Public Health Nursing in Chicago in the 1920s

The Reminiscences of Lillian Beck Fuller, R.N.

Edited by JOELLEN BECK W. HAWKINS

Some of my fondest childhood memories are of visits to my Aunt Lillian Beck Fuller.
Stories of her years as a student and as a visiting nurse in Chicago in the 1920s were as
fascinating to me on third telling as they were the first time I heard them. Recently I
prevailed upon her to write down those experiences so that they might be preserved, as
they are part of the heritage of Illinois and of nursing in the Chicago of the 1920s.

A Minnesota native, she was born in 1902 to parents who had immigrated to Michigan
from Finland in their teens. Lillian Augusta Wilhelmena Beck was the only girl in a family
of ten children, seven of whom survived to adulthood. When an uncle who came to live
with the family decided, “We can’t have a girl around here,” he dubbed her “Tommy.” He
teased, she cried, and the nickname stuck and persisted throughout her life.

Her school years were spent in Mountain Iron, Minnesota, where the family moved in
1908. "My mother was determined that one of us should learn to play the piano and no
matter what kind of a house we had it must have a piano,” she recalled. After the family's
tarpaper house (and piano) were destroyed by fire, the first piece of furniture purchased
with the insurance money was another piano. As the only girl, Tommy was expected to
take lessons. The Finnish piano teacher, a Mr. Kukola, rode the streetcar from Virginia
{four miles away) once a week for lessons at 50¢ an hour, traveling from house to house.
As he could not speak English, he taught notes and tempo. Tommy'’s interest in music
continued throughout her life, and she served as church organist and as an actress,
director, and pianist for amateur musical theatre productions.

Lillian Beck Fuller lived in Chicago from 1923 to 1929. During those years Chicago was
an exciting city. Juxtaposed against the notoriety of such residents as Al Capone was the
charismatic person of Jane Addams. The School of Nursing of Presbyterian Hospital was
twenty years old when Lillian Fuller entered in 1923. Brief attempts to establish a school
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