PREFACE

This manuscript was made possible by a grant from the I1linois
Bicentennlal Commission. It is the product of tape-recorded interviews
conducted by Kay MacLean for the Oral History Office in May, 1975 and
January, 1976. Elizabeth Curl transcribed the tapes and Kay Maclean
edited the transcripts. Mrs. Irwin reviewed and corrected the transcripts.

Frances Geneva Hemmick Irwin was born November 28, 1893 in
Springfield, I1linois. Her father, Fugene Hemmick, owned a grocery
store and later was a partner in a fire Insurance company and real
estate ventures. Her mother, Frances Thayer Hemmick, was 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 in Springfield. Geneva received her education at the
Sacred Heart Academy and the Bettie Stuart Institute In Springfield.

When her brothers went into World War I she bhecame bookkeeper at
the Thayer store, continuing to work until the store was closed in 1927.
In 1936 she married Thomas Irwin and moved to a farm home near Pleasant
Plains, Illinois, where she still lived at the time of the interviews.
Mrs. Irwin is a fourth-generation menber of the Westminster Presbyterian
Church and a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution. During
World War IT she was active in the Pleasant Plains Red Cross chapter.

Mrs., JTrwin's memoiy includes descriptions of everyday family life
with her parents, two brothers and a sister in thelr large home located
then at the west edge of Springfield. She recalls persons employed as
yard and household help, her father's gardening, a 1908 trlp to Arizona,
school days and early soclal and recreational activitiles, and family
business interests,

Readers of this oral history memolr should bear in mind that it
1s 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 historlcal sources. Sangamon State Unilversity is
not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memolr, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The marwuscript 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, Illinols, 62708.
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Geneva Irwin, May, 1975, Pleasant Plains, Illlnois.
Kay Maclean, Interviewer.

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

A, I was born on the corner of CGovernor and West Grand Avenue which
is now MacArthur Boulevard. I was born November 28, 1893. My father
was James Eugene Hemmick and my mother was Frances Thayer.

Q. Did you have any brothers and sisters?

A. Yes. I had two brothers, Eugene Thayer Hemmick and Edward Raymore
Hemmick, and I have a sister, Helen Hemmick Becker.

Q. Were your brothers older or younger than you are?
A, Well ,l I was the second; Thayer, then Geneva and then Raymore and Helen.
Q. Can you tell me a 1little bit about your parents?

A, Well, Father was born in LaHarpe, Illinois, and he came to Spring-
field when he was quite young. But my mother was born in Chatham,
I1linois. My mother was the granddaughter of Joseph Thayer who came

to Springfield in 1835. He started a dry goods store and that store

wag continued on the Square for 92 years. We—-Thayer, Raymore and I—
were the fourth generation, and we worked in that store. I never knew
the grandfather, but Uncle Ed [Edward R. Thayer], who was my great-uncle,
lived to be 97. I do remember him because he 1lived at the Leland Hotel
and at the time it burned he came out to our house and stayed with us as
my mother was the only living relative he had. At that time Helen.and
I were going to the convent [Sacred Heart Academy] to school. One
thing I remenber particularly about him, this was when he was 93. We
had to look up answers to history questions from a chart-—it was over at
the convent—and (laughs) the girls never could find the answers in the
library, but all I had to do was come home and ask Uncle Ed and he would
remenber all these things; he could tell us a lot about history that

he remembered.

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

A. Yes! Well, yes, from his schooling. In those days you had to go
to New York to buy for the store. He went by stagecoach and all things
that came back, came back the waterways. You see, he had to go to
Meredosia, down the Illinois River, the Mississippi and the Chio, and
that's how he went. My mother being his only relative, he would always
bring her lovely things from New York, such as pretty hats or beads.

Q. Do you remenber what he looked like? Can you describe him?
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A. Yes, yea! He was--course in those days, you see, he was in his
nineties as I remember. But, he came out to our house on all specilal
Sunday dinners, for his bilrthday which wag in July, and Christmas,
Thanksgiving. And Mother always made chicken potple; that was his
very favorite, They [the Thayers] never lived in a private home after
they came fo Illinols. They always lived in hotels. FPFirst they lived
in the Chenery House and then he moved on Into the Leland Hotel.

