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PREFACE 

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded 
interviews conducted by Charles A. Starling for the Oral 
History Office, Sangamon State University in the fall of 
1989. Charles A. Starling transcribed the tapes and edited 
the transcript. Matilda Johnson Plews reviewed the 
transcript. 

Matilda Johnson Plews was born on June 21, 1904 in 
Petersburg, ~llinois. She spent her entire productive life 
in that city. She attended the local grade and high schools. 
Immediately following commencement of high school, she 
became a reporter for the Petersburg Observer, which was the 
only local newspaper published weekly. Her work at the 
newspaper led to her involvement with local and surrounding 
communities. 

When she married Dr. Vincent Plews in 1940, she retired 
from the staff at the newspaper, but her involvement in the 
community flourished and branched into many activities in 
Petersburg and Menard County. In her devotion to community 
affairs she served on numerous boards, committees and 
societies presiding as an officer when selected, and giving 
freely of her time and talents to improve the neighborhood 
and society. 

She was also the author and publisher of Some 
Interestins Menard County Homes in 1967. In 1979, she was 
the recipient of The First Citizen Award given by the 
Petersburg Chamber of Commerce. She was very proud of her 
ability to relate to ordinary people, and they trusted her 
with their most cherished thoughts and desires. She always 
was willing to extend a helping hand, a warm smile and would 
assist anyone in need. 

Her recollections demonstrate how she has progressed 
from a hard working reporter of the Observer where the 
townspeople dubbed her with the title of  illy the Toilerw 
after a cartoon that appeared in the paper. After her 
retirement from the newspaper, she devoted her life to the 
babies she attended at delivery, Sunday School students and 
many aspects of community involvement in Petersburg and 
Menard county so as to be known as the "Matriarch of 
Petersburg." 

Charles A. starling was born and raised in Springfield, 
~llinois. He attended local grade schools, Lanphier ~ i g h  
School and Springfield Junior College. He received his B.S. 
degree from the University of Illinois and his Doctor of 
veterinary ~edicine from the same school in 1960. He 
purchased Capitol 1llini Veterinary Hospital in 1962 and was 
managing partner and president for many years. 



He retired from active practice in 1988 and attended 
Sangamon State University as a full-time student in histpry. 
He fulfilled the requirements for graduation in the summer 
of 1989 and is currently pursuing his master's degree in 
history at S.S.U. He is married and has six children. 

His interest in history was stimulated by his 
involvement as a volunteer interpreter at Lincolnts New 
Salem during the past nine years. His acquaintance with 
Mrs. Plews and her sister, Ruth, was solidified by her 
frequent visits to New Salem village on weekends. They had 
many lengthy discussions while visiting and dreamed together 
of the future development of the site. 

Readers of the 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 University is not 
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for 
the 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, 62794-9243. 



Matilda Plews, October 7 through December 27, 1989, 
Petersburg, Illinois. 
Charles A. Starling, Interviewer. 

Q: Where were you born, Mrs. Plews? I 

A: I was born in Petersburg, and I have always lived heke. 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about your mother? 

A: Well, my mother and father both came from Sweden, and my 
mother was a darling person, very devout Christian and was 
always sewing and trying to make something for us so weld be 
happy 

Q: How about your father? 

A: And my father came from Sweden too (and was a devout 
Christian) and a wonderful person. He was a coal miner. 

Q: What attracted him to this area, do you know? 

A: We had cousins living here. (They also came from 
Sweden. ) 

Q: So, they had settled here earlier? 

A: Yes, they had lived on a farm in Springfield, and they 
came here. And there was nothing to do but work in a mine 
because everybody in town, almost, worked in a mine. It was 
just so small. And so they both, my uncle and my father, 
both went to the mine. 

Q: How old was he when he started working in the mine? 

A: I don't know. 

Q: And he did that for his entire life? 

A: H e  did that. (No, we later moved to a farm.) 

Q: He was always a miner? 

A: Yes. 

And your mother, what did she do? 

A: Oh, no, he worked on a farm for a while, later on, 
(until he retired.) Mother just took care of we children. 
Washed and ironed and cleaned and saw that we were in Suqday 
School every Sunday. She was a darling little person. 
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Q: Okay, how large was your family? How many brothers and 
sisters did you have? 

