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PREFACE

This manuscript was made possible by a grant from the Il1linois
Bicentermial Commission. It is the product of tape-recorded interviews
conducted by Kay Maclean for the Oral History Office in April, 1975.
Elizabeth Curl transcribed the taped; Kay Maclean edited the transcripts
and Mrs. Becker reviewed and corrected them.

Helen Faye Hemmick Becker was born Novenber 14, 1896 in Springfield,
I1linois. Her father, Eugene Hemmick, had been a grocer and a partner in
a fire insurance company and various real estate ventures. Frances Thayer
Hemmick, her mother, was a Presbyterlan minister's daughter and the grand-
daughter of Joseph Thayer, founder of a dry goods store operated by the
family for nearly a century in Springfield. Helen was educated at the
Sacred Heart Academy and the Bettie Stuart Institute in Springfield. Follow-
ing her marriage in 1925 she lived for several years in Chicago, returning
to Springfield in the 1930's. The mother of one son, Mrs. Becker is now a
great-grandmother. She is a menber of the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution, Hope Circle of King's Daughters and Westminster Presbyterian Church
where she volunteers time to the Daily Bread hot meal program for senior
cltizens.

When asked to be an oral history narrator Mrs. Becker expressed delight
in the idea, explaining that she had long wanted to write a story about her
childhoecd. She had envisioned a story based on the rich store of memories
which were rekindled as she moved several years earlier from the family home
on MacArthur Boulevard following her parents' deaths. Mrs. Becker's memoir
includes reminiscences about her childhood and everyday life with her parents
and two brothers and a sister, social and recreational activities in Spring-
field, and her experiences in Springfield during World Wars I and II.

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

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Helen Hemmick Becker, April, 1975, Springfield, Tllincis.

Kay Maclean, Interviewer.

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

A. T was born in Springfield and my whole family was borned in this
house aft 505 West Grand Avenue South—those days. That was on the
corner of West Grand Avenue and Governor. Now it's MacArthur.

Q. Why was 1t West Grand Avenue?

A. Because the town was lald out. There was South Grand Avenue, West
Grand Avenue, North Grand Avenue, East Grand Avenue, and it was a square.
When it was lald out, a mile from the statehouse these avenues were
laid out and that's where--see, the South Grand Avenue's still there.
But they changed. There was so much confusion, South Grand Avenue West
or West Grand Averiue South, that they changed it to MacArthur when
Douglas MacArthur was doing his best for his nation.

Q. When would that have been? During the . . .

A. During the war.

Q. Second World War?

A, Yes.

Q. So as long as you lived there it was still called West Grand Avenue?
A. Yes. Yes, oh yes. DBecause my family moved out there——well, I

was borned in 1896 and they were old-timers by then, because there
were four in our family and we were all borned in that house.

Q. Were you the youngest of the famlly?

A. Yes. I'm the youngest. I have a brother and a sister. and a brother
and me.

Q. What are thelir names?

A. My oldest brother is Eugene Thayer Hemmick, and my sister is Frances
Geneva Hemmick Irwin. And my other brother is Edward Raymore Hemmick.

Q. And what's your full name?

A. Helen Faye Hemmick.
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Q. How much older is Fugene than you are? Is he the oldest?

A. Yes, he's the oldest. Right now I think he's sbout 80--I think

he's 84. He lives in 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 eighteen months between my brother and I.

Q. So your family had to have moved out there at least in 1886 or
before that?

A. Oh, soon after they were married they moved out there. In 1892,
Q. What did your father do for a living?

A. Well, when Mother and Father were married he had a grocery store.

He had a grocery store and 1t was on Monroe Street, east of Fourth on
the north slde of the street. And his favorite customer was Mrs. Carrie
Post. I can remenber Father talking about Mrs. Post.

Q. What did he say about her?

A. Oh, how wonderful she was. And of course, she was an old lady
then and she lived in the Post home which is now King's Daughter's Home
[for Women]. She was very—I imagine now of course, I never did see
her but my father thought she was just super.

Q. Was she just nice to him, or was she just a fine lady?

A. 0Oh, she was just a nice person. But because she came in his store,
it impressed him as a young man, you know.

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

A. Well, T guess so, as much as I remember. As a young man he lived

on South Eighth Street and every day he passed Lincoln's home. £And one
day as he passed he saw that they were taking off the shingles that were
on Lincoln's home, so he asked a man if he could have those shingles.

He says he took his wagon--and he worked as a clerk in Mr. Kidd's grocery
store. I know the story by heart. (laughs) And after work he picked
up all these shingles, he made different things out of them, little
matchboxes and the Lincoln's head and different bric-a-brac stuff.

