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Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Elizabeth Canterbury for the Oral History Office on March 12, 1982.
Margaret Reeder transcribed the tapes and Kay Johansen edited the
transcript. Helen Shammon reviewed the transcript.

Helen Jensen Shannon was born in Athens on Jamuary 10, 1912, She is a
descendent of Stephen England, one of the first early settlers to
cross the Sangamon River. Except for her college years and a few war
months she has lived her entire life in Athens, Illinois. She has
vivid recollections of her early life. She owns her father's life
diary and cash book which she treasures. Her parents instilled in her
a deep love of family and community.

Probably the most appealing remenbrance is that of Helen's school
days. She remembers when German, Norwegian, Lithuanian and Polish

attended school with her, each speaking their native tongue
(until 1918).

Helen remembers when the local high school was built (1918). she
describes the construction of the first area hard road (Route 29) in
1919, ard family trips in the 1913 Model-T and later model cars.
Helenrelatesthemnameofherparextsamistorlesthather

grandmother told her. She has accumulated family and local history
since she was a little girl.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, arxithatthemterviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. SangamonStateUm.versityisnort
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
reprochcedmwholeormpartbyanyneans, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Helen Shannon, March 12, 1982, Athens, Illinois.
Elizabeth Canterbury, Interviewer.

Q: Helen Shannon, you were born in Athens and you have lived here all
your days?

A: That's right.

Q: ArﬂyouhavesaenAmenscharlgefranaVLQDrsz, small, midwest
tcwncenterformmmandfanmmmrtll itbecamearesldentlal anea?
Now before we get into the history of Athens maybe you can start by
telling us something about yourself, where you were born and when.

A: T was born on East Hargraves Street on Jarmary 10th, 1912 at saven
o'clock in the morning and a Dr. Mudd delivered me because Dr, Hill
had two expecting pecple and he took the first one which was the
Grahams and he delivered Maurice. So I had Dr. Mudd. My mother was
Esther Iawson and she was born west of Athens on a farm near where now
Villa Maria is. Her father was John Lawson and he came to the United
States from England when he was seventeen years old with his parents.
They settled in Pemnsylvania, they came from the mining area in
Englandsoofcwrsemeycametoamuumareamm\enca. Then
later he came to Jacksonville, Illinois and when the Wabash mine in
Athens was sunk he decided that was a good place to move so he moved
here about the time that my mother was born. So she spent her entire
life in Athens and she lived in the rural area until she was a grown
young lady but she attended the Athens grade school for eight years
graduating from there. MyfatherwasmnorymrlsJensmarﬂhewas
born in Cornland, Illinois, He moved to the Indian Point area prior
tothetamhestartedtoschoolbecausehedldallhisschoolm,
nine years, at Indian Point. His father and mother came to the area
to work for a Mr. Kirk who's wife had died and he needed scmeone to
run the farm and someone to do his housework for him., So they made
that arrangement and they lived there until Mr. Kirk's death which was
in 1899. Then my grandparents moved out south of Athens. But my dad
had lived in the Indian Point area that much of the time. His mother
was a descendant of the Hall and England families who came into the
area in 1918. The England's, Reverend Stephen England, settled in the
Cantrall area and that was a great great grandfather, I don't know how
many dgreats of mine. The Halls ard Overstreets settled in the Athens
area and likewise were about the same mumber of greats, I don't know
how many. I am therefore a descendant of early settlers. In fact my
great whatever Grandmother England was supposed to have been the first
woman north of the Sangamon. And Revererd England performed the first
marriage that took place in the area. My sister Gladys was born in
Nebraska, because my dad decided that he and a cousin of his, Charles
Jensen, had gone out to Nebraska to homestead and Charles had
hanesteaded but my dad had returned to Illinois in 1904 after an
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expedition across the sand hills. Then he decided after he was
married that he and my mother would go ocut there and farm for his
Uncle Ownen Jensen, my great uncle. They stayed there until after my
sister was born and they didn't like it. They came back to Illinois.
She was born in 1909 in Athens.

