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First, let me introduce my family, the Johnsons.  There were five of us:  my 

parents, Henry and Clara; my sisters, Donna and Edith; and myself, Henrietta.  

(photo) 

 

My family moved to Edwardsville and our house at 1206 Emerson Street in 1945.  

It must have been at the end of WW II because we no longer heard the air raid 

sirens that sent us scurrying under the dining room table as we did in Clinton, IL, 

before we moved.  Our house was built around 1927 and my parents purchased the 

house for around $2,000 (a lot of money back then).  By today’s standards our 

house was small--only 900 square feet (but that was average size in those days).  

My two sisters and I slept together in one bedroom because houses only had 2 

bedrooms then—one for mom and dad and the other for the kids, regardless of how 

many there were.  And closets were virtually non-existent; but then, we never had 

many clothes either.  My dad was a ticket agent for the Illinois Terminal Railroad, 

a job that made him exempt from the armed forces as the railroads were the most 

important means of transportation at that time.  I remember the train whistling as it 

went by our back yard and to this day I miss that sound.  The passenger trains 

stopped running in 1956. 

 

I attended the third grade at the old Leclaire School, which is now the Children’s 

Museum.  I remember the warm summer evenings when all the neighborhood kids 

played kick the tin can in the middle of Emerson Street, which ended at Hadley, so 

no cars went by.  Also, being so close to Leclaire Lake meant swimming every day 

in the summer.  I still recall the sticky muddy bottom that my feet sank into.  

 

 Fall and the cooler weather meant putting on storm windows to protect the house 

from the elements and give insulation from the cold.  There was no double pane 

glass or triple track windows back then; just a single sheet of glass protected you 

from the cold.   Installing the windows meant getting out a ladder, carrying a heavy 

wooden framed glass storm window up it, and attaching it to two hooks at the top 

of each window.  I recall some of our neighbors were elderly or widows and my 

dad carried his ladder around the neighborhood putting up their storm windows.  

Of course, in the spring this whole process was reversed, and the storm windows 

were taken down and stored for the summer and screens were then installed over 

the windows.   

 



In the winter we all ice skated on Leclaire Lake and I always envied my dad for his 

ability to skate backwards (a feat I never mastered).  Our snowsuits were wool and 

hot and sticky.  I remember one winter the ice was thin (no one ever formally 

tested the ice, we did that by walking out on it).  I was skating and we had a 

bonfire burning which must have heated up the ice.  In no time I broke through the 

ice and fortunately the water was only a couple of feet deep at that point.  I still 

recall how wet and COLD I was by the time I arrived home.   And of course, 

winter signaled snow.  I can’t forget the cedar tree we had in our back yard.  It was 

tall (probably 15 ft.) and thin.  At the first covering of snow it bent down to kiss 

the ground (photo) but as soon as the snow melted it up righted itself again.  I was 

always amazed that it didn’t break in half. 

 

I remember being confused as to whether I lived in Leclaire or Edwardsville; the 

concept of a separate area in town just wasn’t clear to my young mind.  The end of 

Emerson Street signaled the end of town because that is where the corn and wheat 

fields began (where Montclaire Shopping center is today).  We used to climb over 

the fence and run through the fields.  I remember eating the kernels of wheat which 

was a wonderful snack for us back then.  And after the corn was harvested I 

remember bringing home the ears that were left behind, shucking them, and 

smashing the kernels with a hammer so the birds would have winter feed. 

 

Our neighbors, the Spernols, used to raise chickens; that was what everyone did 

who couldn’t afford or didn’t want store bought chickens.  I remember how mad 

my mom would get when they would perch on her freshly washed clothes on the 

clothesline.  I also remember Albert Spernol, who worked as a teller at the Bank of 

Edwardsville, butchering the chickens in his back yard by chopping their heads off.  

I can still, in my mind’s eye, see them flopping around (there was no PETA back 

then).  My neighbor boy, David Dominoski, somehow managed to get the 

chickens’ feet from him and chased us all over the neighborhood because we were 

frightened of them.  But we were lucky to have Dominoskis as neighbors as they 

were the only family in the neighborhood to have a phone.  If anyone in the 

neighborhood got a call, Ora Dominoski walked over to get them.  And making a 

call from their house was sometimes difficult because someone else might be 

talking on the party line. 

 

I fondly remember the trapeze my father hung from a large tree by our back porch.  

It was constructed from two lengths of chain and a steel bar. As I would hang from 

it I used to pretend I was in the circus.  How we girls avoided broken bones from 

falling off I’ll never know. 