A: I had one brother and two sisters. My brother's name 
was Carl, and my sisters' names---one named Eva. She 
married a man by the name of Carl Orum, and she had two 
children. And then, my sister Ruth, she was the one that 
was next in age to me. 

Q: So they were all older than you? 

A: Yes, I was the baby of the family. 

Q: You were the baby of the family? (laughs) 

A: Yes. 

Q: And you lived here in Petersburg all your 1 ife? 

A: Yes. About a week before school was out a man---my 
sister wasn't feeling well and Mama sent me down to the 
drugstore to get some medicine. Back in those days 
drugstores opened at seven olclock in the morning, so she 
told me that she wanted me to run down there and get some 
medication. The man who owned the newspaper office was 
working on the front doorknob that went into the office, and 
I said, ItGood morningt1 to him as I passed, and he said, 
"Good morning." He said, "Hey, come back here. Wait a 
minute." And he said, "How would you like to go to work in 
the newspaper office?" I said, "1 don't know anything about 
it, so I couldn't work here," and he said, "My daughter 
graduated with you and I asked her of all the class who 
would she recommend to come and work in this job that's 
coming up." "She recommended you." So I said, "Oh, Itd 
love it.tq So I got the medicine and ran home and t o l d  Mama. 
H e  said, ''After youtve been home, tell your mother, if itts 
all right, then come back, and we'll show you what you have 
to do.'' So I ran home and came right back and stayed there 
until lunch time. I started working there, and I worked 
until I got married. 

Q: So now this is when you're out of high school? 

A: Yes. 

Q: How about work? Letts go back and talk about grade 
school, where you started school. 

A: Oh, the First Ward. 

Q: The First Ward? 

A: Yes. 

Q: What was that? 
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A: Up here. 

Q: That was the name of the school? 

A: Yes. 

Q: The First Ward, was it a one-room school? 

A: No, there were six grades there and then seventh, eighth 
down in the high school building and then high school 
followed the grade school. 

Q: So you went from first grade to sixth grade in the grade 
school and then seventh and eighth grade was with the high 
school? 

A: Yes. 

Q: That's unusual. 

A: Yes, and the Third Ward, you know, was down in the other 
end of town, but you just went to the sixth grade in the 
Third Ward too. 

Q: And did both of them come together at the high school, 
sixth, seventh grade level? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Did you like school? 

A: Yes. It was all right, but I was tickled to death to 
get a job at the newspaper office because I hadn't 
anticipated being that lucky. But I worked there until I 
was married. 

Q: Okay, when you were in school, go back to when you were 
in grade school, was it like a one-room school or did they 
have one teacher for each room? 

No, they had separate--they had teachers for every room. 

Then you would progress from one room to the other? 

Yes. 

Okay, and what was high school like? 

Oh, just like it always is. 

I mean did you go to separate classes? 

No. 

All the freshmen went into the same class at the same 



Matilda Plews 

time? Did you do well in school? 

A: Oh, I was fair, I guess. 

Q: Did you like to write? 

A: Oh, yes, I kind of liked to write stories, but that was- 
-I was nothing to write home about. 

Q: You must have enjoyed it, if you started right off in 
the newspaper business out of high school? 

A: Yes, and when my boss was sick he was--we thought he was 
going to die. . He was in the hospital, and for six weeks I 
got to write everything in the newspaper by myself. But, he 
was in the hospital all that time. 

Q: So how many times--everyday you published a paper? 

A: No, once a week. The only thing I didn't write when my 
boss was gone, I wrote everything with the exception of the 
editorials, and there was an attorney, Virgil Whipp, that 
wrote the editorials. So, I don't take credit for the 
editorials. But outside of that I got the papers all 
together. 

Q: You did the whole thing? You wrote the stories, and 
then you had to put it together and see that it was printed? 

A: Well no I, oh yes, you know it was Petersburg Observer. 
Yes, I stayed there clear until I got married. 

Q: How many years was that? 

A: Oh, golly, I can't remember. But anyway, I was very 
happy in my job. 

Q: Do you remember any particular stories that happened 
that you were really involved with while you were on the 
paper? 

A: No, I can't remember. 

Q: What did the people of the village call you? 

A: Well, they all called me Matilda. 

