
PREFACE 

This m u s c r i p t  was mde possible by a p a n t  from the I l l ino i s  
Bicentennial Conanission. It is the product of tape-recorded interviews 
conducted by Kay MacLean for  the Oral History Office i n  May, 1975 and 
January, 1976. Elfzabeth C u r l  transcribed the tapes and Kay MacLean 
edited the transcripts.  Mrs. Irwin reviewed and comected the transcripts.  

Frances Geneva Hemnick Irwin was born November 28, 1893 i n  
Springfield, I l l ino i s .  Her father, Eugene Hemrick, owned a grocery 
store and l a t e r  was a partner i n  a fire insurance company and real 
es ta te  ventures. Her mother, Fkances m e r  H e d c k ,  w a s  the daughter 
of a Presbyterian minister and the granddaughter of Joseph Thayer, 
founder of a dry goods store which was operated by the family for  
ninety-two years i n  Springfield. Geneva received her education a t  the 
Sacred Heart Acadev and the Bettie Stuart Ins t i tu te  i n  Springfield. 

When her brothers went in to  World W a r  I she became bookkeeper a t  
the Thayer store, continuing t o  work un t i l  the store was closed i n  1927. 
In  1936 she married Thomas Irwin and mved t o  a farm home near Pleasant 
Plains, I l l ino i s ,  where she s t i l l  lived at the time of the interviews. 
M r s .  Irwin is a fourth-generation member of the Westminster Presbyterian 
Church and a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution, During 
World War I1 she was active i n  the Pleasant Plains Red Cross chapter. 

Mrs. Irwin's memoir includes. descriptions of everyday family l i f e  
with her parents, two brothers and a s i s t e r  i n  the i r  lavge home located 
then at the west edge of Springfield. She recalls persons emploped as 
yard and household help, her father s wdenhg ,  a 1908 t r i p  t o  Arizona, 
school days and early social  and recreational ac t iv i t ies ,  and family 
business interests .  

Readers of t h i s  ora l  history memoir should bear in  mind that  it 
i s  a transcript of the spoken word, and tha t  the interviewer, narrator 
and edi tor  sought t o  preserve the informal, conversational s ty le  that  
i s  inherent i n  such his tor ica l  sources. Sagamon State University i s  
not respoqsible for  the factual accuracy of the mmlr, nor fo r  views 
expressed therein; these are for  the reader t o  judge. 

The m u s c r i p t  m y  be read, quoted and ci ted freely. It rmy not be 
reproduced i n  whole or  i n  par% by any means, electronic o r  mechanical, 
without pemdssion i n  writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon 
State University, Springfield, I l l ino i s ,  62708. 
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Geneva Irwin, May, 1975, Pleasant Plains, I l l inois .  
Kay Rkckan, Interviewer. 

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

A. I was born on the comer of Governor and West Grand Avenue which 
is now MacArthur Boulevard. I was born Noveder 28, 1893. IQ father 
w a s  James Eugene Hemnick and mther  was Frances Thayer. 

Q. Did you have any brothers and s i s t e r s?  

A. Yes. I had two brothers, Eugene Thayer H e d c k  and Edward Raymore 
Herranick, and I have a s i s t e r ,  Helen Hemnick Becker. 

Q. Were your brothers older o r  younger than you are? 

A. Well, I was the second; Thayer, then Geneva and then Raymore and Helen. 

Q. C a n  you t e l l  me a l i t t l e  b i t  about your parents? 

A. Well, Father was born In  LaHarpe, I l l ino i s ,  and he came t o  Sprlng- 
f ie ld  when he was quite young. But my mthe r  was born i n  Chatham, 
I l l inois .  D& mother was the panddau&ter of Joseph Thayer who c m  
t o  Springfield i n  1835. He s tar ted a dry pods  store and that  store 
was continued on the Square for 92 years. We--Tnayer, Raymore and I-- 
were the fourth generation, and we worked i n  that  store. I never knew 
the grandfather, but Uncle Ed [Ectward R. Thayer] , who w a s  great-uncle, 
l ived t o  be 97. I do re~tl~mber him because he lived at the Leland Hotel 
and at the t k  it bwned he came out t o  our house and stayed with us as 

