PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted by
Marjorie Taylor for the Oral History Office in April 1974. Barbara Dewhurst
transcribed the interview, and Kay MacLean and Rosalyn Bone edited the
transcript.

Bertha R. Jurgens was born in Tonlca in LaSalle County, I1linois on March
14, 1896. Her famlly moved to Menard County when she was young. In this
memoir she recalls the influence of her German ancestry on home and family
1life, a variety of food customs and other domestic activities, and her
special interest in music. '

Readers of the oral history memolr 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 1s 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 manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
wilthout permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Bertha R. Jurgens, April 23, 1974, Virginia, Tllinois.
Marjorie Taylor, Interviewer.

Q. Now, if you'll give me your name and your present address, and in-
clude your maiden name 1f you would, please. (laughter) All right, we're
ready.

A. Bertha Renz Jurgens.

Q. How do you spell Renz?

A. R-E-N-Z.

Q. BR-E-N-Z, I thought that would be it.:

A. T have four names, you don't want all of them?

Q. Ch yes, let's have them all.

A. You know, that's the awfullest thing when you're having to sign legal
papers and they absolubtely gotta have your full name, and I Just balk to
them. I sign it Bertha R. Jurgens. But it was Bertha Anna Doretta Wilhe-
menia.

Q. Well, that was a name! Were you named for anybody?

A, Yes, several different people.

Q. Grandmother's?

A. No, Just relatives and friends. Bertha Anna Doretta Wllhemenia.

Q. Well, that is a name.I would say. You didn't get shortchanged. No
you didn't. Now .

A. My birthday?
Q. Yes, let's put that in there too.

A. March 14, 1896. Born at Tonica, I1linois, in LaSalle County, close
to Starved Rock.

Q. You remember that then when you were quite young, Starved Rock?
A, Yes, yes.

Q. Now the name of your father.
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William Frederick Renz.

And where was he born?

He was born in Germany and I think near Hamburg. I think that was it.

-

Was your mother also born in Germany?
Yes.

Now where was she born?

Near Berlin.

And what was her name?:

Wilheménila Fredricka.

That's pretty. (laughter)
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. Wasn't that strange? His was William Frederick and her's 1s Wilhe-
menila Fredricka.

Oh! And her maiden name?

Q.
A. Her malden name was Porep. P-O-R-E-P.
Q. Porepn».

A.

A very odd name. And her mother's name was Elizsbeth, but that's about
as far as I can go.

Q. (Laughter) Well, that was enough names to last us.

A. But her mother raised our whole family, because she lived with my

folks ever since they were married. See, my mother and ny grandmother came
across on the boat, and ny mother was eighteen at the time. Her father had
passed away in Germany and they came over and lived with an aunt at Mar-
seilles, Illinois.

Q. Oh, I know where that is.

A. And then, that's where she met my father. Course, he came over when
he was fourteen, years before.

Q. Then your mother came straight from Germany to Marseilles?
A, Yes, right straight to Marseilles.

Q. Do you know, did they come up to New Orleans or dld they come from
New York?

A. No, they come through New York.
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Port of New York?

Yes.
And by that time there would be trains that would. . . .

. Yes, they came on a train from New York to Marseilles.
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. It was your mother's sister?
A. No, my. grandmother's sister.
Q. ©Oh, your grandmother's sister.

A. My mother was the only chlld. It was ny grandmother's sister and 1
don't know what her name was. I did know but I've forgotten.

Q. Well, that made them a chance in the New World, then.
A, And then my father, he was fourteen. Did you get his birthday?
Q. No, I ddn't.

He was born March 30, 1856.

>

Q. Do you know the names of hls parents?

A. I don't know them right off. I have them in that book.

Q. Well now, was he an only child?

A. No, no he had some brothers. And his mother died in childbirth; when
his sister was born, she dled. So he was raised by an unecle till he was
fourteen, then he came to the United States all alone, on a boat, and
arrived at New Orleans and got a job in a bakery. And from there on he
took up the bakery business and he was a baker all his life.

Q. Did you ever know why the decision was made for him to come here at
that time?

A. No, T don't. I don't know right now. I expect we talked it over when
I was a chlld and, you know, at different times, but right now I don't
Just remenber.

