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Geneva M. Theis, JUy, 1975, Carlimille, Illinois. 

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

A: I feel that my childhood was very interesting. I was born in a 
m u t i f u l  hcwle as I -1 in Greendale, Indiana. I was a v q  small 
baby and I often mtmbw my family telling me about carrying me 
around on a pilluw. I weighed around three pounds when I was born and 
in that day to live was rather remarkable. 

Q: Were you a prmakure baby? 

A: No, I was a -1 time baby but it seems my mother had probably 
worked b hard or som&hhg 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, mmna. My father was George 
W. Theis who was born also in Lawrenceburg, Indiana, just out of 
Greendale, and n y  mother was b m  in Mmchester. H e r  name w a s  
Katherine Drout Theis. My father was a cmper, that you would not 
think or hear of today for the very good reason that Iawrenceburg was 
fzmms 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 ofta took my father' s lunch down to him and wawed 
them work on the M s .  They were  very refined and beautiful by the 
time they were finished. This really was his s m  of livelihood. 

M y  Eather was a very wonderful person to us. He loved all of us very 
much. My mther did in her awn way but she was mch. nwre the 
taskmaster. I r e m a b r  as a child working in the garden, which I 
sure m t  children don't do W y ,  bcause we always had huge 
With six girls and one boy it was necessary t o  feed quite a few 
mouths. I can well remenhr debugging those potatoes, those nasty old 
bugs but lxrw I guess they wouldn' t bother me at all. picking the pas 
and picking the beans. Wlt I think probably the m~st interesting part 
of my life was perhaps working over in the ccffmnercial berry farms. It 
was necesrsary for us to sort of help earn our own money. You wouldn't 
hear of a cclmnaercial berry farm .toda As a matter of fact I was just 
talkhg to Bertha who was the only g c 1 in this family and I was just 
sort of part of the family. Very often I stayed with them wer the 
weekend because wen though I was just a little girl, we sort of 
became good friends. We picked red raspbeyries and we picked 

ies and we picked black raspberries and blackberries, 
I only wish I could have a few of them m. But I think 

they almost unavailable except for a few rare patches perhaps 
scmhWy1s backyard. W1t it was fun riding in that old buckbxd 
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wagon. He would meet us at the end of the carline and all of us w k d  
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 h w  many of you remember mose 
old-fashioned streetm that didn't have any sides on them? They 
were summer czlrs Wing the m. 

Q: Did they run in the winter? 

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

A: No. This was by the t h  1 had got to Peoria because we 
Illinois when I was just--first to Fekin by the way and I 
preschooler and I can m n d x r  the picture of our family. In fact I 
had it in rny hands recently sitting on the front porch. Eveqmne s 
dressed in white star&ed dresses. As a matter of fact my mother  
stayed up most of the night to make my dress which was really a I 
beautiful embroidered ruffled dress. W e  enjoyed kkh. While we bere 
there my brother used to play w i t h  Everett Dirksen who was of 
one of our mast: Earnnus statesman. It's tm bad we don't have 
more like him today. I mmnber Everett D i r k s e n  when I grew up, ""i I 
might say for the very good reason although I shauldnlt be deviat* 
at a the  like this. I was president of our district and in charge of 
our state nurses meet- in Peoria and he was our speaker and all. 
But he really was a silvertoned orator, very much so. 

Q: Eo you rmahr him as a young boy? 

A: I don't, because I w a s  too young at  the time. 

Q: Your brother was what position in the family? 

A: He was second f m  the oldest and I'm second frcan the youngest. 
You see there was six girls and one boy. There was  sanething else I 
had put in before that I can't d l .  (31, to go back to my brother 
whose name was William S e e  Bryan. He was named after the 
statesman. Although Bryan was never elect& p r e s i h t  he still 
very wonderful person. He's been interesting as far as my life is 
concerned for the very good reason that I worked in the territory 
while wrkbq w i t h  the University of Illinois Division of services for 
Crippled Children where he was born in Salem, Illinois whi& now has 
been declared a national shrine. 

Q: The whole tam? 

A: His birthplace has been declared a national shrine. 

Q: Where is Salem located? 