mother w a s  the only l iving relative he had. A t  that  time Helemand 
I were going t o  the convent [Sacred Heart Acadew] t o  school. One 
thing I remerrber particularly about him, this was when he was 93. We 
had t o  look up answers t o  history questions f'rom a chart-it was over at 
the convent-and (laughs) the girls never could f h d  the answers i n  the 
library, but a l l  I had t o  do was come home and ask Uncle Ed and he would 
remei-i&er al l  these things; he could t e l l  us a l o t  about history tha t  
he remembered. 

&. He could remember them from having been through the times? 

A. Yes! Well, yes, f r o m  his schooling. In those days you had t o  go 
t o  New York t o  buy for  the store. He went by stagecoach and all things 
that  c a m  back, cam back the waterwws. You see, he had t o  go t o  
Meredosia, down the I l l ino i s  River, the Mississippi and the Ohio, and 
tha t ' s  how he went. @ mother being h i s  only relative, he would always 
bring her lovely things f'rom New York, such as pretty hats o r  beads. 

Q. Do you ~merrber what he looked like? C a n  you describe him? 
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A. Yes, yes! He was--course i n  those days, you see, he was i n  his 
nineties as  I remerrber. But, he came out t o  our house on a l l  special 
Sunday dinners, fo r  his birthday which w a s  i n  July, and Christmas, 
Thanksgiving. And Mother a l w a y s  made chicken potpie; that w a s  his 
very favorite. They [the Thayers] never lived i n  a private home af'ter 
they came t o  I l l ino i s .  They always lived i n  hotels. First they lived 
in  the Chenery House and then he moved on in to  the Leland Hotel. 

Q. So he didn't get much home cookjulg. 

A. No, only when he come t o  Mom's. Then i n  h i s  l a t t e r  years, which was 
four o r  f ive years, he had a colored valet that  would take him i n  his 
wheelchair *om the Leland Hotel t o  the s tore which was at 520 East 
Adams Street.  And then when he cane t o  our house, i f  it was a rainy day, 
he had t o  go t o  town with the horse and carriage; otherwise, Charlie 
Bmwn, who was  h i s  attendant, would bring him home i n  h is  wheelchair, 
and it was a mile from town t o  our house. 

Q. A 1 1  that  ways; you'd drive now. 

A. Breakfast was his main meal. We a11 sat down t o  breakfast at the 
same t k .  He had ( l a m s )  h i s   at and egg both fo r  breakfast. And 
that's when Shredded Wheat biscufts were just in .  Well, he didn't want 
that  ffold bale of straw" as he called it. (laughter) Oh dear. 

Q. Did he work in  the store, then, un t i l  he was--until he died? 

A. Yes. Yes, you see, a f t e r  his father died, he was the sole son- tha t  
worked there. The other two--the other brother had gone t o  I l l ino i s  
College i n  Jacksonville and he was i n  the f i r s t  paduating class. He lived 
t o  be 21 and then he passed away. My mother w a s  the l a s t  of f ive children 
and the only one that lived, so she w a s  a th i rd  generation, you see. 

Q. So th i s  Uncle Ed w a s  her uncle? 

A. Yes, and rqy great-uncle. 

Q. Nm, when he lived w i t h  you until the t h e  he died, did he work every 
day? Go down t o  the s tore most of the tim? 

