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Preface 

Ws tm-ucript is the product of a series of six tape-recorded interviews 
conducted by Alison A. Coffey for the Oral History Office of Sangamon 
State University. The interviews =re begun in October and concluded i n  
December, 1983. The tapes =re transcribed by Susan Jones and Barbara 
Brandt and the transcripts =re edited by Ms.  Coffey . 
lMmund A. Bringer ws born in Burlington, Iowa on November 28, 1905. In 
1970 he retired af ter  mrking for 46 years with I l l inois Bell Telephone 
Campany. Jde was f i r s t  errrployed as a cable splicer 's helper in 1925, and 
la ter  wrked a t  residence telephone repair, cable repair, switchboard 
repair and teletype repair. 

In 1950, Mr. Bringer was assigned as a temporary instructor for I l l inois  
Bell's Plant Instruction school in the St. Nicholas Hotel in  Decatur, 
I l l inois.  In 1956, when the St. Nicholas was t o m  d m ,  the school was 
w e d  t o  306 N. Franklin. Mr. Bringer taught classes in first aid, 
safety, cable repair, key equipment repair, switchboard repair and 
installation, touch-tone equiplleslt schools, AC-DC theory, solid-state 
devices and mathematics. 

After his retirenxmt, Mr. Bringer and his wife, Marguerite T o  Bringer 
made several t r ips  t o  G r e a t  Britain and traveled throughout the southern 
and eastern United States. Mr. Bringer resides in  Decatur , I l l inois  with 
his eldest daughter, Mary Bringer. Another daughter, Mrs. Gene A. (Sarah) 
Guinn, l ives with her husband in East Peoria, Illinois. 

Alison A. Coffey (nee &inn) is the narrator's eldest grandchild. She is 
a graduate of Millikin University h Decatur, I l l inois.  Ms. Coffey i s  
employed as a g r a b t e  assistant in  the Oral History Office of Sangamn 
State University, where she is pursuing a master's degree in  literature. 

Readers of this oral history m i r  should bear in  mind that it i s  a 
transcript of the spoken mrd, and that the in t e rv ie r ,  narrator and 
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that i s  
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not 
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memir, nor for views expressed 
therein; these are for the reader t o  judge. 

The w c r i p t  m y  be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be 
reproduced in mole  or in part by any mans, electronic or rrrechdcal, 
without written permission fran the Oral History Office, Sangmn State 
University, Springfield, I l l inois ,  62708. 



Ed& A. Bringer, Octokx 21, 1983, Decatur, I l l inois.  

Alison Cof fey, Interviewr . 
Q: here and  en =re you born? 

A: I ws born in  Burlington, Iowa on N w d r  28th, 1905. 

Q: And e r e  you--you =re--you had a brother named Paul right? 

A: Yes so Paul m s  my younger brother. He m s  tw years younger than I 
was. 

Q: k r e  there any other children? 

A: No there *ren't any other children. 

Q: And d m t  was your mther ' s m? 

A: Before she wis married? 

Q: Yes. 

A: Patterson ms her name, Florence Patterson. 

Q: You--did yau grow up i n  k s  mines? 

A: No I grew up in several toms. I started aut the--w lived in Burlingtan, 
Iowa unt i l  I ws in about the fourth grade of school. My father ms 
killed &en I was four years old, in  Burlington, Iowa. He was a railroad 
rrran and he was a s w l t c ~  and he got ki l led coupling cars together down 
in  the yards. And my mother brought my brother and I up. She took care 
of us al l  the way up thuugh school years. I don't remember m h  abut  
my father, as I was only four years old when he was killed but. . . . she 
h y s  used to t e l l  zne a f e w  t h i n g s  about him kt. . . . I guess he wis a 
rather s t r i c t  man. His family wre s t r i c t  people and he m s  fair ly 
strict and set in his ways and everything and so vas his father-he ws 
my grandfather-he ws a very s t r i c t  m. I didn't know too mch a b u t  
him either lxlt my father--my grancbther--m lived--my m t k r  and Paul 
and I lived with my grandmother and my grandfather Patterson. And he a s  
on the road all the tlm3 so there ws just us a t  the--in the house mst 
of the time. He'd caw hme maybe once a mnth or something l ike that. 