A: In Marion Countxy, it's d m  south and east fm here. I 
had eight counties that I had to cover, that's why. But it's an 
intw$stisag little old house but today them also rests as part of the 
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national shrine a mmment to him or &ly itls a sculpture of 
w i l l h  Jennings Bryan which was done by the E m  sculptor that 
sculptured Mount R&more. It was the Lincoln, NebraEjka n is to rial 
Society who actually ccmdssioned these two SCULptures of Bryan. One 
stayed in Lincoln becEluse it seam they have great respecrt for hh. 
Another reason I'm interested in him, I can rmember well my mothar 
telling me abut in Indiana when Bryan was at that time c~unpaigning, 
t a k f n g m y b r o t h e r ~ u s e h e w a s ~ a f t e r h i m ,  andr id ingha  
s x r e y  with fringe on the top. 

Q: B was campaigning for the presidenq at that the?  

A: That's right, he was. 

Q: Do you knuw what year that was? 

A: No, I don't because I wasn't born yet. I wasnlt even in  
existma=. 

Q: I guess you wouldnlt mmenikr, would you? 

A: I rmmbr that because of rrry mother having told me, As I1ve told 
you after I m e d  into Montana I met this Mrs. Amos whose father yas 
Dr. Harry I imnhgbn and was a chaplafn for the ~illiam J-s 
mans starting at LFnmln, Nebraska. He went around the world w i t h  
the w a n  family and he also wrote a beautiful biogrzlphy which I had 
the mt pleasure of reading the nmnuscript. It w a s  never published 
in book form for the very goodl reason that Dr. I.Euntington said that he 
couldnlt afford it at  the time and Eryanvs name by this time had died 
d m  in the United States.  Wlt it was serialized in the Lincoln, 
Nabraska papers and ncw the muscr ip t  is in the library h Lincoln, 
Nebraska Historical Lib-. As I told you tm, although this is not 
in ny childhood again but it reminds me of that. This friend of nine 
found in her father's very wonderful library, and Dr.  Huntiqbn was 
possibly as great a man as Bryan was when you read his obituary, found 
these kmkg that were autographed by Bryan. She was kind enough to 
send several copies t o  the Illinois Historical Library and the rest 
went ta Lincoln Historical Library. 

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

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

A: Thatls right I was  reading that the other day too about his being 
im the Scopes1 trial. W e l l  to go back further then In m y  childhood. 
I f i r s t  went t o  the Garfield School. 

Q: And this was in Peoria? 

A: This was in -ria and this was in the lower end of t a m  and men 
in my later yeam we m e d  up on the bluff. I would like to tell you 
about one incident my mother was really, as I1ve told you told befbre, 
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a tmkmster. I w a s  baking this d.10colate cake because I was an 
ardmt chm gcer and they told ma Why didn't I tEike my bed and mcwe 
overtochurchsmeofthesedays. That'swhattheydidtellme 
because I was there morning, now? and night. I belonged and want to 
Sunday School, the Junior Endeavor and them was c h m  and I went t o  
the 'ate Endeavor and tagged along with Senior &istian I 

-=I always tagged along. Our hme 9 the way, was alwa1.s 
open for capmy and we would have as high as flfteen and sixteen 
besides crw awn seven in our family in the hmne rrrany t h .  My mother 
could always find sanething to at. I think this is the advantage of 
havhg a nice garden anfl having the fruit canned, e k .  because I wed 
to help do this canning too by the way, Where was I? 

Q: The d c e ?  

A: The &, well I ms busy scrubbing the floor whi& was a wlooden 
floor w h i c h  you don't hear of tcday and same people never scruhbedi 
theirs anyway as I found out during my mreer. I always had to polish 
that stwe within an inch of its life on Saturday, this was my job, 
Really there is another thing when I go baclc, I had to clean out the 

a&i we had this M that wasn't very high and I btrrnped my head 
and had to  crawl under the bed and clean under the bed. Well a n m y  
the cEike fell into the scrub pail w h m  I: was scrubbing the kikhm. 
That was the moral. A sad story. So anyway my mother was &c;k on 
any meqmcies she w e n t  out t o  the henhome slnd the hens had been 
k h d  enough to lay enough eggs so I could .take the eggs to the bake 
sale. That helped a lot. 