Q. Did you ewver hear of any plan of leaving before he would be inducted
into the armed services?

A, No, no I didn't hear anything about that. How 0ld do you have to be,
about twenty?

Q. No, they were younger than that, I think.
A. Eighteen?

Q. Sixteen or eighteen, perhaps.
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A. No. I don't know whether he came over with another relative, it might
be that he came with a relative, but I always had the impression that he
came alone. But then, he might of come with somebody.

A. Had he had anything teo do with the baking business before he came?

A. No.. No, I don't know what he——at fourteen years old, he couldn't have
done very much, you know. I guess he was in school, you know. But, he got
this job and then he liked the bakery and he went on from there. First
thing you knew, after he was——well, before he was married even--he had a
bakery of his own.

Q. Ch. How did he get wp to Marseilles?

A. Well, I don't just know how he got there, but (laughter) he might of
come on a boat. That's the way he traveled sometimes.

Q. (laughter) Why dld he select that place, I wonder?

A, Well, I don't kmow. You know, it might have been recommended that
someone wanted a baker up there or something else, don't you know how people
get jobs that would be recommended, or advertised for a job or something.
That might--this is what I imagine. But he had a bakery there gt Seneca.
Seneca, Illinois. There's a nunber of little towns in that county. And
then he moved to Tonica. After he was married they went to Tonica, and
that's where they settled. And my grandmother lived with them all her

life. And she was ninety-four when she died; she raised all of us children.

Q. S0 you remenber her well?
Oh, very well,
Did she learn to speak English?

Yes. And we talked German to her and talked Fnglish to my mother.
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. Is that right?

A. We learned them both. Yes, she raised the whole family, you might say,
because my mother helped my dad in the store. She--he had the bakery, but
at the same time he had a store where they sold their bakery stuff right
there. And she tended the store. And he did the baking.

Q. Did they sell other things besides baked goods?

A. Well, had a candy counter, I know that, and tobacco. And then he had
a shelf of camned goods, 1 remember that. That's all, you know, kind of—
course they were open on Sunday and they'd have a line of staple groceries,
maybe, or something. That's been years ago, about sixty years ago, you
see. Things are a lot dlfferent.

Q. But the baked goods was probably . . .
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A. Oh, super! I will always say he was the best baker. Everything he
made was just good. ,

Q. Tell me about some of the things he made.

A. Well he made-—-well, he'd make as much as two hundred loaves of bread
in one day.

Q. Onh!

A. Had great big wooden troughs where he'd mix the dough, and bought

yeast, you know, great quantities of yeast. And when he baked--he made

good bread, and he made brown bread, Boston brown and rye bread, pumper-
nickle. But he'd make two hundred loaves of white bread in a day, and that
was all by hand. It was all weighed off on a scale. And he was just so
quick, you know, he would chop it off, and welgh that, and chop it off,

and weigh 1%. And then he made doughnuts and all kinds of cake, and cookies
and at Christmastime, he made fancy Christmas stuff, and pies. Baked every-—
thing that you'd try and imagine. And these Berlin doughnuts the big raised
doughnuts that have jelly in—is that what you call them? Bismarcks?

Q. Bismarcks, yes.

A. Just everything. And we never got to go in the shop at all. He didn't
ever want the children—and he was so particular with his work. Butb, when
we got a 1little bigger, he would let us plle the cookies in the pans to

put in the showcase. You know, you stacked them up a certain way. And
that was my pride, to put them just right. (laughter) Ginger cookies, and
lemon cookles and sugar cookies. When I got a little bigger, why, I felt
like I was really getting advanced, to do something like that.

Q. (laughter) How did he heat his ovens?

A, With wocd.

Q. Wood?

A. Yes. Bake ovens, and they were big things. Then he had a big paddle,
you know, to remove these great big pans, big black pans, from the oven,
you know, that you. . . . And oh, it got so hot in that bakery; it was
Just awful.

Q. 'The summer would be bad.

A. My mother always made his aprons. You know, with a little straps
across around his neck, white aprons. - She made them out of heavy white

material. Well, those were the good old days, I'd say, because I-never could——

I wish some of that had rubbed off on me, because I tell you, he was a good
baker, and I'd like to have been able to do it, you know—made cream puffs.