Q. And you still have those things?

A. Yes. There is one, this one we have here; and there's one downtown,
I think in the Lincoln Room at the Centennisl Building. I think, now.
But T think there's just two. And he sold them as a young [men]; he was
sixteen years old and he sold them to the senators in the statehouse.

Q. Was there a market for them?

A. Well, he sold them. He stood in the hall and sold them, a sixteen-
year~old boy.
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Q. He was working in Kidd's Grocery Store when he was sixteen?

A. Yes.

Q. Was he out of school already then?

A. My father dldn't finish school. He wasn't borned in Springfield,
and when he came, it just ceems to me he was a. . . . Will T say
poor? But anyway, he worked, he didn't finish school. But thouse days
they weren't compelled to go to school, and so when he came here to
Springfield he worked in a grocery store.

Q. He worked in Kidd's Grocery Store?

A, Yes.

Q. And then when did he have his own store?

A. Well now, I can't tell you, but when my mother and father were
married, he had that store on Monroe Street and it was called the
Star Grocery Store.

R. Where did your father come from? Do you know?

A. Tt's a little town in Illinois; Geneva will have to tell you, I
Just can't. . . . His father was born in America, but Hemmick was
the name and it seems that they apparently came from Holland. A
father never talks so much about his ancestors like a mother does.

I know more about the Thayer family than I know about the Hemmlck family.
Q. What was your father's name?

.- James Hugene Hemmick; he was called Gene Hemmick. He was a Rotarlan,
and he wrote poems and he called on people on their birthdays and gave
them each a red rose for their lapel and recited a poem.

Q. All the people in the Rotarians?

A. No, everybody, anybody. OCh, he just delighted in it. And to this
very day I1'll hear people say, "We looked forward to have your father
come in." In the office, and all the people would come in and he'd
recite poetry. (laughs)

Q. Was this when he was still working at the grocery store?

A. Oh no, this is since we've been. . . . 0Oh, no.

@. When he wag retired?

A. Yes. He was a Rotarian and he was called the Poet Laureate of
Rotary. And he'd pin a red rose; that was his signature.

Q. Where did he get the roses?

A, One little bud. You mean, what .
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Q. Where did they come from, the rosebuds?

A, They came from a florist on Fourth and Monroe, Winch's. And he'd
go in there and pick his own out and fix his own. He did it so often,
you see, and he'd just go in there and make them up.

Q. He'd give them just to men, or to men and women both?

A, Oh, no. I was just the other day--who was I talking tc? A
friend of mine, and she said to me, "Well, we used to wait and were
delighted when your father would come in, and we looked forward for
him to recite poetry." Oh, he loved life. He wanted to live to
be 100, but he lived to be--in six months he would have been 99.

Q. Well, he got pretty close.

A. And he was well!

&. Really?

A. And he loved a red tie. And every day he was dressed up with a
white shirt and always had a red tie omn.

Q. Had he done that as long as you remembered, or in his later years?

A. TIn his later years. And he loved red, so that's the only way he
could wear it, was a tie. He was always dressed up; for a man of his
generation, he was fastidious.

Q. Did he have to dress up at the grocery store?
A, Well now, I don't know,
&. Do you recall the grocery store much?

A. No, I don't. At Fourth and Monroe, way back when--we were children—
the Second Presbyterian Church was there. You see, my grandfather
Thayer was a Presbyterian minister, and he was the first minister
ordained in that church. I'm getting off.

Q. Go &ghead.

A. He was the first minister to be ordained in the Springfield church.
And they came from Braintree, Massachusetts. He went to school at
Amherst, and his father and mother and family moved out here, and my
grandfather stayed and finished school. And my great, great-grandfather
was an elder--Joseph Thayer-—-was an elder of the 0ld North Church in
Boston. But that was Episcopal.

Q. I'm going to stop if for just a minute.
A, All right. (tape stopped and started)
Q. Before we turned the tape off, you were telling me about your

grandfather being the first minister ordained in the Presbyterian
Church. What was his name?
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A. Erastus William Thayer. E. W. Thayer.

Q. And he was the first minister . . . (telephone rings; tape stopped
and started) Before the phone rang, you were saying that your grand-
father was ordained at the Second Presbyterian Church here in Spring-
field?

A. Yes.
Q. What does it mean to be ordained? What did that mean to him?

A. Well, that's when he. . . . Well now, that word——every minister's
ordained.

Q. He had gone to school at Amherst?

A. Yes, and graduated; and every minister has to be ordained before
he can have a church. He was what you called a circult rider; he
went horseback to different churches. And he preached at the little
Chatham Presbyterian Church, and it was built the same year that our
church here was.

Q. So after he had been on a circult for a.whilé, then he was ordalned?

A. No, you are ordained before you can be a minister, before you can
preach. Your ordination is before you are a minister.

