Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Melinda Kwedar for the Oral History Office in July, 1975. Margaret
Reeder transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the transcript.

Geneva M. Theis was born in Greendale, Indiana. After spending her
childhood with her family, she graduated from high school in Peoria,
Illinois. She entered Bradley University and after one year, she
decided to pursue her dream of becoming a nurse. She entered the
Morris School of Nursing affiliated with Bradley University. After
finishing her education, she began her career as a nurse. Her
reminiscences of her nursing career provide valuable information on
what being a nurse was like from 1927 until her retirement on August
31, 1974. In addition, there is a discussion of her association with
the University of Illinois Division of Services for Crippled children
and of the various crippled children clinics. Geneva Theis belonged
to various nursing and professional clubs over the years. She tells
of her involvement in the Montana Historical Society and of her
interest in geclogy. Her memoir includes recollections of her nursing
career in Montana and in Illinois, the women's movement, her hobbies,
and her achievements.

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, corversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University 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 Univewsity, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243,




Geneva M. Theis, July, 1975, Carlinville, Illinois.

Melinda Kwedar, Interviewer.

Q: Miss Theis, let's start talking about your early life. Where were
you born and what do you remember about your childhood?

A: I feel that my childhood was very interesting. I was born in a
beautiful home as I recall in Greendale, Indiana. I was a very small
baby and I often remember my family telling me about carrying me
arourdl on a pillow. I weighed around three pourds when I was born and
in that day to live was rather remarkable.

Q: Were you a premature baby?

A: No, I was a full time baby but it seems my mother had probably
worked too hard or something and so. that's what happened. At least
that's the way I understand it. Not knowing at the time I can't
confirm it. But this was in Greendale, Indiana. My father was George
W. Theis who was born also in Iawrenceburg, Indiana, just out of
Greendale, and my mother was born in Manchester. Her name was
Katherine Drout Theis. My father was a cooper, that you would not
think or hear of today for the very good reason that Lawrenceburg was
famous for shingling liquor and whiskey. It was one of the biggest in
the world at the time. To build or make barrels--you don't really
build them. I often took my father's lunch down to him and watched
them work on the barrels. They were very refined and beautiful by the
time they were finished. This really was his source of livelihood.

My father was a very wonderful person to us. He loved all of us very
much. My mother did in her own way but she was much more the
taskmaster. I remember as a child working in the garden, which I'
sure most children don't do today, because we always had huge gardens.
With six girls and one boy it was necessary to feed quite a few |
mouths, I can well remember debugging those potatoes, those nasty:old
bugs but now I guess they wouldn't bother me at all. Picking the peas
and picking the beans. But I think probably the most interesting part
of my life was perhaps working over in the commercial berry farms. It
was necessary for us to sort of help earn our own money. You wouldn't
hear of a commercial berry farm today. As a matter of fact I was just
talking to Bertha who was the only girl in this family and I was just
sort of part of the family. Very often I stayed with them over the
weekend because even though I was just a little girl, we sort of
became good friends. We picked red raspberries and we picked

stra ieg and we picked black raspberries and blackberries,
cherries. I only wish I could have a few of them now. But I think
they are almost unavailable except for a few rare patches perhaps in
somebady's backyard. But it was fun riding in that old buckboard




e e et it et et 5 . i = 1 Ao — 5 S O

Geneva M. Theis 2

wagon. He would meet us at the end of the carline and all of us wpuld
get on the wagon and go out to the farm. Then he would take us back
that night to the car again, the streetcar I should say. It was the
old-fashioned streetcars. I wonder how many of you remember those
old-fashioned streetcars that didn't have any sides on them? They
were summer cars during the summer.

Q: Did they run in the wintex?

A: No, because see they are all open but they are real interesting to
ride on.

Q: Now this went into your town of Greendale?

A: No. This was by the time I had got to Peoria because we mov to
Illinois when I was just--first to Pekin by the way and I was jus
preschooler and I can remember the picture of our family. In fact I
had it in my hands recently sitting on the front porch. Everyone
dressed in white starched dresses. As a matter of fact my mother
stayed up most ofthenlghttoma]mmydressmchwasreallya |
beautiful embroidered ruffled dress. We enjoyed Pekin. While we were
there my brother used to play with Everett Dirksen who was of courte
one of our most famous statesman. It's too bad we don't have

more like him today. I remember Everett Dirksen when I grew up, I
might say for the very good reason although I shouldn't be deviatipg
at a time like this. I was presment of our district and in charge of
our state nurses meetJ.ng in Peoria ard he was our speaker and all

But he really was a silvertoned orator, very much so.

