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Preface

This mamuscript 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 were begun in October and concluded in
December, 1983, The tapes were transcribed by Susan Jones and Barbara
Brandt and the transcripts were edited by Ms. Coffey.

Edmund A. Bringer was born in Burlington, Iowa on November 28, 1905. In
1970 he retired after working for 46 years with Illinois Bell Telephone
Company. He was first employed as a cable splicer's helper in 1925, and
later worked at residence telephone repair, cable repair, switchboard
repair and teletype repair.

In 1950, Mr. Bringer was assigned as a temporary instructor for Illinois
Bell's Plant Instruction school in the St. Nicholas Hotel in Decatur,
Illinois. In 1956, when the St. Nicholas was torn down, the school was
moved to 306 N, Franklin. Mr, Bringer taught classes in first aid,
safety, cable repair, key equipment repair, switchboard repair and
installation, touch-tone equipment schools, AC-DC theory, solid-state
devices and mathematics.

After his retirement, Mr. Bringer and his wife, Marguerite T. Bringer
made several trips to Great Britain and traveled throughout the southern
and eastern United States. Mr. Bringer resides in Decatur, Illinois with
his eldest daughter, Mary Bringer. Another daughter, Mrs. Gene A. (Sarah)
Guinn, lives with her husband in East Peoria, Illinois,

Alison A, Coffey (nee Guinn) is the narrator's eldest grandchild. She is
a graduate of Millikin University in Decatur, Illinois, Ms. Coffey is
employed as a graduate assistant in the Oral History Office of Sangamon
State University, where she is pursuing a master's degree in literature.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, corwversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The maruscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without written permission from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Edmund A. Bringer, October 21, 1983, Decatur, Illinois.

Alison Coffey, Interviewer.

Where and when were you born?

I was born in Burlington, Iowa on November 28th, 1905,

And were you--you were--you had a brother named Paul right?

Yes so Paul was my younger brother. He was two years younger than I

Were there any other children?

No there weren't any other children.

And what was your mother's name?

Before she was married?

Yes.

Patterson was her name, Florence Patterson.

You--did you grow up in Des Moines?

3>«9:’?*9?'§???*9§??*9E?*9
n

No I grew up in several towns. 1 started out the--we lived in Burlington,
Iowa until I was in about the fourth grade of school. My father was
killed when I was four years old, in Burlington, Iowa. He was a railroad
man and he was a switchman and he got killed coupling cars together down
in the yards. And my mother brought my brother and I up. She took care
of us all the way up through school years. I don't remember much about
my father, as I was only four years old when he was killed but. . . . she
always used to tell me a few things about him but. . . . I guess he was a
rather strict man. His family were strict people and he was fairly
strict and set in his ways and everything and so was his father--he was
my grandfather-~he was a very strict man. I didn't know too much about
him either but my father--my grandmother--we lived--my mother and Paul
and I lived with my grandmother and my grandfather Patterson. And he was
on the road all the time so there was just us at the--in the house most
of the time. He'd come home maybe once a month or something like that.

Q: This is your, your father you're . . .

A: Grandfather.
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Your grandfather you're talking about.
My father was dead.
Right, okay.

e r L

A: But my mother had to go to work to support my brother and I so she
had a job as a secretary to the medical director of the Merchant's Life
Insurance Company down in Burlington., And so she worked for him and T
worked there for a little while, T remember now I was their office boy
for a little while, I'd go get the mail at the mailbox--mail--post
office every morning and bring it down to the--office was only two blocks
away it. . . . sort it and deliver it around the room and run errands for
everybody in the office and everything that was just, just a general
flunky. I was an awful young kid then., 1 was probably in about the
fourth grade or something like that or fifth grade and then. . . . My
mother was--she wasn't too strict she was--but she'd always, every place
she went she always took my brother and me with her. We'd go up to band
concerts at the park and to the movies, In those days they were nickleodeons
they weren't real movies but they were pretty nice. Little theater
there, we had one pretty nice theater but . . .

Q: Do you remember any of the shows that you used, to see?
A: Oh no that was too long ago. I don't remember any . . .
Q: Do you remember like what kind of movies you liked?

A: No I don't remember that, It was just that she took us everyplace.
We liked to go out to the park, Craypo Park is the name of the park and
it was a beautiful park and we'd go out there on weekends, Saturday to
the band concerts and we'd always ride out on the streetcar. They had
what they call the "trailex". It was the second car, the first car was
really the streetcar and the trailer was pulled behind it and it didn't
have any control or anything it was just pulled behind it, there was no
trolley on it or anything. And it was wide open. You sat in long seats
on it and you were. . . . everybody liked to get on that. And we'd ride
up to the park in that and stay for the concert and then have a ice cream
soda or something like that out there but I don't recall too much about
Burlington then. The schools I went to, they were--first school I went
to was Sanderson School and by gosh as I recall now compared to the
schools we have now. . . . We had real pails to drink the water out of
with tin cups down in the toilet rooms. That's where we got our drinks
of water; they never had fountains in those days. And the bathrooms were
something else too, They had running water in them but they weren't like
bathrooms they have now., They had a long trough for a urinal for the
boys. And--but the toilets were, oh they were all right but. . . . I
remember that school and the heck of it was my--I had a great-aunt there
and she was quite well-known around the teaching circles there and so
everytime I went to school why they expected more out of me and everybody'd
say, 'Oh he's Miss Lilly Smith's grand--great--grandnephew" and she used
to cart me around all the time and made it kind of rough on me in school
because the teachers expected so darn much out of me and . . .
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Q: Was she a teacher?
A: Yes she was ., . .
Q: What did she teach?