Q. But he was ordained here because his family lived here?
A, Yes.

Q. Ckay, how I understand that. And then after he was a circuit
minister, did he have other churches?

A. Yes, he went around different places. Then there were several
children in the family and those days the bables didn't live very

long; and Mother had a brother, Joseph Thayer. I want to tell you this
part which I think is very interesting. When Abraham Lincoln's body
was brought to Springfield, my [mother's] family lived out in Chatham,
and Mother was five and her brother was twenty-one, and they came into
Springfield to see the train. And she talked about how 1t was draped
with the American flag and it was—--the old expression was, you could
hear a pin drop, when the train came into the city. But even though
she was five, she never forgot.

Q. It made a big impression?

A. Yes.

Q. Was your mother raised in Chatham, then?

A. Yes. And Mother went to the Bettle Stuart [Institute].

Q. She came to Springfield to go to the Bettie Stuart school?
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She was a——stayed there, you know.

Boarding student?

Why did she go to the Bettie Stuart school? Do you know?

Well, I guess ny family thought a private school was. . . . Well,
[ couldn't answer that.

A

Q

A. Yes.
Q

A,

I

Q. You don't really know what her mother and father's feelings were.
A. No.

Q. Okay. Then youf mother and father met in Springfield?

A, Yes. They lived-—it was strange-~they lived kitty-corner from
each other out on North Third Street. And of course, my mother was
born late in their life, and she was brought up QUite strict because
of the years and because of her father. And she met my father, and
they were married at the First Presbyterian Church.

Q. What year were they married, do you know?

A, Wait--Maldaner's, now, Maldaner's served at thelr reception, and
Maldaner's served at my reception.

Q. The Maldaner's Restaurant did catering for weddings then. I see.

A, At mine, too. That's interesting, isn't 1t?

Q. Yes. They must have done a good job, if you called them back. (laughs)
A. Years later! Think how many years later.

Q. Do you know what year your parents were marr19d9l Okay, you don't
recall that? You weren't around, so¢ how could you recall? Then

shortly after they were married, they bullt a house on West Grand Avenue.
Is that right?

A. No, they didn't build it. A Mr. Long built it. It's a three-story
house, and they moved out there and my grandmother and grandfather Thayer
came out, too. And we all lived in--it was a large house. And later on
when they rebuilt it, they fixed up the third floor into a dancing room,
and we had, oh, a pool table and a plano and things up there. And we

had lots of fun up there when I was—-that's been a part of nmy 1ife, that. .
Q. 'That third floor?

A, The third floor.

1They were married in 1890. (H.B.)
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Q. So, your mother and father and your mother's parents lived in the
house. Did they own the house, then?

A. Oh yes, they bought it from a man by the name of Mr. Long.

Q. Was that neighborhood built up out there then?

A. No.

Q. Was 1t, like, in the country?

A, Out in the country.

Q. It was?

A. Yes. Well, Governor Street wasn't even paved, because when they
had that mountain burro, why, there'd be a puddle of water in the
street and he wouldn't move until we got the pony to take him.

Q. That's when you were a child that you had a mountain burro?

A. Yes,

Q. What's the earliest thing you can remember about your childhood?
About living at that house?

A. Well, my recollections are from the pictures that--my family must
have been a picbure taking family because we have lots of pictures.
And T remember that I was always cold; and my brothers and sister WOuld
go ice skating, of course I wanted to go to Washington Park, [too].
had two-runner lce skates, and 1'd stand there and cry and get cold,
and everybody's having a good time. (laughter)

Q. Dldn't they have a fire?

A. Yes, but it . . . I cried. Because, I guess, T was the little one
and I thought that I was privileged to cry. (laughs) I can remenber
that.

Q. Was Washington Park a big place to go?

A. Yes. They had a place for ice skating, and it was fun. We loved
Washington Park, summer and winter.

Q. Tt was real close to your house, too, wasn't it?
A, Yes.

Q. Well now, when Washington Park was bullt, was the neighborhood
bullt up by then? The neighborhood around your house?

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

Q. What do you mean by that?
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A. Well, I don't remember when Washington Park wasn't there.

Q. Okay, that was before you were born, probably. And the neighbor-
hood had grown up? There were houses out around where your house was
by the time you remember?

A. And as a child«-Father had an empty lot across the street on
Governor Street; it was a great bilg long lot, and in that lot we had
a cow and everything. But the front part of it was fenced off and
we had a ternis court there and we had a teeter-totter; and we spent
a lot of time there, while the old cow watched us.

Q. Babysitter. (laughter) Did you have other animals when you were
a child?

A. Well, just the horses and--we didn't have dogs. My father always
had a garden and beautiful flowers and dogs loved. . . . And we were
busy doing things, and 1 don't know, we weren't a family that had dogs.
&. But you had horses?

