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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted
by Sandra Britz Armbruster for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University, October-November, 1980. Ms. Armbruster is the daughter

of Dorothy Steele Britz, and is responsible for the interviews and

for editing the manuscript.

Dorothy Steele Britz was born December 19, 1914, in Riverton, Illinois.
She grew up during the hard times of the 1920's and 1930's, the daughter
of a coal miner. She entertains her audience with lively descriptions
and stories of her life. She talks about how women coped with hard
times and how a skillful woman could make the difference between hard
times and being destitute. She tells of the miners' struggle to make
decent wages and to form the Progressive Mine Workers. During World
War II three of her brothers and many of her friends served their
country, and she discusses the worry and hardships on their families.
Also included is a discussion of the other wars which occurred during
her lifetime—--World War I, Korea, and Vietnam. She also expresses an
insight into and knowledge of American politics. Her faith in God

and joy in her family is her guide for living a life of hope and
thanksgiving.

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, conversational style that
is inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University

is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for
the views expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript 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 in writing from the Oral History Office,
Sangamon State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Dorothy Steele Britz, October 6, 1980, Springfield, Illinois.

Sandra Armbruster, Interviewer.

Q. What is your name?

A. My name is Dorothy Britz.
Q. And when and where were you born, Dorothy?
A. T was born in Riverton, Illinois, on December 19, 1914,

Q. Were your parents from the area?

A. Oh, yes! My parents were from Riverton. They were born and
reared in Riverton, but we can trace our ancestors back before the
Revolutionary War.

Q. That's great. What are some of the first memories of your child-
hood? What's the first home you remember?

A. The first home I remember was on West Kinzie in Riverton, and it
was a little three room home. We didn't have any central heating at
all. We heated our kitchen with the cook stove, and we had a heating
stove in the living room. This little house was like an L-shape and
in the winter then we would heat our bedroom with the cook stove, we'd
open the doors and heat the bedroom through the day so that we children
could play in the house. It was just no central heating whatsoever,
and there was no bathrooms at all. We bathed in a wash tub, and
Mother would always heat the water on, well her first stove had a
reservoir that she put water in the back of it, and then when you had
your fire, you always had warm water. She had a, it wasn't a cellers
cabinet, but it was a nice cabinet. She had that in her kitchen, and
she had her table and chairs and a wash stand with a pitcher and the
bowl. She made her own curtains. My mother could sew like a dream,
and she could cook like--just everything was good. T don't know, Mom
could take bacon and eggs and make it taste like ambrosia. She always
cooked for our Dad, but we got fat on it. Then I remember, during
World War I, the soldiers going up and down the railroad. They'd go
one way one time and maybe a big old troop train would go the other
way the next time. It looked like they had taken cattle cars and
converted them into troop cars. Those boys would stick their heads
out those windows and wave to the people and would drop their letters
along the railroad. The men that was along there would——there was a
place where the men congregated, the older men--and these men would
pick up the letters. If there wasn't any stamp on them, they would
take them and put stamps on them and send them on to their loved ones.
Especially this one man, was Bert Myers, and he put many a stamp on
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a letter for a little old soldier boy.

I remember when my uncle was—-he was taken from Iowa. He was over

in Iowa, and they took him from Iowa. He was over in France, and he
had gotten gassed badly. I remember when they got word that my Uncle
Henry, we always called him "Hook," had been blinded. He was in a
hospital in England. Oh! It was such a traumatic thing. My family,
my mother, and my grandparents, and the sisters and brothers, were
all upset about him. I can remember everyone in our family was just,
we just were so afraid that 'it was something really worse, but he was
blinded temporarily. I remember a Canadian that was in the same ward
with him had sent a letter to my Grandmother—-he had written it for
my uncle. Why, he signed my uncle's name, he told of what had hap-
pened. They didn't censor anything at that time, and they got the
full story from this Canadian. Fventually, my uncle gained his eye-
sight. (tape stopped)