Q: How about "Tilly the Toilerw? 

A: Yes, they did, a lot of them called me Tilly. 

Q: Where did this come from, this "Tilly the Toilerw? 

A: I don't know, but there were many called me "TillyW gs 
called me Matilda. But I taught Sunday School for many 1 
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years. I had a class of boys, I think there were eighteen of 
them, and I took them when they were little fellows. Thhy 
were going to school, they were that old, but then I kept 
them until they were in high school. 

Q: You progressed right on through with them from one grade 
to the next? 

A: Yes, from one grade to the next. The whole time they 
stayed up there in my class. But, they were very dear to 
me, and they have made excellent gentlemen in the communfty. 

Q: Some are still around? 

A: Yes. 

Q: You still follow them? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Now can you tell me a little bit about your brother and 
what he did? 

A: Well, he did different jobs around. He worked for the 
state for awhile and worked out on some people's farms. 
Back in those days, you know, they used to have young men 
come out and work on farms. They don't do that any more. 

Q: They just hired them as they needed them? 

A: Y e s .  

Q: So he worked all around? 

A: Yes. And then my oldest sister, she was quite a bit 
older than I was, and she worked for the telephone office. 
She was married, and she and her husband moved to 
California, but they came back after a few years. And then 
my other sister went right out of school to work at the 
telephone office, and she was chief operator. She worked 
there until she retired. Then when I married Dr. Plews, I 
retired from my job too. 

Q: You quit working and became a full-time wife? 

A: Became a housewife, yes. So, that's all there is to it. 

Q: So what year was that? Do you recall when you got 
married? 

A: Oh, don't ask me. I should have looked it up. Isn't 
that terrible? (1940) 

Q: When you were working, you told me you helped your 
husband. What was it that you used to do with him? 

I 



Matilda Plews 6 

A: When he was so terribly busy that he would make call$ 
all over the county to people in the country in those days. 
So he would call me and say, wBe ready, we have to go on 
calls." So I would drive the car, and then I did all the 
driving. Then I would sit out there and wait, and then when 
held come back, because he could just kind of relax when I 
was having to drive. So, and then there were times when 
there would be a baby arriving, and held tell me what to do. 
And of course it would be my job to take the baby. And I 
would take them and give them a bath and dress them and fall 
in love with them. I wanted to take them home with me. 
( laughs) 

Q: So you got to be nurse? 

A: Yes. 

Q: You also worked in the office with him? 

A: No. He had office girls. 

Q: He had someone else to do that? 

A: Yes. 

Q: But on all the emergency calls at night and such, you 
would always go with him. 

A: Yes, he'd call up here and have me ready, and I'd be 
standing outside the steps waiting when he drove up because 
he was always in a hurry. (No, occasionally.) 

Q: Do you have any reminiscences of any particular cases 
that were unusual? 

A: Oh, no, there were some, but I wouldn't have them 
off ended. 

Q: What were you saying earlier about his keeping late 
office hours at Saturday nights? 

A: All the doctors did. They all went back--they saw 
patients. A lot of these farmers just came to town, and 
their wives would do the grocery shopping, and they'd go to 
the doctor or their wives would. But, all the doctors in 
town stayed open until about nine o'clock on Saturday 
evening. And then, before he'd go to church, the reason I 
sat, and I still sit, in the last seat of the church, 
because I'd sit there and wait, because he wouldn't be able 
to get there by nine. He was always ten or fifteen minutes 
late. But I always sat in that last seat and held it for 
him so he could sit there. And I still sit there. 

Q: So, held have to leave a lot of times? 
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A: No, not often. 

Q: He wouldn't get called out of church? 

A: No, but sometimes he wouldn't be able to show up at 

Q: So how many doctors were there in town? You said a 
the doctors. 

A: Well, let's see. Dr. Wilkins, Dr. Newcomer, Dr. Scott 
and Dr. Epling. I 

I 

Q: Four? 

A: Yes. 

Q: And he, your husband came from where? 

A: From Canada. (Cobourg, Ontario, Canada) 

Q: Canada? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Where did he go to school? 

A: Up there. He went to school in . . . (Queens 
university, Kingston, Ontario) 

So right out of school did he come here practice? 