Q: Well now, was Gladys the first born of the family?

A: She was the oldest of the family, she was born in 1909 and I was
born in 1912. I was born in Jamiary and she was May. I was actually
two and a half years yournger than her. They had bought the house that
I was born in before they went to Nebraska and they didn't sell it so
as soon as it was vacated of tenants they moved into that home and
that was where I was born and my two brothers were also born there.
My older brother in March of 1913 ard the other brother in April of

1914, so the family was barg, bang, bang.
Q: Exactly where was this house?

A: I forgot to lock for the mmber of it while I was preparing this.
It's the second house east of Wood street on Hargrave. That should
identify it. It didn't have a mmber at the time I was born, it was
the little house in East Athens to us old folks. We lived next door
to Powers. WellvedeastofPowersardwestomepsons. The Powars
family that lived there so many years, they didn't like us too well,
we weren't quite high class enough to suit them. aAnd the Simpsons,
Mrs. Simpson was very queer, her main concern was to know that she was
married to him legally. That was her worry and she ended up hanging
herself in the doorway of one of the backrooms. The Englislman that
ran the filling station found her and came over to our house to tell
us about it. Of course that was exciting.

»

Q: Now about how old were you?

A: That was about 1923 or 1924 and it was quite an excitirg time when
he came over there all excited. He always talked with a brogue and he
could hardly say what he was trying to say at all because he was too
excited about it. Other than about three months when my husband and I
were first married in 1941 and about nine months when he was in the
servweandwelivedmneu@us, Tennessee, I've lived in Athens my
entire life. Of course I considered myself an Athenian when I lived
mWestAthensthmghIwasn'taneastetﬂerarﬂmmmmthsmMm@is
where I was still an Athenian though I was cut of town. So I have
known Athens for a long time and T remember Main Street as being all
thestoresmopemtlonwheniwasglrlandqulteanexcitingplaca.
Saturday night was the night in town, the only night the stores were
open. Ofcmnsemrklnghmrsmreconsmerablylongerthen A lot
of the business of Athens was conducted with farmers who's work ended
you might say dark, we didn't have daylight time then of course. Amd
all the farmers and people who worked hours that they couldn't get
uptamwereintmnonSaturdaynighttoMytheirgroceries,arﬂof
cmrsetogetalittlerecreatlonbecausetheyhadnthadtoomchall
week. Saturday night in the summertime was the night they had ice
cream soclads which were held just south of Mott's. ‘Ihemhadbeeqa
house in there that had been moved before I remember but the trees
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were still there and it was sort of like a little park. It was really
a beautiful place for ice cream suppers.

Q: Now do you want to tell where the Mott home is sowe can . . .

A: This was not the Mott home, this was the Mott Funeral Home. Just
south of the funeral hame was where Dr. Hill lived, in that house

before it was moved. He had his office there. Just gathered that

from my work at the library but I remember the ice cream suppers very
well there because they were a big event and we had a picture show on
Main Street and we often went to the picture show on Saturday night.
They had a serial and you didn't want to miss a section of the serial
and then they had a regular feature of course.

Q: Now is that like an open air picture show or a theatre?

A: Oh no, it was in what is part of Cantrall's store now, the north
section of Cantrall's store would be where that theatre was. That was
quite exciting. We went into the theatre, the lights were all on and
everybody visited and yakked up a storm and then they'd turn the
lights off and we all got quiet and watched the big event of the
picture show. It was usually a full house.

Q: How old were you when these activities were going?

A: I can remember going in 1918 or even earlier than that., I
remenber going when Dad went over in 1920 to help drive some Model-T's
back to Athens for people and Aunt Daisy stayed with us. I remember
we women went to the show with the kids that night. I was one of the
women you know, at ten naturally I would be. But I remember that show
way back when I was going there. That's in early history.

Q: What was the ice cream socials like?

