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Our Good Old House
Research on structures in Champaign
County normally depends on the use of
public records. The researcher always
searches for some definitive information
about the building or about the people
who once lived in it. Therefore, it was unexpected to find first-hand accounts concerning the history of the Forbes House in
the Stephen Alfred Forbes Archive of the
Illinois Historical Survey at the University of Illinois Library. Not only did a
number of the over 250 letters in the files
make reference to the house, but there
were even photos of its interior! These
photos will be invaluable resource if
anyone desires to restore the house to the
vay it looked during the 30 years the Fores owned it (1884-1914).
Knowing certain key dates in the lives
of the Forbeses helped when selecting
which letters to read. Although Stephen
A. Forbes wrote enough about the house
to make it interesting, he comments more
than once that his wife, Clara, generally
writes most of the news of home. Unfortunately, very few of her letters are in the
Archive.
The person we have to thank for the
Forbes Archive is Stephen and Clara's
daughter, Ethel (b. 1881, d. 1969), who
took an interest in history. In one of her
memoirs, she gives us some information
that indicates the Forbes House was actually at least ten years older than
originally thought. There was a previous
owner (probably the builder) named Edward Snyder who arrived the opening
year of the Illinois Industrial University
in 1868 as Instructor of Bookkeeping and
German. We find him listed as living on
the north side of the street railroad in the
C-U City Directoryof 1870-71. At that time
the street railroad ran between Springfield and Greet streets through what is
ow the Engineering campus.
Forbes was acquainted with Professor
Snyder. Both were veterans of the northern forces of the Civil War. There is a letter in the Forbes file from Professor
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Snyder, but since Snyder was the recording secretary of the Board of Trustees at
the time of the hiring of Forbes, this letter
is written on behalf of the Illinois Industrial University and deals only with
employment. However, later Forbes mentions to one of his daughters that he has
received a nice letter from Professor
Snyder who retired in California. Ethel
goes on to say Professor Snyder liked to
make his own wine and left an extensive
grape arbor plus a small cherry orchard.
These, along with other mature trees,
vegetables and perennial flowers, made
up the garden at 1209 West Springfield
Avenue. Over the years, Forbes mentions
adding a variety of tulips he saw at Lincoln Park in Chicago as well as a dozen
varieties of phlox. Although the whole
family worked in the garden, the Forbeses had help from a hired gardener.
Besides a horse named Kate, the Forbeses had a Jersey cow, a Newfoundland
dog, chickens, rabbits and "an unlimited
supply of cats." It was son Ernest (b.
1876, d. 1966) who cared for the animals.
They were not the only family on Springfield to have a cow. When daughter Bertha Forbes (b. 1874, d. 1959) was ten years
old, she wrote to her father that it was
common to see from two to three cows in

their yard every morning.
As for their interior furnishings, in 1884
the Forbes bought their large square stove
(The Grand) in Bloomington-Normal and
had it delivered by freight to Urbana for
$40. Professor Forbes expected it to heat
his large parlors as well as the upstairs
bedrooms. Carpet is mentioned as well as
parlor furniture and a kitchen stove. Letters were exchanged between Forbes and
his family after he was hired as Professor
of Entomology and Zoology at the Illinois
Industrial University because Stephen
had to stay on in Bloomington-Normal to
complete some unfinished work. He mentions in a letter written in November,
1884, to his elder sister Flavilla, "My family have been two months settled in Champaign. A change I made partly to avoid
moving in cold weather and partly because I had to take a house early or else
take Hobson's choice where there were
not many to choose from at best." He
writes to another sister that Clara and the
children are enjoying their new home and
were finding it pleasant and convenient.
Clara oversaw a few alterations made to
the house by a carpenter as arranged long
distance by Forbes.
The house was located just north of the
InterurbanRailroad line. Forbes'