Q: Now continuing w i t h  your schooling? 

A: A f k r  I graduated fmn Glen Oaks School I went to Peoria Central 
High Schcol. There w e r e  two high schools at that tirne in ~eoria,  the 
Manual Training High School and Peoria Central. This oldest sister of 
mine did teach at Manual and whm I finished high &ool she was 
detamhed that I should go on to Bradley. I enjoyed atradley very 
mch but I always as a l i t t le  girl wanted to be a nurse. 

Q: Why do ycu think you wanted to be a nurse? 

Q:  id you ever think about being a dcctor? 

A: No that never once entered my mind to be a dcctor but I wanted to 
be a nurse. I think I had luve for people and I like to take care of 
pBople Yuu have to have lave for people in order to do this and you 
have t o  have understanding too. Understarding to me is one of the 
main qualifications. If you don't wderstand people you justldonlt 
knc;rw haw because ev- has a different disposition and s c m t h s  
you don't undersand 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 erd of the first year I had been ill fran scarlet fweq 
and I had lost five mnths training Mi& I had to make up which I i 
didn't exactly a x e  about but I had to do it in order to finish. E 



dreamd that why doesn't Morris Sdmol of Mwing affiliate with 
Brmd3,ey University which at that time was called Bradley Fblytechrlic 
rather than a universtiy. Why couldn't we affiliate with the stage 
hospital? Our director of nurses really thought I was way out w k @  I 
h a d ~ s i d e a a n d s ~ e a s i t m y ~ m y d r e a m s b o t h c a m e ~ e  
althaqh I will have to admit that the state hospital has been clqsed 
but they do get their psychiatric nursing in their courses of muse. 
As ycru know Methodidst Hospital is nuw called Methodist Medical Center 
and it's affiliated with the University of Illinois and they are 
tminhg interns there. It's one of the largest hcspitals m the 
state. They have just takn up blocks and blocks to add on to tha 
hospital. I have been told that I wouldn't even reaognize any part of 
the m i t a l  if I went into it. 

Q: Now can you still get a three-year rmrshg course W? 

A: Y e s ,  this is very interesting .too because samebody made a camrrrent 
to nae about the Illinois Nurses Associatian which slightly imitat& 
me because I have felt greatly responsible to my uwn profession ard to 
my professional organization, I have belonged ever since I was out of 
training. They tried to say that the rmrses had samething to do w i t h  
appointing this ~ s s i o n .  I knm very little about this except that 
I have read recently and you have prabably read tw that HEW is thR 
one who had this taken ace  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 diploma schools. You asked about our school, our 
school has a four-year course which is affiliated with Bradley & 
also hzls a diplorma school plus a bm-year school. 

Q: I see so there is the option still? 

A: Of course I h m  t?mt for instance the sdml in springfield is 
closed. I knm that but I don't know *y. 

Q: So sane diplmna schools have been closed? I 

A: That's the only one I actually lau=rw of. 
1 Q: And a diplam 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 dependfs on how you wish to follaw thmqh, But wen so, Bradley 
helped me in nursing. When I was at the University of Mi,nnesob my 
credits were good and the nursing school and all. So this was W l y  
of great value to me and I was alwaygi glad. I might add in here A t  
did take ma twenty-four years to get my d-ee but it was worth it in 
the end because it helped me in my field work and in every acrtiviq I 
participated in at the Wversity. 

Q: BUt you did have y a u  nursing degree and you graduated in whaq 
year? I 



Q: In 1927 and then what did you do? I 

A: I feel very grateful and I feel that I'm nut saying sanetkhg a t  
of line here. I've never had to ask for a job or a position and I 
think this is sawthing to be grateful for but 1 had field work with 
the visiting nurse staff while I was in training. One day the 

wfio lived just across the street fmn me made mention W me, 
When are you go* to buy your c021t?l1 Well I hadn't the slightest 
idea what she was about at the mcunent and so then she went on 
and mid, 'Weld 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 nurse staff . I was on the staff foux=teen 
years and the -ieslces on that staff were really and t r u l y  valuable 
and it was 1112~- a summer session that being able to give me 
tw~ty-f ive  dollars to go up to Mhmwb to help me during this 
mmer session. I had to pay the rest of the 
naerkheless because you had your train fare, 
VNA the experiences were rich, they were just redly wonderful. 

