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Helen H e m c k  Becker, Apr i l ,  1975, Springfield, I l l i n o i s .  
Kay Mackan, Interviewer. 

Q. ME . Becker, where and when were you born? 

A. I was barn i n  Springfield and my whole f w l y  was bomed i n  this 
house at 505 West G~and. Avenue South--those days. That was on the 
comer of West Grand Avenu~ and Governor. N ~ w  I t ' s  MacArthur. 

Q. Why was It West Grand Avenue? 

A. Because the  tm was l a i d  out. There was South G r a n d  Avenue, West 
Grand Avenue, North Grand Avenue, East Grmd Avenue, and it was a squared 
Wen it was laTd out,  a mile f r o m  the statehouse these avenues were 
l a i d  out and t h a t ' s  where--see, the South Glrand Avenue's still therc. 
But they changed. There was so much confusion, South Grand Avenue West 
o r  West Gmnd Avenue South, t ha t  they changed it t o  MacMhw when 
Douglas MacArthur was doing h i s  best fo r  hls nation. 

Q When would t ha t  have been? During the . . . 
A, During the w a r .  

&. Second World W a r ?  

A. Yes. 

Q. So as long as you l ived there it was still, called West Grand Avenue? 

A. Yes. Yes, oh yes. Because my Tmi1.y moved out there--well, J. 
was bomed i n  1896 and they were old-timers by then, because the= 
were four i n  our T d l y  and we were all bomed in. t ha t  house. 

&. Were you the youngest of the family? 

A. Yes. I'm the youngest. I have a brother and a s i s t e r  and a brother 
and me. 

Q. What are their  names? 

A. My oldest brother 1.5 Eugene Thayer Hemnick, and ny sfster l a  Frames 
Geneva Hemnick Irwin. And qy other brother I s  Edward Rapope Hemkk. 

& . And what s your fill. name? 

A. Helen Faye Hemnick. 
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&. How much older is Eugene than you are? Is he the oldest? 

.A, Yes, he I s  the oldest. R i & t  now I think he Is about 80--I think 
he I s  84, Hc l ives i n  California. And Geneva, that you just met ,  is 
82. And my brother Raymore passed. away less than two years ago when 
he was 78; and there's el&teen months between brothes md I, 

Q. So your family had t o  have moved out there at least i n  1886 o r  
before that? 

A. Oh, soon after they wcrp m r i ~ d  they movcd out  them. I n  1892. 

Q. What did your father do for  a livhg? 

A. Well, when Mother and Father were m l e d  he had a Socery store. 
He had a grocery store and It was on Monroe Street, east of Fourth on 
l;h.e north slde of %he s t reet .  And hLs favorite customer was PIPS. Carrie 
Post. I can rem&er Father talking about Mrs. Post.  

Q. What did he say about her? 

A. Oh, how wonderful she was. And of cowse, she was an old lady 
then and she lived In the Post how whj.ch is  now King's Da,u@ter1s Home 
[for Women]. She was very--1 imagine now of course, I nwer did see 
her but qy father thou@ she was just super. 

&. Was she just nice t o  him, o r  was shc  just a finc lady? 

A. Oh, she was just a nice person. But; because she c a m  in hi.s storc, 
i.t impressed him as a young man, you how.  

Q. Had he always been in  the store business, grocery business? 

A. Well, I guess so, as much as I ylernernber. As a young man he l ived 
on South Eighth Street and every day he passed Lincalnls home. And one 
day as he passed he saw that they were taking o f f  the shingles that were 
on Lincolnvs home, so he asked a m i f  he could have those shingles. 
We says he 'cook his wagon--and he worked as a cle& i n  PIP. ELddls grocery 
ston?. % l a o w  the s to r y  by heart. (laughs) And a f t e r  wo~k he picked 
up al.1 these shingles, he made different t h i ~  out of them, Uttle 
matchboxes and the Lincol.nls head and different bric-a-brac stuff. 

Q. And you s t i l l  have those things? 

A. Yes. There is  one, th i s  one we haw here; and there's one downtown, 
I thw i n  the Lincoln Room at the Centennial Building, I. think, now. 
But I t h W  there I s  just two. And he sold them as a young [man]; he was 
sixteen yews old and he sold them t o  the senators i n  thestatehouse. 