Q. Cream puffs?

A. Yes, and they sold for two for a nickel. And they had to be kept cold,




Bertha R. Jurgens 6

you see, and that was pretty hard to do. We dldn't have refrigeration,
and he'd want to sell them right——they'd make them maybe a certain Satur—
day and then advertise he was golng to have cream puffs. And then he'd
want them all sold that day, because they don't keep. So what was left,
us kids eat them.

Q. And you wanted them left over. (laughter) How much did the bread
sell for?

A. Flve cents a loaf, six for a quarter, big loaves. Yes sir, six loaves
for a quarter.

Q. Oh dear. And how about pie? How much would he charge for . . .

A. Ten cents, and they were good sized pies, ten cents for pies. And the
cookies, oh let's see, I think they were ten cents a dozen, big cookies.

Q. Now what kind of cocdkies did he particularly go in for?

A. Well, he had the great big crinkly, crirnkled around the edge, sugar
cookies, with a little sugar sprinkled on them. Then he had a big flat
lemon cookle that was very nice. They were real thin, and they were a
little bit crinkly on top. Then he had ginger cookies that were very good.
And I stlll have his cookle cutter for that. I make ginger cookles, like
that, roll them. Then he made some kind of frult bars that were brown and
baked in a sheet and cut in long strips and with a certain thin icing on
them,

At Christmastime, then, we had fancy cookies. Oh, they're made with a
stamping thing, the littie print things that—what do you call them? Had
a little——the words right on the end of my mouth.

Q. Do you still have those cutters?

A. No, but he'd stamp them, you know, and made little fancy things about
so long. I can't think of what you call them.

Q. I know what you mean, sometimes they were made on a rolling pen, too.
The rolling pen had the designs on them.

A. Yes, yes. I can't think of the name, they were just little rich butter
cockles—--Christmastime.

Q. What kind of ples? Let's hear about the pies.
A. Fruit ples, and they were ten cents. And then he made lemon ples, too,
and custard, and mostly those kinds. I don't just remenber chocolate ples,

but he might of had them, but then--that's what the price was, ten cents a
pie. And he made buns, real nice buns.

Q. Rolls, too?

A. Ch yes, cinmamon rolls and coffee cakes, yes. They always had a thin-
lcing on it, put it on with a brush, you know, real thin powdered sugar
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that you put on them, while they're warm, with a brush.

Q. And he learned this trade in New Orleans?

A. Yes.

Q. Did you ever hear him tell about the place he worked down there?

A. Oh, yes, he did tell about it, but I Just right now don't remenber any-
thing. He did say that they were never used——allowed to use any soap. They
had to wash their hands with clear water, they could never use soap, because
they were afraid it would taste in the bakery, because it was all done by
hand.

Q. Did he use butter or lard in his cockies?

A. Butter. Butter for his cakes, and 1t was butter, real butter-—in those
days we didn't have oleo. But at one time I just remenber him saying some-
thing about butterine, and I imagine that was a form--some kind of oleo,
and he didn't 1like it and so he wouldn't use it. He had sent for it and it
come in wooden little tubs, and he didn't like it, so he bought country
butter from the farmers, and egegs, he bought. He never used any artificial
stuff, it's always eggs and butter and milk.

Q. How much would he pay for the butter?

A. Well, I don't know. Seems to me ten cents a pound. (laughter)

A./Man: Sounds like what 1y mother usedzto sell it for, it's true.

Q. Ten cents a pound.

A. His mother sold butter for ten cents a pound.

A./Man: Great big wooden tubs.

A. She had a blg wooden bowl.

A./Man: Yes, but they called them tubs, they was just that deep.

Q. And then how much were the eggs a dozen?

A. Well, T just wouldn't remember about the eggs. I would think they'd
be about that much too, ten cents a dozen.

Q. Well how did--you say he used wood to heat these ovens, where did the
wood come from?

A. Well, he got it from—-I think someone hauled it to him from the country
somewhere; he had wood hauled in. It was stacked up back of the store, big
plles of wood.

®. Was the store near where you lived?

A. We lived up above the store.
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Q. Well, that's just about the only way they could handle 1t, wasn't it?

A. We had our sleeping quarters up there, and thils store was so big that
he used part of it for the bakery, and then there was a great big center
where it was our living room. We had a big Unlted States map and I learmed
all the capltals off of that, and we just lived there. Had a hard-coal
burner 1n the room, and that was our llving room.