Q: This is your, your father you're . . . 
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Q: Your grandfather you're talking about. 

A: My father ms dead. 

Q: Right, okay. 

A: But my rnother had t o  go t o  mr2c to  support ray brother and I so she 
had a job as a secretary to  the rredical director of the krchant ' s  LLfe 
Insurance Company down in Burlington. And so she wrked for him and I 
mrked there for a l i t t l e  while. I r d r :  now I ms their  office boy 
for a l i t t le h i l e .  I 'd go get the mil a t  the mailbox--mail--post 
office every mrning and bring it dom to  the--office was only tm blocks 
away it. . . . sor t  it and deliver it around the roan and lrun errands for 
everybody b the office and everything that m s  just, just a general 
flunky. I was an awful young kid then. I was probably in  about the 
fourth grade or sanething l ike that or fifth grade and then. . . . My 
mther was--she wsn't  too s t r i c t  she was--kt she'd always, every place 
she ~ n t  she almys took my brother and me with her. We'd go up to  band 
concerts at  the park and t o  the nrrvies. In those days they =re nickleodeons 
they weren't real mnries kt they E r e  pretty nice. L i t t l e  theater 
there, we had one pretty nice theater k t  . . . 
Q: Do you ramnber any of the shows that you used,to see? 

A: Ch no that was too long ago. I don't remember any . . . 
Q: Do you remember l ike what kind of mies  you liked? 

A: No I don't r m k r  that. It ms just that  she took us everyplace. 
& liked to  go out to  the park. Craypo Park is  the narne of the park and 
it tas a beautihl park and w ' d  go out there on wekends, Saturday t o  
the band concerts and we 'd a l m s  ride out on the streetcar. They had 
*at they cal l  the "trailer". It was the second car, the f i r s t  car m s  
really the streetcar and the t ra i l e r  ms pulled behind it and it didn't 
have any control or anything it ms just pulled khind it, there ms no 
trolley on it or anything. And it rss wide open. You sat in lory seats 
on it and you =re. . . . everybody liked to  get on that. And w d ride 
up to the park in that and stay for the concert and then have a ice cream 
soda or something like that aut there k t  I don't recall too much a b u t  
Burlington then. The schools I mt to,  they =re--first school I wmt 
t o  was Sanderson School and by gosh as  I recall  now compared t o  the 
schools R have now. . . . bk had real pails t o  drink the water out of 
with t i n  cups d m  in the to i le t  roans. That's FJhere w got our drinks 
of water; they never had fountains in those days. And the bathroom =re 
something else too. They had running water in them k t  they wren ' t  like 
bathroom they have now. They had a long trough for a urinal for the 
boys. And--but the to i le ts  rere, oh they E r e  a l l  right kt. . . . I 
remember that school and t h e  heck of it vas my--I had a great-aunt there 
and she was quite well-known around the teaching circles there and so 
everytime I mt to  school why they expected mre out of m and everybody'd 
say, 'Ylh he ' s Miss Lilly Wth's grand--great--grandnephew'' and she used 
to  cart  me around all the tine and made it kind of rough on me i n  school 
because the teachers expected so dam m h  out of me and . . . 
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Q: Was she a teacher? 

A: Yes she m . . . 
Q: b a t  did she teach? 

A: 31.e was a grade school teacher, taught everything. In those days 
they taught everything. 

Q: Yes. 