Q. Was there a m k e t  f o r  them? 

A. W e l l ,  he sold them. H e  stood i n  the ha l l  and sold them, a sixteen- 
year-old boy. 



Q. He was working i n  Kiddls Grocery Store when he was  sixteen? 

A. 'Yes. 

Q. Was he out of school already then? 

A. My father  didn't finish school. He  wasn't bomed In Springfield, 
and when he e m ,  it just  seems t o  me he was a. . . . Mill I say 
poor? But anyway, he worked, he didn't finish school. Rut those days 
they wermvt  compelled t o  go to school, and so when he came here to 
Springfield he worked i n  a grocery store. 

. He worked i n  Kiddls Gmcery Store? 

A; Yes. 

&. And then when did he have h i s  own store? 

A, Well'now, I can't  t e l l  you, but when my mother and father were 
married, he had tha t  s tore  on Monroe Street  and it was called the 
Star Grocery Store. 

Q. Where did your father  come f'rom? Do you know? 

A. It's a l i t t l e  town i n  Illinolis; Geneva will have 50 tell you, I 
just can ' t . . . . H i s  fa ther  was born i n  Rmerica , but Hemnick was 
the name and It seems that they apparently came from Holland, A 
father never talks so much about h is  ancestors like a mother does. 
I know more about the Thayer family than I h o w  about the Hemnick family, 

Q. What was your fa ther ' s  name? 

A,.- James Eugene HeMck; he was ca l led  Gene Hemnick. He was a Rotarian, 
and he wrote poems and he cal led on people on t h e i r  birthdays and gave 
them each a red rose far  their  lapel and secited a poem. 

&. A l l  the people i n  the Kotmians? 

A ,  No, everybody, anybody. Oh, he Jus t  del i&ted i n  i t ; .  And t o  this 
very day 1'11 hear people say, "We lnoked forward t o  have your fa ther  
come in." In  the office, and a l l  the p e o p l ~  would come i n  and he'd 
r ec i t e  poetry. ( l a a s  ) 

Q. Was t h i s  when he w a s  s t i l l  working at  the grocery s tore? 

A. Oh no, t h i s  i s  since we've been. . . . Oh, no. 

Q. When he was re t i red?  

A. Yes. I-Ie was a Rotarian and he was called the Poet Laweate of 
Rotary. And he'd pin a red ram; that was his signature. 

Q. Where did he get the roses? 

A. One l i t t l e  bud, Yuu mean, what . . . 



&. Where did they come from, the rosebuds? 

A. They came h r n  a florist an Fomth and Manryae, Winch's. And held 
go i n  these and pick his  own out and f i x  h i s  om. He d5d it so often, 
you see, and, he'd just  go i n  there and make them up. 

Q. He'd give them just  t o  men, o r  t o  men and women both? 

A.  Oh, no. I was just the other day--who was S talking. to? A 
T ~ i e n d  of mine, and she sa id  t o  me, "Well, we used t o  waft and were 
d e l i a t e d  when your father would. come in ,  and we looked forward for 
him t o  r e c i t e  poetry." Oh, he loved ].life. He wanted t o  l i v e  t o  
be 100, but he l ived t o  be--in s i x  months he would have been 99. 

Q Well, he got pret ty  close. 

11. And he was well! 

Q, Really? 

A.  And he I.oved a red t i e .  And evepy day he was dressed up with a 
white s h i r t  and always had a red t i e  on. 

Q. Had he done tha t  as long as you remenibered, o r  i n  h l s  l a t e r  yeam? 

A. In h i s  l a t e r  years. And, he loved red, so tha t  ' s the only way he 
could wear it, was a t i e .  He was always dressed up; for a m of h l s  
generation, he was fastidious.  

Q. Did he have t o  h s s  up a t  the grocerJr store? 

A.  Well now, I don't know, 

Q. Do you r e c a l l  the grocery s tore  much? 

11. No, I don't.  A t  Fourth and Monroe, way back when--we were children-- 
the Second Presbyterian Church w a s  there.  YOU see, nly gandfather 
Thayer was a Presbyterian rninistcr, and he w a s  the first minis"cer 
ordained In t ha t  church. I'm get t ing of f .  

Q. Go ahead. 

A. He was the f l ~ t  minister t o  be ordained i n  the Springfield church. 
And they cams Pam Braintree, Massachusetts. Hc went t o  school at 
Amherst, and his  father  and mother and farnily moved out here, ant3 mg 
e;t-.andfathcr stayed and finished school. And my s e a t ,  great-grandfather 
was an elder--Joseph 'Thayer--was an elder of the  Old No~%h Church i n  
Boston. But tha t  was Episcopal. 