Q. Do you remember anything else about the war?

A. Yes, I remember when he came home. Oh! I remember when I came
in—--he was standing in the kitchen in his uniform--and I thought how
handsome he looked, you know, as a little child. He was so happy to
see us, well, T don't guess he had seen Bob or Mike. Robert was born
in 1916, and he was overseas by then, about that time. 1 remember he
had a watch on with a chain and a fob was on this watch. I was sitting
on his lap, and I was loving him and he--~I was playing with this fob,
and he said to me, "Dorothy, if you can take that off the chain, or

if you can open that, I will give you that," he said "1'l1l take that
off the chain and give it to you." I don't think he thought I could

do it, but I opened that fob and he gave it to me. I had it until I
was grown. I had it in a box with a bunch of things like girls always
have--remembrances of different things and I don't know whatever became
of my watch fob, but I had kept it all that time.

I remember during the flu epidemic one of my Mother's brothers died.
They didn't take them to the funeral homes then. The undertaker came
to the house and prepared the body. I remember I was four so that
would be quite an experience for me, I remember my father picked me
up and let me see him—-I remember that as though it were yesterday.
That is another time that was just sad. Everyone was so sad when we
lost him because he had such personality! I remember him, T wasn't
but four, maybe not quite, I don't remember just how old I was, but

I remember when he died.

Q. Was he buried from home?

A. He was buried in Oak Hill Cemetery here just east of Springfield
on Route 36. All of our people are buried in Oak Hill, That little
cemetery has been there for many, many years, There was a man who
was a stranger, he was just passing through. He went over the bridge
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that was over a creek that went just east of that cemetery, and the
horses got frightened and they ran away with him. He was killed.
They buried that man in Oak Hill Cemetery and that's when they
started the cemetery there.

Q. Oh, I didn't know that. Do you remember anything about how the
funeral was done?

A. 1 didn't get to go to that funeral.
Q. No, I mean your uncle's—--when they buried him.

A. No, I don't remember anything because they didn't take me to that
funeral. I remember that they had flowers and things. I hadn't never
seen such pretty flowers, you know. Maybe as flowers go today, maybe
they weren't so great, but they made quite an impression on me. My
grandmother had been a childhood friend of Charlie Bisch. She knew

the Bisches. They lived out on Converse Avenue here in Springfield,

and Phillip Bisch was a, he ran a furniture store and he was also an
undertaker and that's how Charlie and the Bisch Funeral Home got started.

Grandmother, of course, whenever there was death, she always had
Charlie Bisch. So, we just more or less took it for granted that
whenever we were going to have trouble, Mr. Bisch was going to take
care of the family needs.

I remember, too, that during that time that we lived there in that
little house on West Kinzie, my father was a miner as well as my
Grandfather Lawson. He was my mother's father. He worked in the
tipple. 1In those days the miners, you either were classed as a com-
pany man which did like the laying of the track and the drivers of

the mules, they would . . . and then you had your diggers. I remem-—
ber Dad worked, he was working at Dawson at that time. He was laying
track, and we never did know whether it was from the sledge he was
using or from the spike that he was driving in so that it would heold
the track, but a piece of the metal broke off and flew, and it pene-
trated the upper part of his arm in the muscle. He had cut the artery
in his arm. If I remember rightly, the doctor there took care of his
arm at the mine. Maybe they took him to the mine . . . I don't remem-—
ber just exactly, but I remember Dad coming home and how they brought
him home on the old Wabash train and his arm was all bandaged. I
remember—-they never did find that piece of metal. We don't know
whether he carried it to his grave or whether it had just deflected,

you know, cut his arm and then . . . but we never did know what became
of the metal. But, if it was today, they would have taken pictures
of that arm. I remember it happened about . . . I was in the fourth

grade there. They had black damp in the mine.
Q. What is black damp?