A. Yes. We had that team, and then we had a very stable, kind horse,
Farmy. And then we had, of course, Judy the pony. And then the burro.

Q. What was the team used for?
A. 0Oh, dress up and go places; oh, 1t was Just used everyday.
Q. To draw a carriage?

A. A carriage. And then, of course, our cart was like the kind—our
pony cart had the fringe on the top. You know that song?

Q. Yes. Was that for just you children?

A. Yes, but we used to go after Father. When we were this age, then
he was in insurance business and his office was in the Mineworkers
Building. It wasn't called that then. And we used to hitech up the
pony——I mean George, the black man that lived with us, hitched up—and
we'd go down and pick up Father and bring him home. And that was a
routine every day, bring him home for--those days 1t was dinner, not
lunch.

@. At noontime he'd come clear home?

A. Yes.

Q. Did you say that was the horse, Fanny?

A. No, no that was Judy the pony.

Q. The pony. Okay. What'd you use Fanny for?

A. Well, Mother had a little surrey, and Famny was, oh, tame and everything,
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and Mother had her. Mother wasn't used fo animals, but Mother was safe
with Fanny.

Q. Where would she take Fanny?

A, Well, those days there weren't too many places to go to, and my
prandmother and grandfather Thayer and my uncle Ed Thayer and all
these people had passed away, and we used to go out to. .

Q. Oak Ridge?

A. Oak Ridge [Cemetery]. And Mother would put fresh flowers on the graves,
I can remember. And I can remenber at Reservoir Park they had a water
tower, and then we'd clivb up the funny little old wrought-iron steps in
the water tower. Ch, we Just thought that was fun. We always went in the
carriage with Mother and her horse because, you know, she was kind of a-—
she wasn't real brave with..

Q. She thought she could drive Farmy safely, then?
A, Yes.

Q. Did you go to Reservoir Park for picnics or anything? Do you
remenber that?

A. Well, I--and Koke's Mill out here; we used to go out . . .
Q. What was Koke's Mill?

A. Tt's out here; there was a covered bridge-—-one of those old-fashioned
covered bridges—and a lot of violets, and we used to walk out there and
pick violets. And of course, those days we didn't have quick service
like cars, and we walked places.

Q. Did you go to downtown Springfield very much?

A. Well, because we had a store. My uncle Ed Thayer had a store, J.
Thayer and Company; that was his father who had the store. When that

store was closed, my son was one year; and that store was ninety~two

years old when they closed the door. And Uncle Ed Thayer was the one

that had it, and the name of the store was the J. Thayer and Company;

and 1t was on the south side of the square on Adams. And Mother, of course
I can remember as a child, Mother'd take us down and leave us in the

store with Uncle Ed Thayer sitting, watching us. He'd babysit while
Mother went around. (laughs) And I can remenber sitting on this great
big desk and swinging my feet.

Q. A roll-top desk?

A. No, no, a great big tall desk. We had a roll-top desk, and my brother
brought i1t home and he had it. But this was a still older fashion. You
see, Uncle Ed Thayer was—well, that was when I was a little bitty girl
sitting on this great big.
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G. What kind of store was the Thayer store?

A. Well, he specialized in linens and he used to buy sunshades for
Mrs. Lincoln.

Q. Is that like a little parasol thing?

A. Yes, 1t was a little parasol, little one. You know, Mrs. Lincoln,
you used to see her plctures with those little. . . . Uncle Ed Thayer

would go up to New York, and it toock him two weeks to go to New York.

He would take a--what transportation.

Q. Train?

A. No.
Q. Stagecocach?

A. Yes, to Meredosia. And then, see, Clayville was——they'd stop at
Clayv1lle, you see. But he'd take 1t to Meredosla, and then they'd get
out and go on the water going-—and then they'd go up to New York. And
it took a week.

Q. They'd go up to Chicago?
A. No.
Q. Go down around, New Orleans and around?

A. Well, down to Cairo, Illinois, and up. When my mother was a little
girl, he always brought her somethlng, a lovely hat or something very
extravagant, you see. Because she was the only grandchild. And now,

my great-uncle Edward Raymore Thayer, as I said, saw the first train;
and before he died, we took him out to the alrport and he saw an air-
plane. And through all these years of his life, just think what he

saw. The electric lights and--well, just think of the many inventions.
More inventions in those days than, really, now; more drastic inventions,
you know.

Q. Lifewchanging .

A. TLike electricity, and from the stagecoach to a train. And when

we were going to school, he would--Uncle Ed Thayer, he was never married,
ard as I sald, when the Ieland Hotel burned he came out to our house.
And he used to tell us about history, American history, which he had
1lived.

Q. It's a good way to learn it.

A, Yes,

Q. Did you say that your Uncle Ed Thayer lived at the Ieland Hotel?
Why did he—oh, he was not married.






























































































































































