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

Q: Yes.

A: And, but she never taught--she'd retired when I went to school there
at Sanderson. She had-~-she was well learned too because she'd gone to,
all over, she'd traveled all over. She'd been up to Alaska and all over
the country here., She knew. . . . They were good teachers in those

days, they had real good teachers. I remember all my teachers but I
don't remember their names now. And then from there why we moved off of
what was called Garfield Avenue, in Burlington., We lived in a great big
old house that belonged to the principal of another school there, Mrs,
Leebrick. She was our next door neighbor too., She--and we lived in her
house next door to her and she was kind of strict with Paul and me because
of my Aunt Lilly. She [Mrs. leebrick] expected everything out of us.

But it was, you know, we just didn't mind it too much but. . . . The
house we lived in, in those days they didn't heat the homes with fumnaces.
We had four fireplaces on the first floor in that house and a base bummer,
And the four fireplaces were in the front rooms and the base burner was
in the living room where we--the dining room was connected to it so we
could be warm in there and the base burner as we called it had a great
big drum up in the bathroom upstairs that put the heat up into the bathroom
so we could take baths and everything. That's the only heat we had up in
the upper floor of the house,

But it was a big house and gee whiz it was. . . . I remember the yard was
probably half a block and it had all kinds of fruit trees in it and
walnut trees and we 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
fun to play around there. Everybody in the neighborhood had those though.
We all had our own carriage barns and horse bams. Nobody had any horses
and carriages though., One or two of the fammers that lived across the
street from us did but the rest of us rode the streetcars around town,
Then we moved out on South Hill to another part of town and I went to a
newer school out here, it was a brand new school and it had everything in
it. It had the individual cloakrooms for the boys and the girls and it
had real--toilet facilities were excellent and they had drinking fountains.
It was, it was a nice school. I lived out there until we moved.

We moved from there when the Merchant's Life Insurance Company moved to
Grand Rapids, Michigan and the medical director took my mother with him
as his secretary and there was several of the girls and fellows in the
office took their families and moved up to Grand Rapids. And we went up
there during the war, it was during World War I and boy when we got up
there, the winter we were up there it was cold. And we couldn't get many
things. All we could get--were allowed rather--was a pound of sugar a
month and we got two hundred and fifty pounds of coal every two weeks,
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that's all they'd let us have see, That was on account of the war. And
everything else was the same way. And I went to a school up there, it
was Alexander School and the grade 1 was in was fifth and part of sixth.
The teacher I remember very vaguely but the only thing I remember about
her is she asked me one day if I'd get up and tell the class about the
Indians out here in Iowa and how we got along with them and how they
lived and I told her I'd never seen an Indian in my life so I didn't
know, And that winter was awful it--we had awful snowstorms up there and
it got real cold and it was bad. In the spring the insurance company
moved to Des Moines, Iowa and still kept its name, it was still the
Merchant Life. And we went with them over there, they tock everybody
that wanted to go to Grand Rapids, why everybody moved to Des Moines,
Iowa. And I went to school out there, started in with grade school there
in Crocker School and it was, . . . 1 started to school there I think in
the sixth grade. And I went to the sixth grade there. And then we lived
in furnished rooms till my mother found a house for us to live in. And
then when we found a home why it moved me out of that school district.

I finished that year, that semester down at Crocker School and then I
went out to what they called a junior high school, Washington Irving
Junior High. And it was one of the first pre-vocational schools that was
in that part of the country, It was a kind of a pilot school., And
besides getting the ordinary instruction in arithmetic and geography and
algebra and everything like that and English and literature and things
like that we had a school--part of the school was craft shops. It was
the--they had a print shop, a drafting shop, a woodworking shop and an
auto mechanics shop for men--boys. Now the girls of course had the
things that--they had the, oh. . . . what do you call where they teach
home--home economics room. And we had a great big cafeteria and these
girls who were leaming did all the cooking for the cafeteria, and the
rest of the places, . . . the printing shop did a lot of printing for the
schools all over town and the furniture shop--or the woodworking shop--
downstairs made lots of desks and repaired chairs and made desks and
chairs for the different schools in the classrooms. And then the auto
mechanics shop--automobiles were--there were automobiles then but there
weren't too many--and they repaired the automobiles for the school,
schools, different schools in town and everything.

Q: Was this all done for, just for free or . . .
A: Well yes, it was part of the training.
Q: Just training?