 



My mother planted a tiny pine tree in the back yard one year and we girls watched 

it grow.  Our children climbed to the top of it when they were small.  The tree 

finally became so enormous that the power company had to trim it  many times.  

Now it is a ghostly remains of its former glory. 

 

I remember especially going to downtown Edwardsville on Friday nights.  That 

was the night of the week that we three girls looked forward to because all of the 

stores were open late and EVERYONE in Edwardsville shopped downtown.  

Shupach’s was the town’s only shoe store, as I recall, and I remember stepping on 

the x-ray machine they had to see the bones in my foot (that is how they used to 

determine if a child’s shoes were the right size).  Also, there were Silverbloom’s, 

Madison Store, and Woolworth’s 5 & 10 cent store, where we could buy anything 

our hearts could desire.  And if we had been good and my parents could afford it, 

we got an ice cream cone from the Candy Kitchen. 

 

In those days eating out meant having a picnic because there were only a couple of 

restaurants (which most people couldn’t afford) and no McDonald’s or fast food 

back then.  But when air conditioning was introduced everyone’s life changed 

considerably.  People started going to the Edwardsville Café to eat, but mainly to 

sit in the cool air for a while.  Shortly after that the Lux and Wildey movie theaters 

became air conditioned and going to them was at extra treat.  But at 1206 Emerson 

my mom said she would never have air conditioning because she liked to open the 

windows for the fresh air.  But once we got an air window unit there was never an 

open window again at our house.  At least then, in the miserably hot weather, we 

no longer had to sleep on the front porch to stay cool. 

 

One day after one of our cats had a litter, I decided to count the number of cats we 

had.  There were 25!! (my sisters can’t believe that but I’m the oldest so what I say 

goes).  And our cats roamed freely through the neighborhood as did the other 

neighbors’ cats and dogs.  There were no rules and regulations regarding animals 

back then and when they got sick you either nursed them back to health or they 

died.  There were no veterinarians for small animals back in those days.  My dad 

once said that we had so many cat funerals that he was always afraid that while 

burying one he would dig up another cat that had previously been buried. 

 

Other memories of mine run to our hand cranked Victrola phonograph in the 

basement that provided hours of entertainment.  I remember my delight when I 

received an electric record player for Christmas one year.  Our basement was one 

of a kind also because the floor undulated.  My dad’s theory was that the dirt was 

just leveled off when the basement was dug and the concrete was poured over it 



assuming it would turn out level.  The hills and valleys in the floor varied about 4-

5 inches which was great for three girls to roller skate on.  We had Mom’s fresh 

canned produce in the fruit cellar and coal in the coal bin.  When stokers were first 

introduced and the coal was augured from a large bin into the furnace, the never 

ending job of hand firing the furnace was a thing of the past. 

 

Of course, I couldn’t forget our player piano in the dining room, which we called 

the “middle” room since it was in the middle of the house.  And although they 

didn’t complain, the hours of listening to the same piano rolls must have gotten on 

my folk’s nerves just as the loud music, when my kids were young, annoyed me.            

 

Learning to drive in those days was quite a challenge.  We had no driving classes 

in school; that was something that parents were expected to teach their children.  

Our family had a Model-A Ford with a stick shift.  My dad would take me out on 

the roads around Dunlap Lake (which was hardly populated then) and let me drive.  

I was terrified with the winding roads that I would end up driving into the lake but 

fortunately that never happened.  Also, our car only had one seat and there were 

five of us.  My father drove while my mom held Donna on her lap and I held Edith 

on mine. We would have been arrested today for our car packed with people.  

Also, there were no heaters in the cars; the only heat generated was from what was 

called a manifold heater which meant there was only the heat generated from the 

engine of the car.  Talk about a cold ride in the winter. 

 

I can still see my mom sweeping her porch every morning and my dad tending to 

his grape arbor (which is still there-photo), his roses, and his enormous vegetable 

garden.  The garden was so large, in fact, that he gave most of the vegetables away 

either to the neighbors or by taking them downtown to the bank.  Every year he 

would try to outdo the sunflowers he planted the year before (this one is 14 ft. tall-

photo).  In the spring we would all drive out to the country to dig up wildflowers to 

plant in our yard. 

 

Yes, life was good at 1206 Emerson--we had nothing but we had everything! 

 

In 1993 my mother entered a nursing home and my father died.  I finally, after my 

memories began to fade, sold the house to Daphne and Keith Mills in 1997, who in 

turn sold it this year to Chuck and Sarah Yaeger. 

 

I hope the new owners have as wonderful a life as my family, the Johnsons, did at 

1206 Emerson Street. 


