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Evergreen Park woman lives real-life princess story

| The Secret to Getting Highly

Comments

August 4, 2009
BY TANIA KARAS Correspondent

Before Erin O'Connor leaves her house each day, she dons a four-pointed
diamond tiara and silk sash.

The Evergreen Park resident and graduate of Mother McAuley High School
was recently crowned the 2009 Miss lllinois and will advance to the Miss
America pageant Jan. 30 in Las Vegas.

"Some kids dream of being an
astronaut,” said O'Connor, 20. "But you
don't really think you'd actually get the
opportunity to do it. This is like flying to
the moon for me.
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"Last January, myself and my girlfriends
ate ice cream together and watched Miss
America on TV and we picked our
favorite girl. This year, I'm going to be
there. It's still so crazy and wonderful,
and I'm so lucky."

Erin O'Connor, 20, of Evergreen
Park, will compete in the Miss

America pageant in January.
(Mary Compton/SouthtownStar)

Unlike many beauty pageant participants
who begin competing as young as age 5,
O'Connor has competed in only two
pageants - the Miss Macomb contest in
Macomb, where she is a theater major and dance minor at Western lllinois
University, and Miss lllinois.

She entered the Miss Macomb pageant in March as a way to spread
awareness of skin cancer prevention. Her own mother died of melanoma in
May 2007, and since then O'Connor has worked as an advocate for the
American Cancer Society.

After winning Miss Macomb, she advanced to the Miss lllinois pageant June
20. Her pageant platform, "Take Care: Skin Cancer Education and
Prevention," earned her a community service award from the Miss lllinois
Scholarship Association in addition to her crown.

"She used to be the sunscreen queen - now it's me," said O'Connor of her
late mother, Mary Kay O'Connor. "l think she would be very proud of me. |
really do. And | know she's watching over me from heaven and she's going to
be there with me till the end, win or lose."

O'Connor is no stranger to the spotlight. From second to eighth grade, she
attended Mother McAuley's 99th Street Summer Theatre camp. In high
school, she took major roles in all her school plays and musicals and was
president of McAuley's chapter of the International Thespian Troupe her
senior year. At WIU, she has performed in two dance shows annually and
several Shakespearean plays.

Since winning the Miss lllinois crown, O'Connor has worked as a mentor for
children through the Character Counts program and will host a benefit for the
Children's Miracle Network, set for Oct. 30 in Chicago.

"I'm a busy worker bee," O'Connor said. "I enjoy working. | have a whole year
| can devote entirely to personal goals. Not many people can say that. If |
ever get tired, | just remind myself this is an amazing journey and | should be
grateful."

O'Connor is taking the next year off school to make more than 200
appearances statewide in addition to preparing for the Miss America
competition.

She wakes up at 5:30 a.m. daily and usually spends about five hours working
with a fithess trainer or practicing ballet on pointe, her pageant talent. Then
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she often speaks at charity events, schools or ceremonies honoring U.S.
troops.

"There are a lot of misconceptions about beauty pageants,” O'Connor said.
"It's not just a beauty competition. It's about spreading the spirit of
volunteerism and making yourself a better person.

"At the end of the day, I'm still the same old Erin, | just have a title at the end.
| don't want to spend the whole year trying to be something I'm not. I'm such a
theater nerd - on my wall, | have a quote from Shakespeare, 'To thine own
self be true." And it might sound so cliche, but I live by it."

As in her past pageants, during Miss America, O'Connor will compete in four
areas: individual interview, talent, swimsuit and evening gown.

When she needs help picking out an outfit, O'Connor consults her fashion-
savvy older sister Eileen, 25. Her younger sister Caitlin, 19, lends her
knowledge of politics, helping Erin answer questions on current events or
politics.

Her father, Terry O'Connor, and soon-to-be stepmom, Mary Martin, have
been supportive as well and will fly out to Las Vegas to see her compete for
the Miss America title in January.

"I'm doing this in memory of my mom," O'Connor said. "She was such a hard
worker, and she really believed in education. Being able to participate in a
system that places such a high value on education honors her memory.

"No matter what happens, for the rest of my life, I'll be able to say | competed
for Miss America.”
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