A: Just training for the fellows that were in it. And then, while I

worked there I went to work after school because that pre-vocational

school let out at two o'clock in the afternoon. We went from eight in

the moming till two o'clock in the aftermoon and then there was another
group that came on at ten o'clock and went until four. It was split,

there was so many kids in the school and everything. . . . But I worked

in the evenings because the professor-—the principal of the school got me

a job down at Hopkins Brothers' Sporting Goods Store dellvermg merchandise
to people that bought it and what I'd do, I'd--they'd give me the merchandise
to deliver and then give me the money to get on the streetcar and 1'd take
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the streetcar out and deliver it and then come back to the place on the
streetcar. And if they didn't have any deliveries for me to make why I'd
help around with the marking of the products and putting them on the
shelves and unpacking, things like that. Then from there a friend of

mine got a job as a printer in a print shop because we went to the printing
school together at junior high and he got me a job out there., And we
worked there for quite a while. And from there we both went over and
worked for another printing company.

Q: What was his--do you remember his name?

A: Yes, it was Herb Ridgley, I remember him, And he got us both a job
there and then we went to woxrk for what was known as the Zaiser's Printing
and Stationery Company, They had all kinds of stationery and office
equipment and everything like that and then down in the basement they had
a print shop and he and I worked down in the print shop for quite a
while. And for some reason or other they did away with the print shop
finally and so we both were out of a job and looked around for quite a
while., Couldn't find a job at that time because there was a depression
on and it was right after World War I. And it was hard to get a job and
my next door neighbor told me one day to go down and see a man down at
the telephone company. So I went down and he told me to talk to Mr,
Southerland and I went down and Mr. Southerland put me to work. He was a
superintendent at the Northwestern Bell Telephone Company around Des
Moines, JIowa, with the outside plant--inside plant department so I went
down to where he told me to go--to the central office as they call it--and
they put me to work there. They give me training first., They started me
in the basement and worked me up through the whole building training me
and I, well I liked to work there, I got real interested in the work
there. And I went~-for quite a while I worked days leaming what to do
and how to do it and then they put me on the evening shift and I was on
there all by myself. From four o'clock in the afternoon till eleven
o'clock at night,

Q: What exactly did you do?

A: Well I'd work 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 the telephone lines and filing the cards and
everything and that., . . . it kept me busy every night. And then they
finally decided to put me on nights, eleven o'clock till eight o'clock in
the morning. And I was learning another phase of the telephone business.
I learned to maintain and repair the switchboards up there where the
operators were. That was a big office I was in too because they had
about three hundred girls working there during the day on the switchboards
and then they had the long distance office up there and they had another
one hundred and fifty over there working. And at night there weren't
that many. At night--when I worked nights there was probably about, oh,
seventy-five girls that worked all night like I did from eleven until
seven in the moming. And I liked the work doing that but I, I do remember
that was before commmications got so. . . . improved like they are

today. I remember they used to have what they called "repeaters' and
they were women with real high voices that talked through their noses.

And if they put in a long distance call from say, oh a town fifty miles
out of Des Moines to maybe Denver, Colorado . . .
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Q: Yes?

A: People couldn't hear each other that far so there'd be these girls
would have to repeat and you'd talk to the operator and tell her and
she'd listen and then you'd say about a five word sentence and then she'd
say, 'Repeat that," Then maybe another operator out farther would repeat
it and then finally the person that was supposed to hear the message
would get it. And those girls, they'd just drive you muts at night
because that's when they did most of that repeating was at night see,
these repeaters, But the local, the short distance calls they could do
all right, they could hear., But on those long--over a couple hundred,
three hundred or four hundred miles or across country they had these
girls with these high-pitched voices and they, they just, you could just
hear them all night., They'd keep me awake, most the time., But I got to
the place where I couldn't stay awake at night, 1'd fall asleep about
4:30 in the moming and I'd, I'd been in there for a while and they put
me outdoors as a cable splicer's helper and then I did like it because
that was outdoors all the time. And, heck, we moved around all over the
whole town and we took care of the trouble that would get into the cables
and we'd do all kinds of work pertaining to the cables in town. i

My first job, when I first went outside, the first week I was out we had
a horse and wagon, that was our--we worked off of a horse and wagon so :
you can see how long it's been since I worked with the telephone company. i
And about a week after 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 but the back end was open
and there was a couple of kind of leather curtains that hung down on the |
sides to keep the rain and wind and snow out and we used that all the !
time we worked outside, And after oh, I don't--about two years after
that why I went to school in Des Moines$ for a while. I went to this
Jjunior pre-vocational school and then I went out to North High School.
They had three high schools, North, East, South and West and I went to
North High School for a while and then I got sick with typhoid fever and
was out a year. And then I went back to high school and I'd only been
out there in high school about, oh just to finish the third year in high
school when the insurance company--it didn't move or anything but my
mother decided to get married and . . .

Q: Remarried?

A: Remarried.

Q: That'S Iight.

A: And when we--when they, she and my stepfather decided to move to
Peoria because it was close to his, center of his business. He was a
traveling salesman for a company that sold overalls and flannel shirts
and sheepskin coats and work clothes like that out of Indianapolis and
Peoria was the center of his territory.

Q: What was your stepfather's name?























































































































































































































