A. yes. No, he only stayed with us during the s m r ,  during those 
s m r  days when they were rebuilding the hotel. 

Q. Oh, then he moved back t o  the hotel? 

A.  Then he went back t o  the hotel. But when he became bedfast, then, 
of course, we brought h h  t o  our house and he passed away a t  our house i n  
Septerher, 1912. He had always wanted t o  see an airplane and that; was 
when the first airplane came f 'mm Chicago t o  St.  Louis following the 
C & A [Chicago and Alton] rallroad tracks. So George MeDaniel, who was 
the colored mn a t  our house, hitched up the carria& and we took h i m  
out and he saw the first airplane. From the stagecoach t o  the t r a i n  t o  
the airplane. And he a t e  his first hot dog at the I l l ino i s  State Fair. 
( l a u s  1 



Q. W e l l ,  did the plane land a t  the fairgrounds? 

A. No. No, it went on, you see . . . 
Q. No, but I man . . . 
A. Oh, temporarily, yes, and then it went on. 

Q. Whereabouts at the fairpounds, do you recal l?  

A. Not particularly, I guess. You see i n  those days, the pandstand 
faced the north and there was a much more of a level area there. 

Q. Oh, it was i n  f'ront of the grandstand? People were ~ i t t l n g  i n  the 
grandstands t o  watch th i s?  

A. Yes. And of course, we sat i n  the camiage because Uncle Ed carried 
a cane and it was hard fo r  h i m  t o  get around-at 93. (laughs) 

Q. Wbat did he think of a l l  that? Do you recal l  his reaction? 

A. Oh n-q. It w a s  quite something; he was so proud. BQ motherts 
cousin, Miss Maude Thayer, was the first s t a t e  librarian at the State 
House and she said t o  me, "Did you know your Uncle Ed rode i n  the stage- 
coach with Henry Clay?" That I did not know. And she said yes, because 
he would have t o  go t o  the waterways, you see. And i n  dolng so, they 
had insurance; they had marine insurance, and that  is where the [Spring- 
f ie ld]  Marine Bank gets its name, because the Bunn family had that  Marine 
Insurance Company. 

Q. So, people like your Uncle Ed who had merchandise coming up the 
r ive r  would insure the merchandise with the m i n e  inswlance? 

A. Yes, yes. 

Q. Do you recall what h i s  reaction was t o  his hot dog? 

A. ( l a w t e r )  It was kind of--you know, it was different. 

Q. Had you ever had hot dogs before then? 

A. I don't know that  I had, ei ther .  That was just  weiners, as we called 
them i n  those days, you know. We possibly did, I don't remember that ,  
but I only r a m h e r  tha t  he'd never eaten one. Until, (laughs) un t i l  
tha t  day. Then that  woolen fill, - tha t  w a s  i n  Springfield--did Helen t e l l  
you about that? 

Q. Why dontt you go ahead. 

A. The Springfield Woolen Mills was on the corner of Fourth and Jackson. 
The Bettie Stuart Ins t i tu te  was right across the s t ree t ,  and mother was 
i n  school there. She graduated Porn the Bettie Stuart with Miss Margaret 
Brooks. Her father was M r .  [Andrew J.] Brooks--he was the county superin- 
tendent of schools-and they had t h i s  school for  young ladies. This- 
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woolen mill had been closed down. I never remabered anything ahout it 
un t i l  mer Uncle Ed was gone. He left  it t o  mother. It had been 
vacant fo r  sorne t h ~ ,  and Father went ahead, took parts of it and rented t o  
the autombile agents what was s tar ted  as an automobile row  down i n  that  
block. The Woolen Mills w a s  bui l t  on tha t  location because it had t o  be 
bui l t  over the Town &an&, and the Town Branch runs fYom Fif th and Jackson 
underneath the building, 

Q. I understand that tha t  Town Branch was covered over and used as a 
sewer. 

A. Yes, yes. 

Q. But the woolen mills originally had needed the water? 

A .  Yes, it had t o  have that; tha t ' s  why it w a s  b u i l t  there. It was 
b ~ Z t  i n  1834, and a t  one tim there were a hundred employees there. 
And I have heard people say tha t  the material was often sold i n  the East. 
It nust have been very large with a hundred people working, you 
see. And there w a s  a M r .  [John] Capps i n  it, too, and he is of the Capps 
family that  m s  the Capps Woolen M i l l  In Jacksonville, I l l inois .  See, 
itfs third generation, I think, over there. It 's still  muuling. 