A. Well, it's like what's in the bottom of a well when you're digging
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a well. You know, it's a gas. If T remember rightly, it's caused
from what they called a faulty shot. You see, in those days the
diggers had to buy their own powder and the fuses for the--to be able
to blast out the coal, They were assigned different rooms, and you
blasted . . . you put this, these charges or powder and with the fuse
on it, in your vein of coal. And then they had what they called shot-
firers. These shot-firers would, after everyone had gone and left

the mine, they would go through and run down the entries and run into
these rooms and they would light these fuses and run on down, and run
on out of the room and on down the entry—-it was like a hall where
the track was, you see that they brought out--the mules brought these
cars out that the miners filled in these after they went in the next
day after it was blown out and they would fill these little cars and
they had a check on them. They'd fill these little cars, and then
the drivers would come in and get--with the mules and pull these cars
on the main track and then they were taken to the cage and hoisted

up. My Grandfather was what they called the check-picker. He would
pick those checks off of the car. My father was mostly a track layer,
but he had--let me tell you, when you didn't have a good room or a
good vein of coal, and you got a lot of dirt and residue in that coal,
they docked you for it. A lot of times you didn't make very good,

and a lot of these miners——it was nip and tuck. They lived from one
payday to another when they dug coal. Sometimes, you know, getting
back to the shot-firers, sometimes they had what they called a "windy"
shot. Sometimes it would be a terrific blast, and sometimes they
were hurt. We had a good friend by the name of Al McCarty, and he
was a shot-firer and he got killed. It brings you back, when you get
to thinking about those days, it makes you realize how the miners in
those days took their lives in their hands because they used props

to prop up the top. If they had a bad top, chances are the slate
would fall down on them. They had to had-~they would have to have
the props. Now then, they have different things that can hold that
top up. They buy them; they're like a screw that they put up in the
top and hold that top up. But that's the way they mined their coal

in those days.

We had a neighbor who drove a mule.
Q. What was his name?

A. His name was George Gibson. He was so kind to his animals. A

lot of these men, they would beat those poor mules. You know, those
mules would stay down in there and it was up to the drivers to feed
them and take care of them. A lot of times the harness would rub

their coats and their skin and make sores. Some of those poor mules
were just absolutely a mess! Mr. Gibson always took his salve, if he
had a sore coming on his mule. He doctored it, and he would feed them
and I'm sure he took many an apple and a goodie for those mules because
they always said he had the fattest, sleekest mule in the mine—-or

one of the fattest and sleekest mules in the mine. You know, those
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mules, Sandra, when they—--they were in the mines so long and when
they would bring them up when the miners were out during the summer
months. The miners always came out usually the first of April during
the summer months--they were out most always, not always, but John L.
Lewis would always bring them out.

Q. On strike?

A. When they would come out--they would always be brought out on
strike on the first of April, but through the summer there wasn't
that much work and so they bring these mules out of the mine. A lot
of them had been in the mine, Sandra, until they were blind. They
would take them over—-I1 remember going up and seeing them in the
pasture grazing during the summer months, but they would eventually
get their sight back after they had got used to the light. But, can
you imagine what it was like bringing those up out of that shaft?
Those poor animals couldn't see! I remember as a little girl there
was a, I believe, their names, these two men's names was Flanigan
and Johnston. They were repairing the shaft and their scaffolding
broke and they were plunged to their death at the bottom of the shaft.

I remember that the whole village was awfully upset because--unless
vou're a miner child and you've been raised as—~to have to face all
these things, you have no idea what it's like because I remember in
the fourth grade when they had black damp, you know, and 1 was just,
I was just so afraid that my Daddy would be one of the victims., But,
my Dad had a young man with him and this young man's name was Eddie
Wright. He had just started in the mine, he was just a youngster,
and Dad had him and, you know, they had their~-I don't know, they
must have been aluminum buckets. You—in the bottom part of the
bucket, you put your water, and then there was this top like fits
in the top of a double boiler, and Mother would put his lunch in
there. Then, you had your 1lid and it was .

Q. How much water would that hold?

A. Oh! The usually--maybe--enough to last you for the day.

Q. Drinking water?

A. Drinking water. You took that down in the mine with you. This
young boy was about to get down--the damps was about to get him., Dad
took him and told him—-he had a heavy shirt on, you know. It's like
Q. Homespun?

A. No, it wasn't homespun, it was like these heavy shirts that the
kids wear with their jeans today, and he had one of those or a sweater

of some kind. He told him, he said, "take that off, and we'll put
this water on your shirt, and 1'll take you out." And he brought him
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on out of the mine. And until--well, I don't know whether the young
man . . . he'd be an old man now—-but, he always said my father had
saved his life during that emergency.