Do you remember him as a young boy?
I don't, because I was too young at the time.
Your brother was what position in the family?

Qe % Q

He was second from the oldest and I'm second from the youngest.
Youseetherewassmxglrlsazﬂoneboy There was something else T
hadmtmbeforethatIcan'trecall Oh, to go back to my brother
whose name was William Jennings Bryan. He was named after the £
statesman., Although Bryan was never elected president he still wa? a
very wonderful person. He's been interesting as far as my life is
concerned for the very good reason that I worked in the terr:Ltory
while working with the University of Illinois Division of Services for
Crippled Children where he was born in Salem, Illinois which now has
been declared a national shrine.

Q: The whole town?
A: His birthplace has been declared a national shrine.
Q: Where is Salem located?
In Marion Country, it's down south and east from here. I

had eight counties that I had to cover, that's why. But it's an
interdsting little old house but today there also rests as part of the
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national shrine a morument to him or really it's a sculpture of
William Jennings Bryan which was done by the famous sculptor that
sculptured Mount Rushmore. It was the Lincoln, Nebraska Historical
Society who actually commissioned these two sculptures of Bryan. One
stayed in Lincoln because it seems they have great respect for hin.
Another reason I'm interested in him, I can remember well my mother
telling me about in Indiana when Bryan was at that time campaigning,
taking my brother because he was named after him, and riding in a
surrey with fringe on the top.

Q: He was campaigning for the presidency at that time?
A: That's right, he was.
Q: Do you know what year that was?

A: No, I don't because I wasn't born yet. I wasn't even in
existence. '

Q: I guess you wouldn't remember, would you?

A: I remember that because of my mother having told me. As I've told
you after I moved into Montana I met this Mrs. Amos whose father was
Dr. Harry Hunnington and was a chaplain for the William Jennings
Bryans starting at Lincoln, Nebraska. He went around the world with
the Bryan family and he also wrote a beautiful biography which I had
the great pleasure of reading the manuscript. It was never published
in book form for the very good reason that Dr. Huntington said that he
couldn't afford it at the time and Bryan's name by this time had died
down in the United States. But it was serialized in the Lincoln,
Nebraska papers and now the manuscript is in the library in Lincoln,
Nebraska Historical Library. As I told you too, although this is not
in my childhood again but it reminds me of that. This friend of nine
found in her father's very wonderful library, and Dr. Huntington was
possibly as great a man as Bryan was when you read his cbituary, found
these books that were autographed by Bryan. She was kind enough to
send saveral copies to the Illinois Historical Library and the rest
went to Lincoln Historical Library.

Q: Oh, they are here in Springfield?
A: Yes, right in Springfield. Now to go back to our childhood again.

Q: I did want to verify William Jemnings Bryan was of the Scopes'
trial fame, right?

A: That's right I was reading that the other day too about his being
in the Scopes' trial. Well to go back further then in my childhood.
I firset went to the Garfield School. :

Q: And this was in Peoria?
A: This was in Peoria and this was in the lower end of town and then

in my later years we moved up on the bluff. I would like to tell you
about one incident my mother was really, as I've told you told before,

t
i
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a taskmaster. IwasbakingthischocolatecakebecauseImsan
ardent church goer and they told me why didn't I take my bed and mpve
over to church some of these days. That's what they did tell me
because I was there morning, noon and night. I belonged and went to
Sunday School, the Junior Endeavor and there was church and I went to
the Intermediate Endeavor and tagged along with Senior Christian |
Endeavor but T always tagged along. Our home by the way, was always
open for company and we would have as high as fifteen and sixteen
besides our own seven in our family in the home many times. My mother
could always find something to eat. I think this is the advantage of
having a nice garden and having the fruit canned, etc. because I used
to help do this camning too by the way. Where was I?

Q: The cake?

