The biggest stars 

would all perform and stay there, and I ran across so many stars in St. Louis while I performed at 

the Chase Hotel.  They had the Starlight Room, and the Zodiac Lounge, and the Chase Ballroom, 

to name just a few where music and entertainment would be happening - and I’ve worked every 

one of those rooms with different bands.  In the Chase Hotel, you’d walk in the front door, and 

you’d go one way and there was the bar, and they also broadcast from there.  And there was a 

coffee shop a little further up.  And then go upstairs and there was a huge floor which was called 

the “Chase Club”, and the “Starlight Roof” would be another great big room to sing in.  The 

Corzanne Room was smaller and just for entertainment.     

While I was in Carbondale going to school, I came home every weekend for the Centralia 

radio show.  I’d buy a $1.97 ticket on the train from Carbondale to Centralia, and my folks 

would drive down to Centralia to pick me up.  I’d also have vocalist jobs over in St. Louis on a 

lot of weekends – occasionally on a Friday night, but usually on Saturdays.  Either my parents or 

Bob (if he wasn’t working that weekend) would pick me up or take me over.  I could never thank 

them all for what they did for me.  My parents would often go out to eat in St. Louis while I was 

singing, and then sit in the car and wait for me for part of the time until I was done with my 

show.  It’s a different time now though – that would make me so nervous to do that in the city 

with all of the crime.  While I was performing and during breaks and between sets, I would walk 

around, no telling where, and by myself, but I wouldn’t do that in today’s world.   

I worked with several orchestras and bands in St. Louis.  I started out with Benny Raider, 

and Russ David after that.  Then I jumped off onto Ralph Abatiello (I worked a lot of big Shriner 

events with Ralph and his orchestra), and got to work with Ernie Lind, Wally Masters, Charlie 

Novak, and sometimes several at the same time – all around St. Louis.   
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Besides the Chase, I used to sing at the Casa-Loma Ballroom in St. Louis a lot.  It was the 

only one at that point still open for dancing, and it was a big ballroom.   When I sang with the 

orchestra it was dinner-dance, and people would get up and dance just like you would see in the 

movies.  

While singing at events or with a band,  I’d go around to different tables and I might sing 

to a particular man who was going to retire that wanted special attention, or someone being 

honored, etc.  Of course, every once in a while at a show, there would be a character that would 

say something inappropriate, and I’d have to make a joke out of it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 

 

“St. Louis Post Dispatch” – Feb. 7, 1969          “St. Louis Post Dispatch” – Nov. 22, 1972 
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I also sang often at the Jefferson Hotel in St. Louis, and of course I did the Admiral 

Riverboat too once in awhile.    

  

 
With the Ralph Abatiello Orchestra at the Jefferson Hotel in St. Louis 

  

 

And all thru the years, whether I was just a little girl singing at the Soldiers & Sailors 

Reunion in Salem, or an elegant dinner-dance in St. Louis, Mom would sew those costumes.  

Something you’d wear to a dance, but then she’d make them so I could wear many of them 

around here as well.  There were some outfits that you could change around and add or take off 

pieces to make different too.  It didn’t have a lot of different outfits because I didn’t go to the 

same place all the time, and the guys were in their tux every night.   
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From the Soldiers & Sailors Reunion in Salem to Nashville, Tennessee 

 

My start in Nashville all began because of performance one night at the Soldiers & 

Sailors Reunion in Salem.  It was probably around my senior year in high school in about 1958, 

and Robin Hood and I were singing together.  When we performed, I would sing, and he would 

play the guitar or drums and also sing, while mom played piano.  On this particular night at the 

Reunion, a man by the name of Billy Senior said he wanted to talk to me after our show.  He was 

a manager for several of Nashville’s entertainers, and was there that particular evening because a 

client of his was performing there also.  After our show, he introduced himself, and he asked, 

“Would you like to go to Nashville?”  And I said, “Well yes, I would.”   He asked me, “Can you 

make it to Nashville in a couple of weeks?”, and I replied, “I can let you know tomorrow.”    

 One of the acts that Billy managed was “Lonzo and Oscar”, who were two silly 

comedians, and they also sang country & western.  (They were later inducted into the Country 

Music Association Hall of Fame in Nashville.)  He thought I would fit in with them just great, 

because during my shows, I also included a comedy skit where I had a Daisy Mae outfit with 

guns, my hair in pigtails, and wore a funny hat – almost like a Minnie Pearl type comedy.   I 

asked him, “What do I have to do?”  And he told me, “I’m going to book you on one of their 

shows, and they can see you act.”  That’s how many decided if they wanted hire you – there 

wasn’t a formal audition, instead they would book you on their show, and see how you 

performed and how the audience responded to you.  That way they could also cover for you 

during their act if it turned out that the person wasn’t good.   So that’s what they did for me, and 

they decided they liked how I fit into their act, so they would use me at their shows at county 

fairs whenever they were within easy driving distance around Illinois and even some Missouri or 

Kentucky.   