A: And, but she never tm&t--she'd retired when I went to school there 
at Sanderson. She had-she ws w e l l  learned too because she'd gone to,  
a l l  wer , she 'd traveled a l l  wer . She 'd been up to  Alaska and a1 1 over 
the country here. She hew. . . . They e r e  good teachers in  those 
days, they had real good teachers. I r m b r  a l l  my teachers k t  I 
don't r-kx their nares now. And then frcm there why w e  moved off of 
what was called Garfield Avenue, in  Burlington. & lived in  a great big 
old W e  that belonged to  the principal of another school there, Mrs. 
Leebrick. She was our rwrt door neighbor too. %@--and we lived in her 
hause next door to  her and she vas kind of s t r i c t  with Paul and me hecause 
of my Aunt Lilly. She N s .  Teebrick] expected everything out of us. 
But it ws, you know, w just didn't mind it too much kt. . . . The 
house m lived in, in those days they didn't heat the homes with furnaces. 
& had four fireplaces on the f i r s t  floor in that house and a base burner. 
And the four fireplaces =re in the front roams and the base k r n e r  was 
i n  the living roan where =--the dining room ms connected to it so w e  
could be warm in there and the bse burner as w e  called it had a great 
big d m  up in the bathroom upstairs that put the heat up into the bathroan 
so w could t d e  baths and everything. That's the only heat w had up in 
the upper floor of the house. 

But it was a big house and gee whiz it ms. . . . I ramnber the yard was 
probably half a block and it had a l l  kinds of fruit trees in it and 
walnut trees and te had a great big barn out on the back end of it and a 
great big horse barn and a big carriage barn and. . . . oh it used to  be 
£un to play around there. Everybody in the neighborhood had those thuugh. 
W al l  had our own carriage barns and horse barns. Nobody had any horses 
and carxiages though. fie or  of the farmers that lived across the 
s t reet  from us did kt the rest of us rode the streetcars araund tom. 
Then w moved out on South H i l l  t o  another part of town and I went to  a 
never school aut here, it was a brand new school and it had everything in  
it. It had the individual cloakroans for the boys and the girls and it 
had real--toilet fac i l i t i es  =re excellent and they had drinking fountains. 
It ws , it ms a nice school . I lived out there until vie w e d .  

bk m r r d  £ran there when the Merchant's Life Insurance Company w e d  to 
Grand Rapids, Michigan and the mdical director took my mother with him 
as his secretary and there w s  several of the gir ls  and fellows in the 
office took their families and m e d  up to Grand Rapids. And w w n t  up 
there during the war, it ms during bbrld &r I and boy when e got up 
there, the winter ie =re up there it m s  cold. And ve couldn't get many 
th~ngs.  All w could get--=re allowed rather-ms a pound of sugar a 
month and we got t m  hundred and f i f t y  pounds of coal mry tm weeks, 
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that 's  a l l  they'd let us have see. Tnat was on account of the war. And 
everything else w s  the sam way. And I mt to a school up there, it 
was Alexander School and the grade I was in was f i f t h  and part of sixth. 
The teacher I remember very vaguely kt the only thing I r m k r  a b u t  
her is she asked m; one day i f  I 'd  get up and t e l l  the class about the 
Indians out here i n  Iowa and how m got along with them and how they 
lived and I told her I 'd never seen an Indian in my l i f e  so I didn't 
how. And that winter ms awful it--= had awful snowstorms up there and 
it got real cold and it was bad. In the spring the insurance company 
w e d  t o  Des Moines, Iowa and s t i l l  kept its nam, it m s  still the 
Wrchant E f e .  And ve went w i t h  than aver there, t h y  took everybody 
that wanted to  go t o  Grand Rapids, why everybody ma~ed t o  Des Ibines, 
I .  And I w n t  to  school out there, started in w i t h  grade school there 
in  Crocker Scbol and it MS. . . . I started to  school there I think in 
the sixth grade. And I went to  the sixth grade there. And then w lived 
in furnished rooms till my mther found a house for us to  live in. And 
then &en w found a haw why it w e d  me out of that  school distr ict .  