A: They set up tables in the park ard it was hamemade ice cream.
They had cakes that were baked by different ladies in the town.
Everybody stayed around, they just didn't come up and eat ice cream
and go hame, it was a visiting time. It occupied a good part of your
evening because you visited with friends and ex neighbors and
neighbors, etc. So it was a social really and quite an interesting
place.

Then other than my home as far as favorite places were concerned I
guess the next favorite was the elevator where my dad worked. We
liked to go up there and if it wasn't a busy time with grain coming in
he'd let us take the stairway and climb to the top. Iater on they put
an electric lift in but when I was a little girl it was just stairs.
My dad started working there the year I was born so you see the
elevator was tied in with most of my life, he worked there forty-five
years before he retired. So it was part of me.

Q: So this farming area really had a great effect on your family
life?

A: Oh yes. They had two elevators in town when I was a girl. The
other one was torn down in the early 1920's, it was in north Athens.
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But Dad of course rurming the one in East Athens was the one I was .
interested in. And from the top of the elevator you could see the
statehouse in Springfield really easy ocut the window on the south and
you could stand in an open door on the west and just look over the .
whole town. Then the other favorite place at the elevator of course
was the hitching rack. It was sort of like having a trapeze bar, we
could turn somersaults you know and do different things on the bar. I
was always fascinated with the big engine that was in the elevator
that started the motor. I can remember dad standing on the big wheel,
it was a wheel about six foot high, and stepping on that big wheel to
push it down to get that motor started and sometimes it was hard to
do.

Q: Now what did that motor do?

A: Tt ran ard lifted the grain up to the top of the elevator so it
could be loaded into the railroad cars.

Q: And what kind of a motor was this, do you know?

A: It was a gasoline engine, later an it was replaced by an electric
motor and the big engine was removed but it was a really big gasoline
engine. That elevator was really quite a thing.

Q: Is the elevator still standing?

A: TIt's still standing but it's sure going to pot. It's looks pratty
bad and I hate to think of it lookirxy so bad. T think of how Da
worked at that thing so long and was so proud of it and everything.
Because as I say he started when I was just a little girl.

Q: Can you tell us exactly where it is located?

A: It is just east of the railroad on Hargrave Street ard it was
built after the mine which was across the railroad and a little bit
farther south was deserted. They used that same area for a pottery
kiln taking clay out of the mine for a little while before the
elevator was built. So I'm not sure just exactly when it would have
been built.

Q: Now what mine was this?

A: 'Ihatwasmine#l,theyc:alledit. It was the first mine sunk in
Athens and it is on what is now the Huffman farm. You can still prove
it pretty easy by going to their feed lot and seeing the shale that's
there ard the pieces of the old concrete even from the foundation of
the mine tipple.

Q: Can you remember when they were mining in this mine?

A: No, mine #2 was farther south I remember. I remember it being

there and being torn down, etc., though I can't say I remember it
being in operation. But I remember it must have been shortly after
because it was in good shape when I can first remember it. Of course
east end was miners, the street we lived on wasn't all miners but the
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two side streets were almost all miners and they all took in roomers
and boarders, single men who were also miners.

Q: Were these pecple still living there then as you were growing up?

A: ©Oh yes, they were still miners arnd they worked either at Perkins
or Barr or in Springfield mines,

Q: Can you tell us where these people basically came from and what
they were like?

A: Most of them were like I was. They were English and back in
earlier days some of them were descerdants of earlier families but
they were basically English descent.

Q: People from this locality?

A: Yes, they were pecple from the locality. In east Athens yes. Now
that isn't true in north Athens. That's where the Polish amd
Lithuanians, etc. people settled that came in for the mines.

Q: Can you tell anything about that mine? How it began?