Q. I1m going t o  stop i f  for  just  a minute. 

A. A l l  r ight .  (tape stopped and s t a t e d )  

4. Before we t m e d  the tape off,  you were t e l l i n g  me about yow 
gandfa ther  being the first minister ordained i n  the Presbyterian 
Church. What was h i s  name? 
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A ,  Erastus W i l l i h s n  Thayer. E. W. Thayer. 

Q. And he was the  f i r s t  minister . . . (telephone rings; tape stopped 
and started) Before the phone rang, you were saying tha t  your @and- 
father was ordained at the Second Presbyterian Church here i n  Spring- 
f ie ld?  

A. Yes, 

Q. What does 1.t mean t o  be ordained? What did tha t  man t o  him? 

A. Well, t h a t ' s  when he. . . . Well now, tha t  word--every d n i s t e r V s  
ordained. 

Q. He had gone t o  school. at Amherst? 

A. Yes, and graduated; and every minister has t o  be ordained before 
he can have a church. He was what you called a c i r c d t  r lder ;  he 
went horseback t o  a f f e r e n t  churches. And he preached at the l i t t l e  
Chatham PresbyterIan Church, and it was b u i l t  the saw yeas that our 
church here was. 

Q. So a f t e r  he had been. on a c i r cu i t  for  a while, then he was ordained? 

A. No, you are ouldained before you can be a minister, before you can 
preach. Your orana t ion  is  before you ,are a mlnistcr. 

&, But he was o r w n e d  here became his family l ived here? 

A. Yes. 

&. Okay, how I understand t ha t .  And then after he was a c i w u l t  
minister, did he have other churches? 

A. Yes, he went around different  places- Then there were several 
children i n  the farnily and those days the babies didn't  l ive very 
long; and Mother had a brother, Joseph Thayer. I want t o  t e l l  you t h i s  
part; which I: think i s  very interest ing.  When Abraham Lincoln's Body 
was brought t o  Springfield, [mother's] family l ived out i n  Chatha,  
and Mother was f ive  and her brother was twenty-one, and they cam into 
Springrield t o  see the train. And she talked about how it was draped 
with the American flag and it was--the old expression was,  you could 
hear a pin drop, when the t r a i n  cam in to  the c i t y ,  But even though. 
she was five,  she never forgot. 

. It made a b ig  impression? 

A, Yes. 

Q. Was your mother raised i n  Chatham, then? 

A. Yes. And Mother went t o  the Bet t ie  Stuart  [ Inst i tute] .  

Q. She came t o  Springfield t o  go t o  the Bet t ie  St- school? 
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A. She was a--stayed there,  you h o w .  

Q. Bowding student? 

A. Yes. 

&. M y  dld she go t o  the Bettie S t u w t  school? Do you know? 

A. Well, J guess my fmlly thou,@& a private school was. . . . Well, 
1 couldnl t answer t h a t .  

&. You don't Y"ea1ly know what her  mother avld father 's  feelings were. 

A. No. 

Q. Okay. Then your mother and fa ther  r t  i n  Springfield? 

A.  Yes. They lived-it was strange--they lived kitty-corner from 
each other out on North Third Street .  And of course, rq j  mother was 
born l a t e  i n  t h e i r  life, and she was bro-t up quite s t r i c t  because 
of the  years and because of her father .  And she met my father, and 
they were roarried at the  F i r s t  Presbyterian Chwch. 

Q.. What year were they w r i e d ,  do you know? 

A. Wait--Ma,ldanerls, now, lQaldancrls served at t h e i s  seception, and 
Maldsyler's served at my rcceptlon. 

Q. The Maldanervs Restaurant did catering f o r  wedmngs then. I see. 

A. A t  mine, too, That's interest ing,  I s n ' t  i t?  

Q. Yes. They must have done a good job, i f  you m l k d  them back. (laughs) 

A. Years later! Think how many yews later. 

1 
Q. Do you h o w  what year your pwents were m i - e d . ?  Okay, you donf t 
recall tha t?  You weren't around, so how could you reca l l?  Then 
shortly after they were m r i e d ,  they built a house on West Grand Avenue. 
Is t ha t  r i @ t ?  

A. No, they didn't build it. A MY. Long built It. It 's  a th~e-story 
house, and they moved out there and. my grandmother and grandfather Thayer 
came out, too. And we a l l  l ived in--it was a l w g e  house. And l a t e r  on 
when they rebui l t  it, they fixed up the third f loor  into a dancing room, 
and we had, oh, a pool tab le and a piano and things up there. And we 
had l o t s  of fun up there when I was--that's been a par% of q y  l i f e ,  t ha t .  . . . 
Q. That third floor? 