Q. S0 he didn't get much home cooking.

A. No, only when he come to Mom's. Then in his latter years, which was
four or five years, he had a colored valet that would take him in his
wheelchalr from the Leland Hotel to the store which was at 520 East
Adams Street. And then whenh he came to our house, if it was a rainy day,
~he had to go to town with the horse and carriage; otherwise, Charlie
Brown, who was his attendant, would bring him home in his wheelchair,
and. it was a mile from town to our house.

Q. All that ways; you'd drive now.

A. Breaskfast was his main meal. We all sat down to breakfast at the
same time. He had (laughs) his meat and egg both for breakfast. And
That's when Shredded Wheat biscults were just in. Well, he didn't want
that "old bale of straw" as he called it. (laughter) Oh dear.

Q. Did he work in the store, then, until he was--until he died?

A, Yes. Yes, you see, after his father died, he was the sole son. that
worked there. The other two--the other brother had gone to Illinois
College in Jacksonville and he was in the first graduating class. He lived
to be 21 and then he passed away. My mother was the last of five children
and the only one that lived, so she was a third generation, you see.

Q. So this Uncle Ed was her uncle?
A. Yes, and my great-uncle.

Q. Now, when he lived with you until the time he dlied, did he work every
day? Go down to the store most of the time?

A. Oh yes. No, he only stayed with us during the summer, during those
sumer days when they were rebuilding the hotel.

Q. Oh, then he moved back to the hotel?

A, Then he went back to the hotel. But when he became bedfast, then,

of course, we brought him to our house and he passed away at our house in
September, 1912. He had always wanted to see an airplane and that was
when the first airplane came from Chicago to St. Louls following the

C & A [Chicago and Alton] railroad tracks. So George McDaniel, who was
the colored man at our house, hitched up the carriage and we took him

out and he saw the first airplane. From the stagecoach to the train to
the airplane. And he ate his first hot dog at the Illinols State Falr.

(laughs)
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Well, did the plane land at the fairgrounds?

No. No, it went on, you see . . .

Oh, temporarily, yes, and then 1t went on.

Q.

A.

Q. No, but I mean . . .
A,

Q. Whereabouts at the fairgrounds, do you recall?

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

Q. Oh, it was in front of the grandstand? People were aitting in the
grandstands to watch this?

A. Yes. And of course, we sat in the carriage because Uncle Ed carried
a cane and it was hard for him to get around--at 93. (laughs)

Q. What did he think of all that? Do you recall his reaction?

A. Oh my. It was qulte something; he was so proud. My mother's

cousin, Miss Maude Thayer, was the flrst state librarian at the State
House and she sald to me, "Did you know your Uncle Ed rode in the stage-
coach with Henry Clay?" That I did not know. And she said yes, because
he would have to go to the waterways, you see. And in doing so, they
had insurance; they had marine insurance, and that is where the [Spring-
field] 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
river would insure the merchandise with the marine Insurance?

A, Yes, yes.

Q. Do you recall what his reaction was to his hot dog?

A. (laughter) 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, either. That was just weiners, as we called
them in those days, you know. We possibly did, I don't remember that,
but I only remember that he'd never eaten one. Until, (laughs) until
that day. Then that woolen mill, that was in Springfield--did Helen tell
you about that?

Q. Why don't you go ahead.

A. The Springfield Woolen Mills was on the corner of Fourth and Jackson.
The Bettie Stuart Institute was right across the street, and my mother was
in school there. She graduated from the Bettle Stuart with Miss Margaret
Brooks. Her father was Mr. [Andrew J.] Brooks—he was the county superin-
tendent of schools—and they had this school for young ladies. This.
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woolen mill had been closed down. I never remembered anything about it
until after Uncle Ed was gone.. He left it to my mother. It had been
vacant for some time, and Father went ahead, took parts of it and rented to
the automoblle agents what was started as an automobile row down in that
block. The Woolen Mills was built on that location because it had to be
bullt over the Town Branch, and the Town Branch runs from Fifth and Jackson
underneath the bullding.

Q. I understand that that 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 to have that; that's why it was bullt there. It was
built in 1834, and at one time there were a hundred employees there.

And I have heard people say that the material was offen sold in the East.
It must have been very large with a hundred people working, you

see, And there was a Mr. [John] Capps in it, too, and he is of the Capps
family that runs the Capps Woolen Mill In Jacksonville, Illincis. See,
it's third generation, I think, over there. It's still running.