Q. Now, how many brothers and sisters did you have?

A. Well, there were eight in the family. There was two brothers and six
girls. -

Q. Ch, is that so?

A. One girl died when she was about two years old, and I can just barely
remenber that, how the family was so grief-stricken over that. Then there
were only eight of us.

Q. Well, you could use plenty of that bread at home yourselves?

A. Yes, we did. And I can't ever remember my dad having very much bad luck,'
like burnt bread or anything. Oh, a few times there was some, you know, and
they wouldn't sell that, we'd use that. But he had, I'd say, good luck.

Q. He knew what he was doing.
A. Very particular, just very particular.

Q. Now, how long did he run this bakery in Tonica? When was there any
change made there?

A, Well, he went from there down to Talulla and we were--I don't remember
how many years we were there. Let's see, I was about, I think about eight
years old when we left Tonica, and then I went through grade school, the
rest of it, in Talulla. That's where I kind of grew up. And then he went
a little while in Athens. He had bought a little ten-acre plece of ground
in Athens and he wanted it to kind of retire on. And he run the bakery,
and then in the afterncon he'd go out there and work and they had a straw-
berry patch and that, and such as that, but then he retired then affer so

long.

Q. Did he have friends at Talulla that encouraged him to come down to
Menard County?

A, Well, no. He just heard of this place, someway, that they'd like to
have a bakery and there was no other bakery to give him competition.

Q. Now, did he use wood there, in Talulla too, or do you remember that?

A. Seems to me he used coal at one time, but I just don't remenber about
that. But I do remenber about those big wood piles, it was all ricked up
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back of the bullding, you know, in stacks. I don't know, he might of used
coal evantually. I expect by that time they could have used. But I know
they had a hard-coal burner in our living room, and I grew up around that,
that big living room. I can remenber that map, I learned every state capi-
tal off of that. )

Q. Did your father read Fnglish, or just German?

A. Well, he~~I don't know. I don't know whether he had any English—-I
don't think he did in Germany, but he took it up real well here, he studied.
And he went back there on a visit when I was Just a little baby, little tot.
He went back:on a visit, but my mother didn't go because she had the chil-
dren. And she and my grandmother kept the bakery going and they hired a
man to come and do the baking. And of course he didn't sult them, either.

Q. (laughter) Was your father gone very long?

A. No, he just--course he went on a boat, that was years ago. Maybe about
seventy years ago, you see. That was the way we had to travel. But he went
back there to see some of the relatives. Now, during the First World War
we lost contact with all of our relatives, you know, when we were at war
wlth the Germans. We lost confact with them so there's no way to pick
up--they'd be another generation or two, you know.

Q. And you've never been able since then to . .

A. No, we've tried. My mother has tried to get in contact with some, and
they just, just lost contact. Before that they'd kind of kept up with them.

@. Now, were you people raised Lutherans?
A, Yes, always Lutherans.

Q. And that goes back to Germany?

A. Oh yes, yes. We were always Lutherand.
Q

. And then did the clergy come from Germany, too? Some of them?

A. I don't know, I don't know about that. See, his folks were Lutherans,
too.

Q. And can you tell me about any of his recipes, any speclal recipe? I'd
like to know that.

A. Well, I don't know. He weighed out everything--he tried to condense
them, you know, so that he could tell me, because I measure everything by
cups and teaspoons, and he went by ounces and pounds, you know. He did
give me a reclpe for a New Orleans molasses cookie, and gingerbread, but
they were——and he tried to tell me. I saild, "Well, a pint's a pound," and
maybe he could go from there. But, I think I tried one td two recipes years
ago when I first got them, but I haven't tried them since because it made
such big batches. Like the gingerbread or the ginger cookies, you know.
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Q. Did he have them written down or just remember them?
A. -Oh no, he had books, he had recipe books.
Q. You don't know whatever happened to any of those?

A. No, I don't. I just don't. Too bad we didn't hang onto things, isn't
it?

Q. Well, if we hang on to things there--not room for what we need.
A, Well no, that's what happened .

Q. T usually think about the people from Germany being very much interested
in music.

A. Well, he was, he played a guitar. And my sister played the gultar and
my other sister played the violin, and real well, too. And the three would
play together and they'd play for entertaimments. My sister took lessons
from a violin teacher, but my dad, I think he, well, I think he took some
lessons too, then he taught the other girl how to play. Yes, they played
real well.