A. The t h i r d  floor. 
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Q. So, your rrwthep and rather and your mother" sparrents lived in the 
house. Did they own the house, then? 

A. Oh yes, they b o u a t  it fmrn a man by the name of Mr.  Long. 

&. Was that neighborhood b u i l t  up out there then? 

A, No, 

Q, Was it, like, i n  the country? 

A. Out i n  the country. 

&, It was? 

A. Yes. Well, Governor Street wasn't even paved, because when they 
had that mountain bmro, why, there'd be a puddle of water 4n the 
s t reet  and he wouldn't move mti l  we got the pony t o  take him. 

&. 'I"na"cs when you were a child that you had a muntain burro? 

A. Yes. 

Q. What's the ear l ies t  thing you. can reme&er about your childhood? 
About l iving at that  house? 

A. well, my recolkctions are from the pictwes that--w family must 
have been a picbure taking family because we have l o t s  of pictures. 
And I remember that I was always cold; and my brothers and. sister would 
go ice skatLng, of course I wanted t o  go t o  Washington Park, [too]. I 
had two-runner ice skates,  and I 'd  stand there and cry and get cold, 
and everybody's having a good time. (laughter) 

Q. Didn't they have a fire? 

A.  Yes, but it . . . I cried. Because, I guess, I was the l i t t l e  one 
and I thought that I was privileged t o  cry. (1aMs) I can remmber 
that , 

Q. Was Washington Park a big place t o  go? 

A. Yes. They had a place for  i c e  skating, and it was fun. We loved 
Washington Pask, summer and winter. 

Q. It was Peal close t o  your house, too, wasn't it? 

A. Yes. 

Q. We11 now, when Washington Park was built, was the neighborhood 
b u i l t  up by then? The neip$borhood around y o u ~  house? 

A. Oh, as far as I ' m  concerned it was. 

&. Idhat do you mean by that? 
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A. Well, I don't rernember when Wash,in~ton Park wasn't there. 

Q Okay, that  w a s  before you were born, probably. And the neighbor- 
hood had @vwn up? There were houses out; around where your house Was 
by the time you rernerrber? 

A. And as a child--Father had an empty l o t  across the street on 
Governor Street ;  it  was a great big long l o t ,  and i n  tha t  l o t  we had 
a cow and everything. But the front par t  of it was fenced off and 
we had a. tennis court there and we had a teeter- tot ter ;  and we spent 
a l o t  of time there, while the old cow watched us. 

Q. Babysitter. (lau@ter) Did you have othes anlmls when you were 
a child? 

A. Well, j ust the horses and--we didnv t have dogs . Ny Tather always 
had a garden and beautl.fu1 flowers and dogs loved. . . . And we were 
busy d o h g  things, and I don't know, we weren't a family that had dogs. 

Q But you had horses? 

A. Yes. Wc had that tern, and then we had a. very s table ,  kind horse, 
E'anny. And then we had, of course, Judy the pony. A n d  then the burro. 

Q. What was the  team used for? 

A. Oh, dress up and go places; oh, it was just used everyday. 

Q. To draw a cmrlagc? 

A. A carriage. And then, of course, our ca r t  w a s  l ike the kind-our 
pony d a r t  had the fringe on the top. You know that song? 

Q. Yes. Was that for just you children? 

A. Yes, but we used t o  go af ter  Father. When we were this  age, then 
he was i n  insurance business and h i s  off ice was i n  the Mineworkers 
Building. It wasnit called t ha t  then. And we used to hltch up the 
pow--I mean George, the black man tha t  l ived with us, hitched up--and 
we'd go down and pick up Father and bring h i m  horn. and. tha t  was a 
routine every day, bring him home for--those days it was &nner, not 
lunch. 

Q. A t  noontime he'd come clear  home? 

A. YES. 

Q. Did you say tha t  was the horse, Fanny? 

A. No, no tha t .  was Judy the  pony. 

Q. The pony. Okay. bhat ld  you use Fanny for? 

A. Well, lvlother had a l i t t l e  sur8rey, and Famy was, oh, tame and everything, 
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and Mother had her. Mother wasn't used t o  animals, but Mothcr w a s  safe 
with Fanny. 

Q Where would she take Fanny? 

A. Well, those clays there wcrenlt t06 many places t o  go t o ,  and my 
gmndmother and pandTa'r;h~r lkayer and rqy uncle Ed 'S"flayer and all 
these people had passed away, and we used t o  go out to .  . . . 