A: Well, that was the Wabash mine. I've got that information at the
library but I can't just recall it right now. It was around the twrn
of the century. My mother was born in 1887 and that's when they ware
sinking the mine. Grandpa helped work I'm sure with that part of it
because he came here at that time, so you can just about tell when it
was. I can remember when I was in grade school, in third or fourth
grade possibly, if you made any noise after school you really got told
off because all of the children of the miners wanted to hear the
whistle to know whether "Dad" was going to work the next day or not.
Two whistles told one thing and one whistle told the other and that
was real important to the miners. Then if they had an accident at the
mine the whistle would blow at the time of the accident and if the
kids heard that whistle, you know what they felt like. There were a
lot of accidents in the mines, just a lot of them. 1In those days
safety wasn't like it is now. There were a lot of people who were
injured and there were deaths too in the mines.

Q: Now did this Wabash mine bring in a lot of other pecple?

A: It employed better than a hurdred pecple so it was a big mine. It
was named Wabash because at the time it was sunk the railroad had
Wabash in its name. The railroad had a lot of different names. I
remember it as the CP and StL. In 1926 they sold it to C&IM so I
remember as those two names only. I've always been closely associated
with the railroad, with Dad at the elevator and livirng in the east end
ﬁiil live by the railroad so it's still my railroad, I'm interested
t.

Q: Did these people make any difference in your way of life when they
moved into the commmity, the people that came to the mines?

A: They made a considerable difference in the town when all of this
happened because the town wasn't too flourishing at the period before
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ateammﬁgoupthefirststxeetjustsmxthofthattogetthebodies
to the Hall Cemetery. But the streets just gave out. They oiled them
in the sumertime, but it was just oil. It wasn't anything that held
up very good and there were places where they didn't oil. The
haueomerorhmetamnthadtocorrtribrtesomzdxfortheirfmntage
andiftlwydidn'twanttopay,theysad.ppedmeoilmg. Of course
most le if they could at all afford the five dollars paid, because
it got rid of the dust in the summer. But there would be sections
that were unoiled and those became sometimes the worst areas of the
streetsinthenextspring,mrtiltheyweregmdedandreoiledagain.
Sotravelevmintownwasn'ttoogoodarﬂthatheldtnleupa:ﬂ
through the 1920's because what I remember of that hearse it wasn't
Just when I was a little bitty kid, it held true for awhile.

Q: What do you remember about the sidewalks?

A: Well,thesidewal}cswerethereasfarbackasIcanremmber. Now
my mother remembers the old wooden sidewalks., But of course T don't.
I remember them in skating, that's how I remember the sidewalks. I
usedtokmweverycrack,allcvertommthosesidewalksandIstill
remember where scme of the worst ones were. For some reason I was the
only one in my family that roller skated, at least extensively and my
folksletmegoout,michwassuxprisingwheanasstillingmde
schoolarxithem'dbeawholelineofkidsarﬂm'djustgetinthis
biglonglineandwhemverttmleadertookusweskatedallovertmm.
We'd stay out, ch, until eight, 8:30, samething like that, roller
skating., Of course you had to learn in self defense; those cracks
sczneofthemwexepxettybadandymcwldgetanastytlmbleifyou
didn'tmmemberwhereymhadtojmupacrackorgoamﬂone.
weren't new. IsawmtIcan'trmallthedate,upatthelibrary
hexeawhilebadcinmrmseamhofoldpapemvmentheyletcmrtracts
for those. Ofcmxsealotofthanhavebeenzeplacedrwaxﬂam
better. But we had sidewalks. My mother always told that when they'd

smthjngwithﬂmtowipetheirfeetoffa:ﬂthey'dmttheirshoes
on because it was so muddy that you couldn't ibly wear decent
shoes., Of course if you had to cross like Street where there had
been horses amd ies the road was icky. You just knew that when
you walked uptown t was nasty naturally even though the boardwalks

romance, They had a lot of dates in the next year or so before they
were married,

She also used to tell about a family that lived out the same

direction, west of town, that were dirty mouthed, loud mouth, awful
noisy pecple. The family is still around here so I won't mention
names, Those boys would come to town. They were of a like-age and
menighttheydecidedtheyvmldgmbherbuggyandstcpherarﬂ

