I finished that year, that semster dom at  Crocker School and thm I 
went out to vhat they called a junior high school, kshington Irving 
Junior High. And it was one of the f i r s t  pre-vocational schools that was 
in that part of the country. It was a kind of a pi lot  school. And 
besides getting the ordinary instruction in  a r i t k t i c  and geography and 
algebra and everything like that and Q l i s h  and l i terature and things 
like that w had a school--part of the school m s  craft  shops. It m s  
the-they had a p r in t  shop, a drdt ing shop, a modmrking shop and an 
auto ochanics shop for ---boys. Now the g i r l s  of course had the 
things that--they had the, oh. . . . what do you cal l  where they teach 
home--hare economics room. And LP had a great big cafeteria and these 
gi r l s  ~o E r e  learning did a l l  the cooking for the cafeteria, and the 
rest of the places. . . . the printing shop did a lo t  of printing for the 
schools a l l  aver tom and the furniture shop-or the wodmrking shop- 
donstairs made lo t s  of desks and repaired chairs and made desks and 
chairs for the different schools in the classrooms. And then the auto 
mchanics shop-amambiles were--there =re au tmbi l e s  then but there 
weren't too many--and they repaired the a u t m b i l e s  for the school, 
schools, different schools in tom and everything. 

Q: M s  this a l l  done for, just for free or . . . 
A: Qll yes, it ms part of the training. 

Q: Just training? 

A: Sust training for the fellows that =re in it. And then, bile I 
wrked there I wr;nt to  wrk  af ter  school because that pre-vocational 
school let out a t  t w  o'clock i n  the dtemoon. bk e n t  from eight in  
the mming till twi o 'clock in the afternoon and then there was another 
group that cane on a t  ten o'clock and went unti l  fmr. It was sp l i t ,  
there m s  so many kids in the school and everything. . . . But I mrked 
in  the evenings because the professor-the principal of the school got IW 
a job dom a t  Hopkins Brothers ' Sporting Goods Store delivering erchandise 
to  people that bought it and what I ' d  do, I'd--they'd give me the mrchandise 
to  deliver and then give lrre the mney to  get on the streetcar and I 'd take 
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the streetcar out and deliver it and then cane back to  the place on the 
streetcar. And if  they didn't have any deliveries for n~ t o  mike why I 'd 
help around with the marking of the products and putting than on the 
shelves and unpacking, thbgs  like that. Then f r m  there a friend of 
mine got a job as a printer in  a pr in t  shop because w w n t  to  the printing 
school together at junior high and he got XIE a job out there. And ve 
mrked there for quite a FJhile. And £ran there e both went over and 
wrked for another printing campany. 

Q: b t  was his--do you remember his name? 

A: Yes, it was Herb Ridgley. I ramnber him. And he got us both a job 
there and then w w n t  to  wr2c for d-mt w s  know as the Zaiser 's Printing 
and Stationery Canpany. They had a l l  kinds of stationery and office 
eqyipent and everyt?xbg like that and then d m  in the b a s e n t  they had 
a print shop and he and I wrked dom in the print shop for quite a 
FJhile. And for some reason or other they did away with the print shop 
finally and so ve both =re out: of a job and looked a r d  for quite a 
while. Couldn't find a job at  that time because there was a depression 
on and it ms right af ter  k r l d  &r I. And it m s  hard to  get a job and 
my next door neighbor toldtne one day t o  go dom and see a man d m  a t  
the telephone c q a n y .  So I m t  dom and he told re t o  talk to M r .  
Sautherland and I wn t  down and Mr. Southerland put t o  mrk. He was a 
superintendent at  the Northwestern Bell Telephone Campany around Des 
Moines, Iowa, with the outside plant--inside plant department so I went 
dom to where he told me t o  go--to the central office as they cal l  it--& 
they put ne to w r k  there. They give I-IE training f i r s t .  They started IIE 

in the basemer1.t and mrked me up thr- the &ole lxilding training IIE 
and I, mll I liked t o  wrk there, I got real interested in  the mrk 
there. And I vent--for quite a while I wrked days learning what t o  do 
and how t o  do it and then t h y  put m on the evening shift and I was on 
there a l l  by myself. k m  four o 'clock i n  the afternoon till elwen 
o ' clock a t  night. 

Q: b t  exactly did yau do? 