A. Oak Ridge [Cemtery I. And Mother would put fresh flowers on the graves, 
I can remember. And I can remrber at Reservoir Pak they had a water 
tower, and then we'd climb up the furmy l i t t l e  old wrought-iron steps i n  
the water tower. Oh, we jus t  thought that was fun. We always went i n  the 
c m i a g e  with Mother and her  horse because, you bow, she was kind of a-- 
she wasn't l-eal brave w i t h  . . . 
Q. She thought she could drive Fanny saf'ely, then? 

A. Yes. 

&. Did you go t o  Reservoir Park for picnics or" anything? Do you 
remember that? 

A.  Well, 1--and Kokels M i l l  out here; we  used t o  go out . . . 
&. What w a s  Kokels M i l l ?  

A. I t 's  out he=; there was a covered b~idge-one of those old-_fashioned 
covered bridges--and a l o t  of v io le ts ,  and we used t o  walk out there and 
pick violets. And of course, those days we didn't have quick semlce 
like cars, and we walked places. 

Q. Did you go t o  downtown Springfield very much? 

A. Well, because we had a s tore .  Y& uncle Ed 'I"nayer had a store, 5.  
'I'hayer and Company; that was h i s  father who had the s tore .  When that 
s tore  w a s  closed, my son was one yew;  and tha t  s tore  was ninety-two 
years old when they closed the door. And Uncle Ed Thayer was the one 
tha t  had it, and the name of the s to re  was the J. Thayer and Company; 
and it was on the south sj.de of the square on Adams . And Mother, of course 
7: can remnbes as a child,  Motherld take us dom and leave us i n  the  
s tore  w i t h  Uncle Ed Wayer s i t t i n g ,  watching us. Held babysit  while 
Mother went wound. (lau&s ) And I can remeniber s i t t i ng  on this p e a t  
big desk and swinging my feet. 

Q A roll- top desk? 

A. No, no, a great b i g  tall desk. We had a roll-top desk, and rqy brother 
b r o w t  it home and he had it. But this was a s t i l l  older fashion. You 
see, Uncle Ed Zlnayer was--well, that was when I was a l i t t l e  bitty girl 
s i t t i n g  on t h i s  p e a t  big. . . . 
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Q. Mat kind of s t m e  was the Thayer store? 

A. Well, he specialized. i n  linens and he used to buy sunshr-zdes for 
Mrs. Lincoln. 

Q. Is that l i k e  a l i t t l e  parasol thlng? 

A, Yes, i.t was a l i t t l e  parasol, l i t t l e  one. You lelm, k s .  Lincoln, 
you used t o  see her pictures with those little. . . . Uncle Ed Thayer 
wou1.d go up t o  New York, and it took him two weeks t o  go ta New York. 
He would take a--what transportation. . . . 
Q Train? 

A.  No. 

Q , Stagecoach? 

A. Yes, t o  Meredosia. And then, see, ClayvLlle was--they'd stop at  
Clayville, you see. But herd  take it t o  Meredosia, and then they'd get 
out and go on the  water going--and then they'd go up t o  New Y o P ~ .  h d  
it took a week. 

A. No. 

Q, Go down apownd, New Orleans and around? 

A. Well, down t o  Cairo, I l l i n o i . ~ ,  and up. When s r ~ ~  mother was a l i t t l e  
girl, he always brought her something, a lovely hat o r  something very 
extravagant, you see. Because she was the only grandchild. And now, 

great-uncle ElihYd Raymore Thayer, as I said, s aw  the first traln; 
and before he died, we took h i m  out 50 the aixyofi  and he saw an sip- 
plane. And through a l l  these years of his l i f e ,  just think what he 
saw. The e l ec t r i c  l i gh t s  and--well, just think of the many inventions. 
More inventions i n  those days than, m a l l y ,  now; more dras t ic  iyzventions, 
you lanow. 

A. Like e l ec t r i c i ty ,  and fmm the stagecoach to a t r a i n .  And when 
we were p i n g  t o  school, he would--Uncle Ed Thayer, he was never married, 
and as I said,  when the Leland Hotel b m e d  he came out t o  our home. 
And he used t o  t e l l  us about history,  American history,  which he had 
lived. 

Q. It's a good way t o  leam it. 

A. Yes. 

&. Did you say t ha t  your I Jnc l~  Ed Thayer Uved at the i c l a n d .  Hotel.? 
Why dld he--oh, he was not married. 






























































































