A: No. He practiced awhile. I think he practiced in-- 
isn't that terrible, I can't think of the name of the town. 
He practiced in a town in Canada, and I can't think of the 
name of it. (Cainsville Ontario and on staff at Brantford 
General Hospital) 

Q: How long was he in practice here after you were married, 
do you know? 

A: No, (Twenty-two years) 

Q: No? 

A: I should have gotten this. 

Q: He seemed to be the type of person that really enjoyed 
h i s  work. 

A: Yes. 

Q: When your husband first came here to practice did he 
have an automobile, or did he have to travel by horse? 

A: No, he had an automobile when he came here, I don't1 
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remember what make it was, but he drove all over the county 
to call on people. And he did a lot of obstetrics. 

Q: Did a lot of people come into the office too, or would 
you say he spent most of his time in the office? 

A: Yes, he spent most of his time in the office. If they 
were able at all, he wanted them to come to the office. 
But, if they were not able, then he would drive to their 
homes and take care of them. 

Q: Later is when he had you drive him so that he could 
rest? 

A: Yes. He had such a large practice, and he would just be 
worn out. So I would do the driving, and then he would go 
in. But if it was obstetrics and nobody to help, why he 
would come out and ask me to come in and help him. 

Q: Did he do a lot of practice? Did he have to go to 
Springfield to the hospitals? 

A: Yes, all the time. Constantly, both hospitals. 

Q: There was no hospital in Petersburg at all? 

A: No. None now. 

Q: Do the doctors here still make house calls? 

A: I asked someone not long ago if there was, and they 
said, "Nolw that they didn't do hardly any house calling. 

Q: Was your husband's practice pretty much just a general 
practice? Did he make calls to everyone or was it somewhat 
of what you'd call a closed practice today? 

A: No, he went to everybody that he possibly could when 
they called. We'd go clear down to Chandlerville and 
around over as far as Pleasant Plains. We'd go all 
directions. When people called he didn't say that he 
wouldn't go because they probably wouldn't pay him, but he 
went whenever they called him. And, he had such a large 
practice. That was the reason that I would go along and 
drive for him, to make it that much easier. 

Q: I would imagine he was busy the biggest part of the day. 
Did he put in a lot of long days? 

A: He certainly was busy, as busy as he could be at the 
office. Then held come home and'held say, Itwell, I have to 
go so and so." Then we would get in the car after he ate 
supper and make calls again. People would come up to the 
house when we were sitting there watching television in the 
evening, come in with sick children and come in to talk @o 

I 
i 
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him. So he was busy taking care of people. 

Q: Did he have to send a lot of people to Springfield or 
was there an ambulance service or how did he do that? 

A: Yes, there was an ambulance.service here. He was active 
in both hospitals up there. The ambulances were excellent, 
he always thought. 

Q: Sounds like he had lots of friends here? 

A: He did. It showed when he died, how many friends he 
had. And even today people will smile and talk to me, and 
they will say, ''We wish we had your husband here to take 
care of us." So, I've always been very grateful to them 
bheaaasethey appreciated him. 

Q: What was the story you told me about that special chair 
upstairs in one of the bedrooms? 

A: Oh, this was a special rocking chair. He would close 
the office, and before he would come home to supper he 
would go see this elderly man. This rocking chair always 
sat by the side of his bed. This old man was in bed most of 
the time, and he would sit and talk, sit in this chair and 
talk to this old man. Then he'd leave. After this elderly 
man died, his wife told me her husband said that when he 
died he wanted Doctor to have that antique rocking chair 
because he always sat in it and listened to him complain. 
He said Doctor would spend so much extra time sitting back 
because he was so tired. He had worked all day, and the man 
appreciated so much having him sit there and visit with him 
and tell him all the events because Doctor knew that he was 
bed ridden. So, that's what the beautiful chair upstairs 
is. 

Q: And you've had it redone and all? 

A: Yes. 

Q: But the man wanted Doctor to have it mostly because he 
was his friend and spent a lot of time with him. He wasn't 
really there as an office call, he just went to visit? 

A: His wife told me that it would break his heart if he 
didn't think that Doctor got the chair. 

Q: Do you have any other mementos of that type? 

A: No, I don't believe so. 

Q: That's it? Other than all his friends. 

A: Yes. 






































































