Q. There l o r a s  nothing happening at a l l  with the woolen m i l 1  i n  your 
lifet*? 

A. No, no. 

Q. That' had a11 been shut down before your mmry? 

A. Yes, because I don% ever remnber it. 

Q. Who operated that  i n  your family? 

A. Uncle Ed. It w a s  his .  

Q. So he operated that  and the store,  as well? 

A. Yes, and then he--but I don't remember the dates on that. But the 
store, he never wanted t o  own any property and he paid rent all those 
ninety-two years. 

Q. Oh really! Do you know who owned that  store property? 

A. Who then did, you mean? 

Q. Yes, or did It c h ~ @  hands, mybe? 

A. Well, we  stayed un t i l  1927, I think it was. J C Penney [and 
Company] came in to  Springfield at that time and they were looking m u n d .  
They decided they'd liked the location of this property, on the south 
side [of the Square], and wanted us t o  give it up because, af'ter all,  
we were just renting fYom year t o  year. So, tha t ' s  the time we decided 
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t o  s tep out of the business. Camon P i r i e  Scott [and Co. 1 c a m  down 
f'rom Chicago and put on a sale of the materials we had, and I guess it 
was the f b s t  tire they ever had a sale of that type at a store. 

I Q. The alosing out sale? 

A. Yes, yes. 

&.Well then, if 5 C Penney went into tha building, then tha t  mans that 
the [LLincoln] Ldbra,ry's there right now. 1 
A. Yes. 

Q. Isc.Jthat r ight? 

A. Yes, and it is. They [J C Penney] took the f i r s t  s tore west, Apple 
and Company--it was a men's furnishiw store--so the two buildings were 
made in to  one there. There was an open stairway flmrn the s t ree t ,  and 
two floors up was where the m n  that  wanted t o  join the C i v i l  W a r  went 
upstairs t o  siw up. 

I Q. Above your store, t o  en l i s t  i n  the w a r ?  

I A. Yes, t o  enlist i n  the C i v i l  W a r .  

I Q. Up above the Thayer store? 

A. The Thayer store. 

I Q. Was it a three-story building? 

i A. Yes. It s t i l l  stands t d d y  just as it was, the building i t s e l f .  

I Q. And the stairway w a s  open between the two buildings? 

A. Yes, just an open stairway, no door at the bottom. But they went t o  
the th i rd  floor,  you see, and enlisted. 

Q. Was your s tore i n  tha t  part of the building l a t e r  on? 

A. No, then l a t e r  when Father took over, he did bring in  ready-to- 
wear. That was, right a f t e r  1912; Uncle Ed died and the store was sti l l  
running, so we just  carried it on. Thayer and Raymore had t o  go t o  
work every night a f t e r  school and on Saturdays, and then a l i t t l e  l a t e r  
on, I went in ,  too. 

I Q. What did you do at the store? 

I A. Well, I was the bookkeeper. World War I came along. Thayer, who 

h c o l n  Library awed t o  this building on the south side of the 
Square in 1974 while its new building was being constmcteed at Seventh 
and Capital. (Ed. ) 



was already i n  the national gmrd and had been sent down t o  the Mexico 
W a r  at the border, he went r ight  on t o  World W a r  I. Then they d r e w  mnes 
fo r  the  others t o  go, and my brother Rayrare, who was just 21, his nane 
was within the first f i f t y  called, so they both had t o  go t o  war. 

I had helped i n  the s tore a l i t t l e  b i t  before tha t  and so they said t o  
me, W i l l  you be the bookkeeper?I1 Well-"But you can't (laughs ) get 
off any af'temoon you want t o  go t o  a party; you have t o  stay there a l l  
the tim.!' So I said sure, I would give up; I would do my part  i n  the 
w a r  work. Helen w a s  away t o  b o m n g  school that  year, the two boys 
were i n  service, and so Father and Mother and I were alone that  winter. 