Q. There was nothing happening at all with the woolen mill in your
lifetime?

A. No, no.

Q. That had all been shut down before your memory?

A. Yes, because I don't ever renember it.

Q. Who operated that in your family?

A. Uncle Ed. It was 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 to own any property and he pald rent all those
ninety-two years.

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

A, Who then did, you mean?

Q. Yes, or dld it change hands, maybe?

A, Well, we stayed until 1927, I think it was. J C Penney [and
Company] came into Springfield at that time and they were looking around.
They decided they'd liked the location of thils property, “on the south

side [of the Square], and wanted us to give it up because, after all,
we were Just renting from year to year. So, that's the time we declided
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To step out of the business. Carson Pirie Scott [and Co.] came down
from Chicago and put on a sale of the materials we had, and I guess it
was the first time they ever had a sale of that type at a store.

Q. The closing out sale?
A. Yes, yes.

Q.Well then, if J C Penney went into tha E bullding, then that means that
the [Lincoln] Library's there right now.

A. Yes.

Q. Iscthat right?

A. Yes, and it is. They [J C Penney] took the first store west, Apple
and Company--it was a men's furnishings store--so the two bulldings were
made into one there. There was an open stairway from the street, and
two floors up was where the men that wanted to join the Civil War went
upstairs to sign up.

Above your store, to enlist in the war?

Yes, to enlist in the Civil War.

Up above the Thayer store?
The Thayer store. i
Was 1t a three-story bullding?

Yes. It stlll stands toddy Jjust as it was, the bullding itself.

Angd the stalrway was open between the two buildings?

Yes, just an open stalrway, no door at the bottom. But they went to
third floor, you see, and enlisted.

c'l':l>¢:011>f..0 :.}>‘93 = O

]

Was your store in that part of the building later on?

£

A. No, then later when Father took over, he did bring in ready-to-
wear. That was, right after 1912; Uncle Ed died and the store was still
ruming, so we just carried it on. Thayer and Raymore had to go to
work every night after school and on Saturdays, and then a 1little later
on, I went in, too.

Q. What did you do at the store?

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

Mincoln Library moved to this building on the south side of the
Square in 1974 while its new bullding was being constructed at Seventh
and Capital. (Ed.)
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was already in the national guard and had been sent down to the Mexico
War at the border, he went right on to World War I. Then they drew names
for the others to go, and my brother Raymore, who was just 21, his name
was within the first fifty called, so they both had to go to war.

I had helped in the store a little bit before that and so they said to
me, "Will you be the bookkeeper?" Well——"But you can't (laughs) get
off any afternoon you want to go to a party; you have to stay there all
the time." So I said sure, I would glve up; I would do my part in the
war work. Helen was away to boarding school that year, the two boys
were in service, and so Father and Mother and 1 were alone that winter.

Q. How did you get to work?

A, We lived right on the streetcar line; the Governor [Street] street-
car came right along by.our house, so of course we always had streetcar
service. But, when Helen and I went to the Bettie Stuart, then, after
Mother--Mother had graduated from there, and so Miss Margaret Brooks
sald, "Fannie Thayer, what do you mean by sending your daughters to

the convent? Send them to school here." So we did. And we would drive
back and forth with the pony and cart to school. '

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

A. Yes, yes. Of course, in those days there (laughs) wasn't many.

That was during the time Governor Charles 3. Deneen was our governor. I
had met Frances [Deneen] at a party, and so we went into school

together the first day, so we became seat mates, the double desks. I was
in my first year of high school and Frances was in a grade class, but

we sat in a great big assembly room and went out to our classes.

Q. When you went into the classrooms, were there desks in there, or
chairs or what?

A. Just chairs. The desks were in the blg assembly 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, ch yes.
And Miss Alice, then, who was Mrs. [Jules] Fayart later, I took music
from her.

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

A. Yes. I took my music. And then I took painting lessons under Miss
Margaret.

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

A. Well yes, of course, in a manner of speaking. Course, I was just
a day scholar downtown, and at the convent, too, for that matter. But
when I went to the Bettie Stuart, we stayed there two years and then I
decided to go back to the convent and we were just day scholars there.
That was just across the street from the DuBois School. We had first
starteg to school at the DuBois School and then we switched over to the
convernt.
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Q. And the convent was the one that was across the street from DuBols?