 

                                          
                              Donna in her costume for her character 

 

Now when I first went down to Nashville, to be on the “Lonzo and Oscar Show” that first 

time, I also had an interview with Ott Devine, manager of Grand Ole Opry.  I had my 

performance with “Lonzo and Oscar” all done, and I knew they were going to use me, but I 

wanted to get on the Opry too - but to do that, I had to get permission from Mr. Devine.  Well, 

Ott Devine heard me, but he guessed it right off, and said, “You’re not a country singer, are 
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you?”  And I said “No, but I do a lot of different kind of numbers.”  He laughed and said, “You 

could get by, but you’re more of a jazz vocalist, aren’t you?”  And I said, “Yes – I sing a lot of 

modern tunes, and I work in St. Louis, but I’d like to work here too.”  Nashville was beginning 

to add more variety to the type of country music and was moving away from just being the real 

twangy music.  He said, “We just don’t have a set for you – you’ll have to come in on one of the 

sets with somebody else, but we just don’t have a special section that you fit into.”  So I couldn’t 

get my own 15 minutes slot -  I would have to get in with somebody else to get in.  That would 

have been just fine with me – whatever way that I could get on the Opry!   

Chet Atkins, who was there to play guitar at the Opry that night, was standing with Mr. 

Devine when he called me over to talk, and Chet said, “If you don’t have anything for her 

tonight, why don’t you put her on the “Ernest Tubbs Show”?  And Mr. Devine said “Yeah - that 

would be fine.  That would be a good one for her.”  The “Ernest Tubbs Show” was broadcast 

right after the Opry. It was kind of like the Grand Ole Opry show all over again, and Ernest 

Tubbs was the emcee.   People came in at all hours to the Ernest Tubbs Record Shop -  this was a 

real record and music shop - but it also had a stage.  Performers would do their act there on the 

stage and it would also be broadcasted.  Different stars would come in and perform on his show 

all night, while there were also all sorts of people standing around shopping and watching the 

show.  It was similar to the bars in Nashville, where people are eating and talking, but instead 

they were shopping and talking, while there were performers on stage too.   Of course, a lot of 

the performers had their records out too.   So, I played there on stage that night.  Through the 

years, anytime I was in Nashville, I could sing at his place.    

As for the “Lonzo and Oscar” Show, I continued to perform with them for years.  Not 

only did they use me in their act at county fairs whenever they were within easy driving distance 

around Illinois and even some Missouri or Kentucky, they also included me in their act during 

their 15 minute sets down at the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville.  I was on the stage at the Opry 

with them for several years when they had shows there.    

So in the end of the 1950s and into the 1960’s I would be performing in both Nashville 

and St. Louis, but it really got busy in St. Louis in the 1960’s.  Nashville was just a fun place to 

go now and again to perform, but it was nice being there too.  I’d be there the most during fair 

season, but St. Louis was mainly where it was hot and heavy.   
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                                      “Mt. Vernon Register-News” – Oct. 6, 1960 
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The Radio Shows with my Mom, and performing in Mt. Vernon & Centralia 

             

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            “The Breese Journal” – July 10, 1958 

 

 

 Mom and I did our radio show for a total of 33 years.  We began at the radio station 

WCNT in Centralia and performed our show there for 13 years, but then they wanted to turn the 

Centralia radio station into a rock station.   

So, the following Saturday I saw Brian Davidson and he put us on the WJBD radio 

station in Salem.  I was just out of college or so when we started there in Salem, and we 

continued there for 20 years.  We would sing songs, entertain, take requests, and often end our 

show with a church hymn.  We were often told that the residents in our area nursing homes 

looked so forward to our show when were on WJBD.  We would mention their name, or sing a 

special song or hymn that they liked.  Just little things like that, but it meant so much to them.  I 

felt so sorry for them when our show was cancelled on WJBD - they looked so forward to it.   