Could he read music or did he play by ear?

. No, he read music.

Oh, he dld. Did he sing too?

No, my mother did, but I don't remenber him ever singing.

. (laughter) The guitar was enough.
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But I was the singer in the family. (laughs)

Q. Oh I remenber that. (laughter) Did he accompany you, did you sing
with him?

A. Well no, but I used to have a swing in the backyard, you know, back of
the bullding, and I'd swing and sing and the neighbors would say, "That's
Renz's bird asinging.™

Q. Oh, isn't that cute. (laughs) What special songs? Did he ever teach
you any German songs?

Q. Well, I sang in the German choir over at Athens. They had German ser-
vices in that Lutheran church, and my grandmother had to teach me the words.
I didn't know what they meant, but she, oh, she drilled me and drilled me
on the German songs and they were beautiful. We had the four parts, you
know, soprano, altos and bass and tenor. And I'd go to cholr rehearsal and
I had my books and she taught me to read them.
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Q. Oh, you can read CGerman then?

A. Oh, I can't now, but I did that-—at that time I could read those songs
pretty good. See they were in the print; I couldn't read the script, but
I could—we had a bilg German Bible and she'd read to Dad and read out of
that to us some Sundays, and pictures and leamed a lot of Bible stuff in
the German. My grandmother did that, a great big, great big Bible. And
she taught me the Jauchset Herron is one of the anthems, And she drilled
me and drilled me. how to say that, Jauchset. That means rejolce, I think,
or Joyful. Jauchset, J-A-U-C-H-S-E-T. See, that's——how to get that [ch
sound]. Had to put that in there.

Q. (laughs) I'm afraid I wouldn't be a very good linguist.

A. Well, she taught—that's one of the anthems that we sang. And I dld a
lot of special singing, solos, too, but I sang the solos in English, T
didn't try them in German. '

Q. Did you have vocal lessons?

A. Just in schoel, and always was in some choir and we'd get a lot of
training out of that, you know. But no, no special . . .

Q. You put it all to good use, I would say, (laughter) because I remenber
your singing.

A. Well, like the piano. You know I would have fifteen—-no, thirty-four
lessons, I think. That's all I ever had.

Q. And you just 4id it yourself.
A. I was in one recital. I put every lesson to good use.
Q. Was that when you lived in Talulla?

A, Yes. Loulse Armstrong used to come down from Jacksonville on the train,
taught music there in Talulla. Did you know her?

Q. No.

A. DMae Ainsworth knew her.

Q. Is that right?

A. She'd came to Chandlerville.

Q. Is that right.

A. She had red hair. Ch, she was just, she just—I was her pet! (laughs)

Q. Well, I would think so if you could sing and play the piano and you
were willing to practice.
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A. Well, she appreciated it so because I always had my lessons and the
other girls, they wouldn't practice, in class, you know. And I wanted to
play s0 bad that I practiced.

Q. How old were you then, do you think?

A. About fourteen, fifteen.

Q.  And your father bought the piano for you, at that time. You had a
plano?

A. I did have a plano, upright.

Q. Well, they were interested in promoting every educational opportunity,
weren't they?

A. Ch yes. Yes, they were. My dad was very much interested. 1 always
thought he was a good citizen.

Q. (laughter) Now, then he lived in Petersburg, then at the last or
Talulla?

A. Athens.

Athens, ch yes.

That's where he dled.

Oh. And there's a——is there a ILutheran church in Athens yet?
Sure.
Well, then it's a German community probably.

. Yes it is. Oh, I have a lot of friends there yet, in Athens. Well,
ot a lot because a good many of them are gone, but several good friends.
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Do you have any family living in Athens?
No, no.
Now, when you went to school, it was always in English?

. Ch yes.

Could you speak English when you went to school or did you learn it?
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Ch yes! Yes! We learned that at home. But he [Mr. Jurgens] couldn't
he couldn't--the teacher had to teach him English.

Q. Well, we're going to—I think we're going to stop and let you . . .
(tape stopped and started)






