A. Yes, from the DuBois. That was the old DuBois home, 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 to go back to the convent?

A. Well, it was easler. We were just féur blocks from the convent, and
then, they were moving, too. The Bettie Stuart moved out on Park Avenue,
way out, so we Jjust decided it was better all the way around.

Q. Where abouts on Park Avenue?

A. Oh, about 1600 or so, way out there. There were two bulldings.
South somewhere?

. Yes, on South Park.

How many years did you go to Bettie Stuart, then? Two?

Just two years.

. Two. And that was during high school time?

> o 2 F O

. Yes, yes,.
Q. What was social 1life like at the Bettie Stuart school?

A. Well, we dldn't particularly have any. after-hours socials, you know.
But, we all went to Miss Eva Fero's to dancing school. We started out
on Saturday afterncons, and that's where all the children went for
Saturday afternoon dancing. My brother Raymore, he wasn't going to,

he didn't want to dance, but Mother made him go and sit with her
(laughter) all afterncon because she wouldn't leave him at home alone.
But that's where the families all went. In the [C. J.] Giblin family
there were four children; Miss Ella Giblin, who was a Mrs. Dr. McCarthy.
The Giblins had a men's furnishing store at that time on the south side
of the square, too. And then the Joseph Burn family; Mr. Joseph Bunn was
secretary of the State National Bank on Fifth and Adams, which is now the
First National Bank. So the four children in that family all went.

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

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

Q. In the dancing school?

A. In the dancing school, yes. (laughs)
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Q. Was that a special May Day party?
A. Yes, that was special. And my mother and father danced there, too,

[under] Miss Fero's mother and father. He was Professor Fero. He and his
wife taught dancing, and Mother and Father went to them when they were

younger.
Q. Before you children came along?
A, Yes.
Q. What kind of music did you have to dance to?
A. Piano.
. Who played the piano?
Oh dear, I can't remember.

. You don't?

Q

A

Q

A. No.
Q. Was 1t the same person, do you recall, all the time?

A. Yes., A young lady, but I don't remember her name.

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

A. Ch, we got up in a long line and then she'd say, "One step left foot,
one step right foot, swing your feet together, then back one step."

That makes the square for the waltz. Then we did that, then we had
partners and that was our step around, then we swung around and turned
and that was our dance. (laughs) That was the waltz.

Q. How did you choose partners?

A. Ch, the boys came up and bowed before you; as we were all sitting in
chalrs, they'd come and bow and ask you to dance.

Q. They could choose their partners?
A, Yes.

Q. Did they ever have ladies' choice so the ladies could choose their
partners?

- A. Not that I remember. Then later on I joined the Saturday morning
class which was children more my age, you know.

Q. What age would that be?

A. Well, that's when I was still in high school.
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Q. So that was a soclal event as well as a learning thing. Was it
Saturday afternoon that the whole family, all you children, would go?
A. Yes.

Q. What did the mothers do while the children were .

A. They sat in the chairs on the opposlte side and watched.

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

A, No, no.

Q. Just sat. How long did all this last?

A, Well, probably two hours or more. We all carried our dancing
slippers in a little satin bag to dancing school, then put them on.
(laughs)

Q. Was that an upper-class kind of thing, or were there just people
from everywhere in town, or . . .

A, Yes, from any part of town. 1 don't remember the price or anything.
There was, of course, a fee.

Q. There was a charge?

A. Yes there was.

Q. And this is the way the Feros made their living?

A. Yes. And it was on the third floor up sbove the Comnelly grocery

store, which is now where the American Savings [and Lean Associlation
of Springfield] is. Mr. George S. Connelly had a grocery.

Q.
A.
Q.
A.
Q.
A.

On Jefferson Street?

No, on Monroe.

Monroe Street. Yes.

And my father was a very good friend of George S. Connelly.
Do you remember him coming to your house?

Yes, yes. I remember he and his family; and W. W. Swett was another

man then, that was in the Insurance business with my father. Then after
that they decided to go Into a little real estate business and they bought
the bullding, the lot, at Fifth and Jackson Street. They bought a piece
of land there and so0ld 1t to the Bell Telephone Company. That's where
the first Bell Telephone Office in Springfield was.

Q.

That's where it 1s now, 1s that right?





















































































































































