A: The cake, well I was busy scrubbing the floor which was a wooden
floor which you don't hear of today and some people never scrubbed.:
theirs anyway as I found out durlng my career. I always had to polish
that stove within an inch of its life on Saturday, this was my -job.
Really there is another thing when I go back, I had to clean out the
bedroom and we had this bed that wasn't very high and I bunped my head
and had to crawl under the bed and clean urnder the bed. Well anyway
the cake fell into the scrub pail when I was scrubbing the kitchen.
That was the moral. A sad story. So anyway my mother was quick on
any emergencies and she went out to the henhouse and the hens had been
kind enough to lay enough eggs so I could take the eggs to the bake
sale. That helped a lot.

Q: Now continuing with your schooling?

A: After I graduated from Glen Oaks School I went to Peoria Central
High School. There were two high schools at that time in Peoria, the
Manual Training High School and Peoria Central. This oldest sister of
mine did teach at Manual and when I finished high school she was
determined that I should go on to Bradley. I enjoyed Bradley very
much but I always as a little girl wanted to be a nurse,

Q: medoyouthitﬂcyouwantedtobearmrse"

A: To look back in my lifetime I'm not so sure exactly why T want@d
to be a nurse.

Q: Did you ever think about being a doctor?

A: No that never once entered my mind to be a doctor but I wanted to
be a nurse. I think I had love for people and I like to take care of
people. You have to have love for people in order to do this and you
have to have mmderstandmg too. Understanding to me is one of the
main qualifications. If you don't understand pecple you just don't
know how because everybody has a different disposition and sometimes
you don't understand them. Anyway I did go to Bradley for this year
and I decided I was going into nurse's training and I was accepted.,
Then at the end of the first year I had been ill from scarlet fev eq
and I had lost five months training which I had to make up which I
didn't exactly care about but I had to do it in order to finish. 1_
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dreamed that why doesn't Morris School of Nursing affiliate with
Bradley University which at that time was called Bradley Polytechrii.
rather than a universtiy. why couldn't we affiliate with the state
hospital? Our director of nurses really thought I was way out when I
had this idea and strange as it may seem my dreams both came true
although I will have to admit that the state hospital has been clased
but they do get their psychiatric nursing in their courses of course.
As you know Methodidst Hospital is now called Methodist Medical Center
and it's affiliated with the University of Illinois and they are
training interns there. It's one of the largest hospitals in the
state. They have just taken up blocks and blocks to add on to the
hospital. I have been told that I wouldn't even recognize any part of
the hospital if I went into it.

Q: Now can you still get a three-year mirsing course there?

A: Yes, this is very interesting too because somebody made a comment
to me about the Illinois Nurses Association which slightly irritated
me because I have felt greatly responsible to my own profession ard to
my professional organization. I have belonged ever since I was out of
training. They tried to say that the nurses had something to do with
appointing this comission. I know very little about this except that
I have read recently and you have probably read too that HEW is the
one who had this taken care of but it was not the Illinois Nurses
[Association], they had nothing to do with it.

Q: Had to do with what?

A: With closing the diploma schools. You asked about our school,: our
school has a four-year course which is affiliated with Bradley and
also has a diplama school plus a two-year school.

Q: I see so there is the option still?

A: Of course I know that for instance the school in Springfield is
closed. I know that but I don't know why.

Q: So soame diploma schools have been closed?
A: That's the only one I actually know of.

Q: And a diploma school means that you only get three years of
nursing training and no degree?

A: That's right but you can go on and get a degree at our school now.
It depends on how you wish to follow through. But even so, Bradley
helped me in nursing. When I was at the University of Minnesota my
credits were good and the nursing school and all. So this was really
of great value to me and T was always glad. I might add in here it
did take me twenty-four years to get my degree but it was worth it in
the end because it helped me in my field work and in every activity I
participated in at the University.

Q: Eut you did have your nursing degree and you graduated in whaty
year?
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A: 1In 1927. '

Q: In 1927 and then what did you do?