People still wonder why we stopped performing our “Donna & DeLilah Show” on the 

Salem radio station, but it wasn’t our choice.  WJBD was being changed over to a rock station 

and there was no room for a show like ours anymore.  So one day, Brian Davidson sent someone 

in to tell us that they no longer needed us.  He didn’t even have the nerve to tell us himself.  It 

just about broke my mom’s heart.    
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“The Breese Journal” -  Aug. 4, 1960   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Mattoon Daily Journal-Gazette” – June 12, 1963 
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“Journal Gazette” – Oct. 15, 1965 

 

 

“St. Louis Post Dispatch” – Aug. 12, 1965 

 

 

                             
                                            “Journal Gazette” – May 6, 1967 
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We used to work at the “Top of First” in Mt. Vernon seven nights a week, and Mom and 

I worked there for a whole year.  It was in the entire top floor above the bank, and there was a 

restaurant and lounge up there.   The manager heard our radio show, and he liked the kind of 

music we were singing and doing, and said he’d like to have those girls up here at “The First.”  

 

 
“Mt. Vernon Register News” – May 5, 1975 

 

 One night I was working at the “Top of the First” in Mt. Vernon, when a man who was 

at the bar, asked me if I worked anywhere else.  We got to talking while I got a soda, and I told 

him, “Yes, I work in St. Louis once in awhile.”  When he asked if I ever went to the Congress 

Hilton hotel in Chicago, I told him I have, but I usually stay across the street instead at the Best 

Western.  It turned out he was also a friend of Joey Aiuppa, and also a friend of the many who 

owned the bar and lounge at the Congress Hilton.  So anytime I went to Chicago, I could sing at 

the bar and lounge there.  I’d sing just a couple of songs when I went there, not all night.  

After working in Mt. Vernon, Mom & I performed at the “Centralia House” during 

weekends for a time.  

                         
                                          “Mt. Vernon Register News” – Oct. 21, 1977 
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I sang the National Anthem at the St. Louis Cardinals ballpark three times in the 1960s 

and 1970s.   

                          

 

“Centralia Sentinel” – July 17, 1974 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 I’ve been on elevators shoulder to shoulder with 

performers.  Once I sat with Guy Lombardo at the Chase Hotel 

drinking coffee.  I worked at the Chase an awful a lot.  I 

performed at the Moolah Temple in St. Louis - the Shriners had 

me working there every New Year’s Eve.   I have worked with 

Ralph Abatiello, Benny Raider, Al Polson, and Russ David – the 

biggie.   I don’t know – almost all of them.   One time I was in 

Chicago at the Congress Hilton performing.  Who was in the 

lounge but a friend of Joey Aiuppoa’s!   
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Teaching - “My Kids” at Farina & St. Peter  

 

I started teaching in 1962, and I continued to sing while I was teaching and after I got 

married too.   When I got to Farina I taught all of the grades and had three schools – St. Peter 

grade school, Farina grade school, and Farina LaGrove high school.  There wasn’t much of a 

vocal program yet, and it could kind of be pulling teeth getting some of those farm boys to sing.  

It was a lot of fun though, and the program really grew.  We had concerts, contests, Variety 

Shows and so much more.   Of course, I’d have to watch myself a little when my kids from 

LaGrove School would come down and watch me perform while I was performing at the 

“Centralia House.”    

I taught for just a few more years after Farina LaGrove consolidated with Kinmundy-

Alma and became South Central, and when it came time to retire, it had been 33 years (when you 

count first job a North Wamac, where I just filled in a little bit at the end of the school year.) 

I loved teaching, and I loved “my kids”.   

 

 

          
1962-1963 LaGrove High School yearbook           1963-1964 LaGrove High School yearbook 
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     1963-1964 LaGrove High School yearbook – School Chorus 

 

                                                
                                        “The Decatur Herald” – Oct. 24, 1963 

  



“Wonderful Memories” by Donna (Caldwell) Kerley  

– as told to Dolores Ford Mobley” (October 2020)                          P a g e  45 | 54 

 

       

                        Dedication in the LaGrove High School yearbook – 1967-1968  
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1973-1974 LaGrove High School yearbook – School Chorus 

 

 

          
1971-1972 LaGrove High School Yearbook              1974-1975 LaGrove High School Yearbook  

 

 

 
1983-1984 LaGrove High School yearbook – School Chorus 
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Dedication in the LaGrove High School yearbook  

- 1986-87  

 

 

 
 

 

 

   
1992-1993 South Central Community High School –Chorus 
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On May 20, 2017, Mrs. Kerley’s “kids” put together a wonderful tribute.  What a special 

teacher she had to have been to still be loved by so many of her students 30, 40, and 50+ years 

later!  The highlight of the tribute was when Mrs. Kerley stood in front of this large group of 

former chorus students, and directed them in song, one more time. 

There was a Facebook page set up for the event called “A Tribute to Donna Kerley”.  

(Thank you to all who shared photos and articles on that Facebook page.)   