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

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

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

A: I knaw you do. 

Q: B . I ~  each one is separate, there is no state bureaucracy or a g w q  
right? So each camnunity has their awn. 

A: Each axonunity has it's own Visiting Nurses Association. Thae is 
lreally history, the VNA. In Boston, I have o h  heard a lady talk 
about -ton. While this one time w h a  I w a s  on VNA and I had the 
north end of t a m  and honestly I had the redlight district. Mayhe 
they don't call it the redlight district here but we m e  had it in 
those days. 

Q: -ria, yes. 

A: I had the black district, I had a lot of blacks in my district but 
I also had sane very wonderful people in nry district. But this one 
day I was dam by the riverbark and we had just a few am, ma* 
a b u t  lxo or three cars so sanetimes the nurses would &are. The 
nurse that was w i t h  rrae that day is dead now but we worked together a 
pat deal and I think about her o m .  I w a s  up there in this little 
shack along the river a r d  there was a railroad track in front of us 
but than carne a small area of ground and a h i l l  and then there was the 
river. A l l  of a sudden this wind m up and t h i s  poor little girl by 
the way was living in this house. Ib you remake r  seeing these old 
stud* couches? Well they weren't called studio couches then they 

I 



were a kind of spring and t h q  put a mattress wer thern and they 
folded dawn. Anyway they had coats for a mattress and coats on t 
her and she was red w i t h  measles. I'll m e r  forget that and the 
t h i s  wind mre vicious and vicious and I could see things 
c a h g  LIP, articles c a h g  up the railrad track. I was really 
petr i f id  at this time. I v& president of our Sunday ~chool- class 
and it was our mothers and daughtms banquet that night. 
h p r b n t  I got hcane and got m d y  for that and finally I 
going out whether or no and they didn't want me to, This 

It w a s  v q  
said I'm 
little shack 

&.s w i r d  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 suppsed to do that. 

A: By the the, do you lmmber the old A v q  Factory? W e l l  they 
made the Harvester mchhe. Of course it Is no longer in d s t e n c e  but 
it was d m  the railroad tracks f m  where I was aud this is of course 
abaut where Fbse had the car. She was d m  on the floor of the cqr. 
Well of course a tomado can take a atr and lift it right up you 
and before I got t o  that car the skies opened up and I was drench$;% 
the skin but nwertheless I thanked God t h a t  I was able to get h*, 
Another time during nry period was with a Vis i t -  Nurses staff ma&er 
who knew of this nurse's vacation hare out i n  Bc#;trm. It was vacation 
t h e  and we were out at this vacation hare and Christine was a vegy 
wonderful hostess. There were rmrses there frcnn all over the country 
whiCh. mde 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, lmks and savlds like a hurricane.I1 We did maMge to get 
into Boston because we were getting ready to hme and m thaq 
hotel I shall never forget. They kept saying, "Don't go near the 
winduws, don't go near the doors. It You could hear the glass sl- 
and breaking and there was a hurricane no less and I think it did a 
tramdous amount of damage. I h a w  we had ta stay in the hotel three 
or four days before we were allowed t o  take off to get hare. 

Q: Naw this was in Boston? 

A: This was h Boston, right. Wlt it was f m  this nurse1 s vacation 
h e  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 aratl it was in one of the rmms and they wat- me like a hawk 
I might say but they did have ev- in readiness for me. 

Q: The baby was already born? 

A: The baby was born there but the VNA went in to take care gf 
newlxun babies and mothers.  That was part of the service. VNA of 
mum?, that was Metropolitan Insurance, that was anotha thing that 
was W, Metropolitan Insurance. I might say that it was through the 
MetrcpOlitan Insurance that I was takm care of this one t h e  when I 
WEIS XI sick. This is really what gave me the idea. I said it wag 
when a warnan asked about the mat  but it w a s  this t h  when I was 






















