Q. How did you get t o  work? 

A. We lived right on the streetcar  l ine;  the Governor [Street] s treet-  
car c a m  right along by.our house, so of course we always had streetcau, 
s e d c e .  But, when Helen and I went t o  the Bettie Stuart ,  then, a f t e r  
Mother--Mother had graduated f'rorn there, and so MISS Wgaret  Brooks 
said, ttFannie Thayer, what do you mean by sending your daughters t o  
the convent? Send them t o  school here." So we did. And we would drive 
back and forth with the pony and cart t o  school. 

Q. Could you park it there? Was there a hitching place? 

A. Yes, yes. O f  course, i n  those days there (laughs) wasn l t many. 
That w a s  dur ing the tlm Governor Charles S. Deneen was our governor. I 
had mt Frances [Deneen] a t  a party, and so we went into school 
together the first day, so we became seat m t e s ,  the double desks. I w a s  
in first year of high school and Frances w a s  i n  a grade class, but 
we  s a t  i n  a great big asserrbly room and went out t o  our classes. 

Q. When you went into the classmoms, were there desks i n  there, or 
chaim or what? 

A. Just chairs. The desks were i n  the big asserrhly hall,  but it was 
quite a large place, you see. The Brooks ladies had it. There were 
three teachers: Miss Margaret, Miss Ann-and Miss Fanny Brooks, oh yes. 
And Miss Allce, then, who w a s  ms. [Jules J Fayart l a t e r ,  I took music 
f'rom her. 

Q. Did they have music moms where you could take piano lessons? 

A. Yes. I took ~QI rnusic. And then I took painting lessons under Mss 
Maxgm2t. 

Q. Was the Bettie Stuart school much different than the convent 
had been? 

A. We11 yes, of course, in a manner of speaking. Course, I was just 
a day scholar downtown, and at the convent, too, fo r  that  matter. But 
when I went t o  the Bettie Stuart, we stayed there two years and then I 
decided t o  go back t o  the convent and we were just day scholars there. 
That was jus t  across the s t ree t  fkom the DuBois School. We had first 
s t m e d  t o  school at the DuBois School and then we switched over t o  the 
convent. 
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Q. And the convent was  the one that  w a s  across the s t ree t  f'rom DuBois? 

A. Yes, fYom the DuBois. That w a s  the old DuBois h w ,  originally, 
which they have torn down now. 

Q. Well, were you happy going to the Bettie Stuart school? 

A. Yes, yes. 

Q. Why did you want t o  @ back t o  the convent? 

A. Well, it w a s  easier.  We were just four blocks fYom the convent, and 
then, they were moving, too. The Bettie Stuart mved out on Park Avenue, 
way out, so we just decided it was  be t ter  a l l  the way around. 

Q. Where abouts on Park Avenue? 

A. Oh, about 1600 o r  so, w a ~  out; there. There were two bdldings.  

Q. South somwhe~? 

A. Yes, on South Park. 

Q. How many years did you @;o t o  Bettie St&, then? Two? 

A. Just two years. 

Q. Two. And tha t  w a s  during high school t h e ?  

A. Yes, yes. 

Q. What was social  l i f e  l ike  at the Bettie Stuart school? 

A. WeU, we didn't particularly have any after-hours socials, you know. 
But, we all went t o  Mlss Eva Fern's t o  dancing school. We star ted out 
on Saturday afternoons, and thatts where all the children went for  
Saturday afternoon dancing. brother Raymore, he wasn't going to ,  
he didn't w a n t  t o  dance, but b t h e r  made h h  go and sit with her 
(laughter) all afternoon because she wouldnl t leave him at home alone. 
But tha t ' s  where the families a l l  went. In the [C. J.] Giblin family 
there were four children; Miss Ella Giblin, who was a Mrs. DP. PJlcCarthy. 
The Giblins had a men's rurmishing store at that   tin^ on the south side 
of the square, too. And then the Joseph Bunn family; Mr. Joseph Bunn was 
secretary of the State National Bank on Firth and Adams, which is now the 
Fi rs t  National Bank. So the four children in that  family a l l  went. 