Here are just a few photos from that page:   

 “Donna (Caldwell) Kerley was the Music 

Director from 1961-1993 at Farina 

LaGrove, now South Central, in Farina, 

Illinois. She taught grade and high school 

music and chorus. Kerley has made impact, 

of some kind, on so many students through 

the years. All of us who she taught, have 

become her kids. With all the blood, sweat 

and tears she has given us through so many 

practices and performances, it’s now time 

for us, her kids, to give something back to 

her. An evening to remember has been set 

for Saturday, May 20, 2017, at the South 

Central High School in Farina, at 7:00 pm. 

All of her students are invited to this one-

time performance reunion. Shower cards 

can be mailed to her at: Donna Kerley 

Tribute, PO Box 32, Farina IL 62838. All 

cards and tribute donations will be given to her the night of the performance.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           Memories and Stories from LaGrove Staff and Students 
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  In front and center and directing …. and she still had the attention of each and every student. 
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                 Donna (Caldwell) Kerley with her School Chorus Kids at her Tribute in 2017 

 

 

                                  
                 The Tribute DVD - Music, Laughter and Tears (Kleenex not included) 
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In 2017, after the tribute was given in her honor on that special day, Donna wrote a 

couple of letters to the LaGrove community which were published in the “Farina News”.  The 

first was published in the summer, and the second during December.    
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Donna Caldwell becomes Donna Caldwell Kerley  

 

 

“Centralia Evening 

Sentinel” 

 – July 8, 1966 
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I married Robert L. Kerley on June 26, 1966 at the Alma Methodist Church.  It was 106 

degrees outside, and the church was definitely NOT air conditioned.  When Bob kissed me at the 

end of the ceremony, it looked as though I was wiping off his kiss and it got a bit of a laugh at 

the church, but I was really wiping off sweat!  It was so hot that day! 

Bob and I had known each other most of our lives – we just 

grown up together.  He had just graduated from Kinmundy when I 

started high school in Salem, but we were just a couple of Alma kids.   

Bob was a barber, worked with the railroad, drove a tractor once in 

awhile, milked a few cows, and planted a few acres. 

I really didn’t go out and look for a lot of singing jobs after I 

was teaching and married.  Calls and letters would come in all the 

time asking me to come perform, and Bob was a real jewel about it 

all.  He went right along with me, and helped me do all sorts of 

things, whether it was driving me to a show I was performing in in 

St. Louis or helping me with setting up a school variety show in 

Farina.   

A couple of times while I was singing, men would offer to 

take me home from St. Louis.  On the way home in the car, I would 

tell Bob about the offer.  He’d laugh and say, “They did?  Well, I 

hope you told them how far it was going to be to drive you home!”  

 I just hope he always knew just how much I loved him, because I truly did.  
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I Did It My Way 

 

My parents sacrificed so much for me.   All thru my childhood and youth, my mom had 

also been my manager in a way.  She arranged for me to sing at all of these contests and events.   

I guess we were doing it for experience too.  She knew I wanted to go as far as I could – or at 

least that’s what we thought at the time.  We thought it would be nice to eventually make 

records, and she helped me work toward that, but as time went on, I learned more about how 

complicated the music industry was and all of the sacrifices it required such as being away from 

home and my family.   

I found out very quickly in life that I didn’t want to make entertaining a full-time career.  

I was given advise that I needed to hire a manager, make a demo of my music, and have him lead 

me to the top.  They’d tell me, “Get yourself a manager that’s going to help you, and go sell your 

music!  People don’t know who you are.  Locally is good, but it’s not going to get you very far.”   

But I knew that would send me city to city, radio station to radio station, and state to state, and 

I’d be traveling by myself – and that’s just the way it is.   For some people, that’s the life they 

choose, and they are tickled to death to do that.    

I wasn’t really anybody – I just had my big toe in the water to see what it was like.    I 

was a baby, I was a pup, and I was a Mama’s girl!  She was my partner, my mother, my agent, 

she just did everything with me.  

But I had a life that I loved back home, and I wasn’t willing to give that all away for a 

dream that was uncertain … and a lonely life … and not knowing who to trust.  Sure – you could 

have fame and money, but it wasn’t for me.  I often wonder what type of life the people I met, 

who were at the top, were living.  They seemed really nice, but did they have a family?  Were 

they really happy?  What did they sacrifice?    

I’ve had a lot of fun in my life along with having a loving family, husband and home, 

wonderful friends, and a couple of careers that I enjoyed so much.    I guess I just kept going on 

autopilot – and wherever it sent me, I went.   

But deep down, I’ll always be just that farm girl from a little town called Alma who liked 

to sing and entertain, and make people happy.   I have been so lucky, and ….  

 

                Oh .. I have so many wonderful memories! 
 

                                                   