You know, in those days it was--1f one was in a bind or one was hurt,
they all, they all rallied around and tried to help you. There was

a feeling of closeness amongst the miner in my childhood that is hard
to describe.

Q. More of a brotherhood?

A. Brotherhood. When you called it brotherhood that, that describes
it accurately.

Q. Can you tell me some more about your family 1ife? About your
brothers . .

A. Well, on June the 10th 1916 I had my—--my brother Myron was born.
On the ninth, Mother and Daddy had--the evening of the ninth, Mother
and Daddy had gotten us all cleaned up. As usual, Momma, Momma was--
she took care of us, and I, of course, we little children didn't know
we were going to have a new baby at our house. My father took me
over, and my brother Bob, over to my grandparents., He told them in
his way so that we wouldn't understand cause I was always trying to
find out things—-I was inclined to be nosy. I always got into a lot
of trouble, I know. 8o, he told my grandparents that it was ready
for the baby. And so, we were thrilled to death—--my little brother
and I--we were going to stay at Grandpa and Grandma's all night, and
the next morning Grandmother told me we had a baby brother. And so,
we could hardly--we ate our breakfast and she got us dressed and
Grandfather took over to--back over home, and I went up to the bed
and Mother was in the bed with the, with my brother and he was all
wrapped up there, laying along side of her. She said, "Here's your
baby brother." And I said, "Oh! Can he walk? Let me take him over
and show him to my grandpa!" And I remember saying that and how they
all laughed because Mother's friend was there with her when the baby
came.

I remember my aunt, well, her name was Bertha but we all called her
Aunt Bea. T was such a tomboy that she brought me in a pair of over-
alls that was, that belonged to a boy that she kept house for his
father, their mother was dead, and slie brought me in this pair of
overalls and I cried. And, she almost cried, too, because I was a
tomboy.

Q. Why did you cry?
A. I was humiliated to think she thought that T wasn't a little girl.

I really thought she thought I was a boy, and I cried. I said, "I
don't want those overalls." Aunt Bea just picked them up and rolled
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them up and she, she never brought me any more overalls or anything
to tease me about being dctive. And, let me tell you, I was in one
scrap after the other. Mother tried her best to make a good girl
out of me, and I think at (laughs) times she almost gave the job up
(laughs) as a bad tasks cause she just couldn't--I was always into
something.

Q. Do you feel that World War I made a big difference in your personal
life? In your life .

A. As a child? Yes! T really do! You take even though you are
small, and you don't understand everything, war is an awful experience
even though you, you--we didn't have our home blown up, and we didn't
have to be afraid, but in my own experiences, and I know my mother

and my father's and my grandparents', it was traumatic.

Q. How do you feel it affected them most?

A. Oh, I feel like it, like it affected any parent, good parents or
any family with close family ties, you, you were so afraid every day
you thanked God that you didn't get word that your loved one was, had
been killed. You know, it was just a--even, well, it's just something
that you just have to live in order to be able to feel it.

Q. Do you think it's partly responsible for your sense of family?

A. 1 do. Yes, because not only that, we were always a close family.
In my own personal, and my own family, we were close. And I always
tried to have a closely knitted family, and I am sure that if--it

all ties in to the things that we have experienced when we were
younger. You don't realize what it means until you have lost it,
anything that's precious, unless you have, if you have never exper-
ienced anything~-my mother had a saying, "You never miss anything
that you never had." And, that's so true.

Q. Did the war cause shortages for you?

A. Yes. You know, at that time, they would take the sugar over in
Europe and it caused sugar—--you know, shortages, and instead of using
sand bags over there like they should have, they would take those
bags of sugar and use them for sandbags, and that kept the price of
sugar up. And, I remember prices were high!

Q. During the World War?

A. During the war and afterward. I remember Mother, we traded at
the Cooperative Store there in Riverton. It was owned by the miners,
it was called the Cooperative Store, and then there was what they
called the Company Store there in Riverton. It was run by Peabody
Coal Company. But, the Cooperative Store belonged to the miners, and
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