Q. What kind of dancing did you do in  the dancing school? 

A. Just ballroom dancing. Oh, and we had a mypole every IMy Day, you 
know. We always danced around the maypole there. 

Q. In the dancing school? 

A. In the dancing school, yes. (laughs) 
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Q. W a s  that  a special I@y Day party? 

A. Yes, that  was special. And mother and father danced there, too, 
[under] Miss Fern' s mthe r  and father.  He w a s  Professor Fero. He and his 
wife tawt dancing, and Mother and Father went t o  them when they were 
younger. 

Q. Before you children came along? 

A. Yes. 

Q. What kind of music did you have t o  dance to? 

A. Piano. 

Q. Who played the piano? 

A. Oh dear, I canl t  remember. 

Q. You don't? 

A. No. 

Q. Was it the same person, do you recal l ,  a l l  the t b ?  

A. Yes. A young lady, but I don1 t remrher her name. 

Q. How did you learn t o  dance? What did they do t o  teach you? 

A. Oh, we got up in a long l i ne  and then she'd say, "One step l e f t  foot, 
one step right foot, swing your feet  together, then back one step. 'I 
That makes the square for the waltz. Then we did tha t ,  then we had 
partners and that w a s  our s tep around, then w e  swung m u n d  and turned 
and that  was our dance. (laughs) That was the waltz. 

Q. How did you choose p&ners? 

A. Oh, the boys cam up and bowed before you; as we were all s i t t i n g  i n  
chairs, they'd come and bow and ask you t o  dance. 

Q. They could choose t he i r  partners? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Did they ever have ladies1 choice so the ladies could choose t he i r  
partners ? 

A. Not that  I remwnber. Then l a t e r  on I Gained the Saturday morning 
class which was children mre rry age, you know. 

Q. What age would that  be? 

A. Well, tha t ' s  when I was still  i n  hi& school. 
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Q. So that was a social event as well as a harming thing. Was it 
Sa tu rm afternoon that the whole family, a l l  you children, would go? 

A. Yes. 

Q. What did the mthers do while the children w e r e  . . . 
A. They sat i n  the chairs on the opposite side and watched. 

Q. Was there tea served, or anything for the mothers? 

A. No, no. 

Q. Just sat. How long did a l l  this last? 

A. Well, probably two hours or more. We a l l  carried our dancing 
slippers in a l i t t l e  satin bag t o  dancing school, then put them on. 
( law$= > 
Q. Was that an upper-class kind of thing, or were there just people 
f 'mm everywhere i n  town, or  . . . 
A. Yes, f'rom any part  of town. I don't remrrber the price or anything. 
There was ,  of course, a fee. 

Q. There was a charge? 

A. Yes there was. 

Q. And this i s  the way the Feros wide their  living? 

A. Yes. And it was on the third floor up the Connelly grocery 
store, which is now where the American Savings [and Loan Association 
of Springf'ield] is. Mr. George S. Connelly had a grocery. 

Q. On Jeffemon Street? 

A. No, on Monroe. 

Q. Monroe Street. Yes. 

A. And my father w a s  a very good f'riend of George S. Comelly. 

Q. Do you remember him coming t o  your house? 

A. Yes, yes. I remember he and his fmlly; and W. W. Swett was another 
mn then, that was i n  the insurance bushess with nly father, Then after 
that they decided to  go into a l i t t l e  real estate business and they b o w t  
the buil-, the Tot, a t  Firth and Jackson Street. They bought a piece 
of land there and sold it t o  the Bell Telephone Company. That's where 
the first B e l l  Telephone Office i n  Springfield w a s .  

Q. That's where it is now, is that ri&t? 
























































































