A: el1 I 'd mrk on the switchboard and keep--do everything that was 
necessary around the office as far as starting the engines and charge the 
batteries and do the testing t h  telephone lines and f i l ing the cards and 
everything and that. . . . it kept me h y  every night. And then they 
f ina l ly  decided to  put me on nights, eleven o'clock till eight o'clock i n  
the rimming. And I v a s  learning another phase of the telephone business. 
I l e a d  to  maintain and repair the switchboards up there fiere the 
operators e r e .  That m s  a big office I was in too k a u s e  they had 
about three hundred g i r l s  mrking there during the day on the switchbards 
and then they had the long distance office up there and they had another 
one hundred and fifty over there mrking. And a t  night there e r e n ' t  
that many. A t  night-when I worked nights there ms probably about, oh, 
seventy-five g i r l s  that wrked a l l  night like I did frcm eleven unti l  
seven in the mming. And I liked the mrk doing that ht I, I do r-ber 
that  a s  before camavlications got so. . . . improved like they are 
today. I ranember they used to  have What they called "repeaters" and 
they were mmm with real high voices that talked through their  noses. 
And i f  they put in a long distance cal l  £ran say, oh a t o m  fifty miles 
aut of Des bines t o  maybe Denver, Colorado . . . 



Q: Yes? 

A: People couldn't hear each other that fax so there'd be these g i r l s  
w i l d  have to  repeat and you'd talk to  the ooperator and t e l l  her and 
she'd listen and then you'd say about a five mrd  sentence and then she'd 
say, '!Repeat that .I1 Then maybe another operator out farther muld repeat 
it and then finally the person that was supposed to  hear t b  mssage 
wuld get it. And those g i r l s ,  they'd just drive you nuts a t  night 
because that's when they did roost of that  repeating ws a t  night see, 
these repeaters. &It the local, the short distance cal ls  they cauld do 
all  right, they could hear. But on those long--over a couple kazndred, 
three hundred or four W r e d  miles or across country they had these 
g i r l s  with these high-pitched voices and they, they just,  you could just 
hear than a l l  night. They'd keep me a*, mst the tirrre. But I got t o  
the place &ere I couldn't stay awake a t  night. I 'd f a l l  asleep a b u t  
4: 30 in the rmming and I 'd, I 'd been in there for a h i l e  and they put 
me outdoors as a cable splicer's helper and then 1 did like it because 
that m s  outdoors a l l  the t b .  And, heck, w w e d  around a l l  over the 
*ole tom and we took care of the trouble that wuld get into the cables 
and we'd do a l l  kinds of wrk pertaining to  the cables in tom. 

fSf f i r s t  job, when I f i r s t  went outside, the f i r s t  ~ e k  I was art IR had 
a horse and wagon, that wis our--= mrked off of a horse and wagon so 
you can see how long it 's been since I worked with the telephone ccmpany. 
And about a wek af te r  that they rented a Ford--what they had, they had 
places they called "Rent-a-Fords" and they rented a truck for us. And it 
was a delivery truck and it had an enclosed cab k t  the back end ms open 
and there was a couple of kind of leather curtains that lung d m  on the 
sides to  keep the rain and w i n d  and snow out and w used that a l l  the 
t i m e  w m&ed outside. And af ter  oh, I don't--about tm years af ter  
that why 1 writ t o  school i n  k s  kine& for a while. I mt to  this 
junior pre-vocational school and then I went out to  North High School. 
'Phey had three high schools, North, East, South and &st and I mt to  
Fbrth High School for a tJhile and then I got sick with typhoid fever and 
m s  out a year. And then I writ back to  high school and I 'd only been 
out there in hi& school about, oh just t o  finish the third year in high 
school when the insurance corupany--it didn't m e  or anything kt my 
mother decided to  get married and . . . 

A: Remarried. 

Q: That's right. 

A: And &en =--when they, she and my stepfather decided to  m e  to  
Peoria because it w s  close to  his, center of his k i n e s s .  He m s  a 
traveling salesman for a company that sold overalls and flannel shir ts  
and sheepskin coats and wrk  clothes like that out of Indianapolis and 
Peoria was the center of his territory. 

Q: h t  was your stepfather's nam? 




































































































































