A: I feel very grateful and I feel that I'm not saying something out
of 1line here, I've never had to ask for a job or a position and I
think this is something to be grateful for but I had field work with
the visiting mirse staff while I was in training. One day the
director, who lived just across the street from me made mention ta me,
"when are you going to buy your coat?' Well I hadn't the slightest
J.deawhatshewastal]ungabcut at the moment and so then she went on
and =said, "We'd like to have you on the visiting nurse staff." I
actually only had done six months of private duty you see before I
started on the visiting murse staff. I was on the staff fourteen
years and the experiences on that staff were really and truly valuable
and it was maybe a sumer session that being able to give me
twenty~-five dollars to go up to Minnesota to help me during this -
summer session. I had to pay the rest of the expenses but that helped
nevertheless because you had your train fare, etc. But to go back to
VNA the experiences were rich, they were just really wonderful.

Q: Now this VNA is Visiting Nurses Association, is this a state
organization?

A: No, this is a local and usually maintained through your ity
funds. Today I think if people could afford to pay and we did haw
some wealthy people that would pay for their care.

Q: We do have one in Springfield I'm sure.

A: I know you do.

Q: But each one is separate, there is no state bureaucracy or agemcy
richt? So each commnity has their own.

A: Each community has it's own Visiting Nurses Association. That is
really history, the VNA. In Boston, I have ofter heard a lady talk
about Boston. While this one time when I was on VNA and I had the
north end of town and honestly I had the redlight district. Maybe
they don't call it the redlight district here but we sure had it in
those days.

Q: Peoria, yes.

A: I had the black district, I had a lot of blacks in my district but
I also had some very wonderful people in my district. But this one
day I was down by the riverbank and we had just a few cars, maybe
about two or three cars so sometimes the nurses would share. The
marse that was with me that day is dead now but we worked together a
great deal and I think about her often. I was up there in this little
shack along the river and there was a railroad track in front of us
but than came a small area of ground and a hill ard then there was the
river. All of a sudden this wind came up and this poor little girl by
the way was living in this house. Do you remember seeing these old
studip couches? Well they weren't called studio couches then they
|
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were a kind of spring and they put a mattress over them and they
folded down. Anyway they had coats for a mattress and coats on tgp of
her and she was red with measles. I'll never forget that and then
this wind became more vicious and vicious and I could see things
coming up, articles coming up the railrad track. I was really
petrified at this time. I was president of our Sunday School clasgs
and it was our mothers and daughters banquet that night. It was very
important I got home and got ready for that and finally I said I'm
going out whether or no and they didn't want me to. This little shack
was wired to a tree trunk and it was a tornado no less and I went
right out into it and they said the luckiest thing I had ever done was
to open that door to let air through.

Q: That's right you are supposed to do that.

A: By the time, do you remember the old Avery Factory? Well they
made the Harvester machine. Of course it's no lorger in existence but
it was down the railroad tracks from where I was and this is of course
about where Rose had the car. She was down on the floor of the car.
Well of course a tornado can take a car and lift it right up you know
and hefore I got to that car the skies opened up and I was drenched to
the skin but nevertheless I thanked God that I was able to get home.
Ancther time during my period was with a Visiting Nurses staff member
who knew of this nurse's vacation home out in Boston. It was vacation
time and we were out at this vacation home and Christine was a very
worderful hostess. There were nurses there from all over the country
which made it very interesting. We ate all the kinds of fish that
came out of the ocean, lobster, crabs, etc. One day Christine says,
"It feels, looks and sounds like a hurricane." We did manage to get
into Boston because we were getting ready to come home and in that
hotel I shall never forget. They kept saying, "Don't go near the:
windows, don't go near the doors." You could hear the glass slamming
and breaking and there was a hurricane no less and I think it did a
tremendous amount of damage. I know we had to stay in the hotel three
or four days before we were allowed to take off to get home.

Q: Now this was in Boston?

A: This was in Boston, right. But it was from this nurse's vacation
home and it was through the VNA that I happened to get out there.
Anyway to go back to the redlight district, I don't think I'd
mentioned that I had taken care of a baby in the redlight district.
This seemed a little odd I'll grant you that but it was in one of the
houses and it was in one of the rooms and they watched me like a hawk
I might say but they did have everything in readiness for me.

Q: The baby was already born?

A: The baby was born there but the VNA went in to take care of
newborn bables and mothers. That was part of the service. VNA of
course, that was Metropolitan Insurance, that was another thing that
was good, Metropolitan Insurance. I might say that it was through the
Metropolitan Insurance that I was taken care of this one time when I
was so sick. This is really what gave me the idea. I said it wag
when a woman asked about the coat but it was this time when I was iso


















































































