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Marie Witt, Qctober 25, 1986, Chicago Ridge, Illinois.
Kimberly Grove, Interviewer,

Q: Okay, first we were going to start out talking about your mom and
your dad and how they came over here from Germany.

A: Okay, my father was John Bliss and he was from Germany. He came over
here because he loved hunting and fishing. He mistakenly killed a dear
on a wealthy man's property. He knew he was in trouble, so he thought,
he wanted to come here anyway so this was the time to come. So he came
and he was a woodturner and incidentally, made the railing or banister in
the Chicago Theater. He made the turn and down when no one else could do
it. But he didn't get the credit for it because the man that hired him
took the credit. So he loved good wood, he made tables, benches, lamps
and everything that could be made with wood.

Do you remember when he came over? Remember around what year it was?
No, I don't know.
You don't remember, okay. We can find that out later. (1889)

L A

He met my mother at a boarding house. She had come over here with
her sister and a rich old lady that was deaf and wanted company coming
back from there.

Q: Okay, they came from Germany too.

A: They came from Germany too. And they got a job in the boarding
house, making beds and everything like that. And so she got acquainted
with my father and and they got married. (June 27, 1890)

Q: Was your father the only one from the family who came over?

A: He was the only one as far as I know. He only had a cousin here,

And we never did really associate back and forth. Well they lived quite
a ways from here so--they called us one time and told us that my father's
father died and that they had a beautiful bowl sent to them to deliver to
us. It was written on in German silver, a little part about life., It
was given to them (Marie's grandparents) on their silver anniversary.

And his father I guess wanted him to have it.

Q: This was on your mom and dad's silver amniversary?

A: No, it was hisg father's amniversary.
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Q: Oh, okay.

A: And s0 we went up there and got it. I don't know what the verse on
it is, but it was something about good health long life, and all that.
Now it's been passed down to Kimmy Grove, so I wanted it to stay in the
family. And she is the only grandchild I have. Well anyhow, my mother
was one of five girls from there. Two of them came, my mother and another
one.

Which sister? Do you remember . . .
Her sister, Agnes.

Agnes.

Yes.

And your mother was Mary?

e v e o

Yes. And they came with this lady so anyhow, Agnes married a man
that had a big greenhouse in Winnetka, Illinois. And my mother married
my father who was a woodturner. Two of the other sisters married farmers

Q: So more of the sisters came over later?
Yes, they came later with their mother.
Okay.

A

Q

A: There was also a brother in that family but he didn't want to come
here. And they lost all trace of him.
Q

A

Q

A:

Yes.
So there's no history from him,
Do you know why your mom and her sister decided to come over here?
Well, because the two girls were here already and they were doing so
good. And the mother--their mother thought she's getting old too, she
can't be alone over there. So she came with them, Inamedthegirls and
now I can't think of them all, I just said Agnes and . . .
Q: There was Agnes, Teresa, Martha . , .
A: Yes,
Q . Ida and Mary?
A: Yes. The other girls, two married farmers and the one married the

greenhouse keeper. And Ida married a man who had a shoe store. He did
repairs and sold new shoes. And my mother of course, married John.
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Yes. Now when they first came, did they come in from New York?
Yes.

They came in on a sailing ship?

""9?."9

On a boat, yes. I don't know, I think it was a sailing ship. 1
don t renember too mich of that,

Q: Yes. So they came in from New York, how did they decide to come to
(hicago? Do you know?

A: Well this old lady . . .

Q: Oh, the old lady was coming to Chicago?

A: Yes. I guess she owned the boarding house that the girls worked in.
Well anyhow, she was the starter of it all. Then being that they were
kind of split up all over (later when all the sisters married) we (Marie's
family) had places to go to visit and everything. It was very nice.
(pause) And what else was I going to say . . .

Q: Your mom met your dad at the boarding house, he was staying there?
Yes.,

When he first came over?

He worked, but he just lived there. Yes.

R B o

Do you know what kind of a wedding, did they have any kind of any big
A: No, I don't think so. None of them did then because they were just
work.mg to live, you know.

Q: And they couldn't really afford any real big wedding.

A: Right. But then my mother's mother, well the family name was Alder.
Q: Yes,

A: And I named all the girls. My mother's mother worked in that greenhouse
too, She started a fire in the stove for the school children, in their
school room. She had a cow, and she had it staked out in the garden.

Q: Was this here in Chicago? Or up in Wisconsin?

No, this was in Winnetka,

In Winnetka,

e &

Yes, and so one day the cow pulled her over the stake she was putting
in the ground She hurt her back, I guess it broke her spine or something.
She was an irwalid.
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Q: She couldn't walk then?

A: No. She went to stay with my mother. My mother took her in and took
care of her, but then my mother had six children, you lnow. It was
pretty hard to handle it all. I can remember I was about three years
old, when my father had her in the horse and buggy, and was taking her to
. + . Well first my brother took her to Michigan to go with the other
daughters, those on the farm. And neither one of them would take her, so
he had to bring her back again. And my father took her in a horse and
buggy out to Oak Forest, where she died. What year that was I just
surmise, me being three years old. It must, that was . . .

Q: About 1910 or . . .

A: Yes,

Q: . . . something like that?

A: Yes, about 1910.

Q: Was that like an old peoples hame, in Oak Forest?
A:

Yes, It's still there, it's real big now, at Oak Forest, Illinois.
But I don't know how long she was there, but she died there.

Q: Yes.

A: And the other girls all said that we didn't want her in our house.

Well we had her for a long time, I don't know how long, but I can remember
when she was in the bedroom and she always had little red stri ppermints
for us children. She spoke mostly German and she taught me a ittge

German poem. Should I say it?

Q: Yes.,

A: Ich bin klein,
Mein herz ist rein,
Soli diemand drinn wohnen,
Aber Jesu allein.

Q: And that means in English?
A: I am small,
My heart is clean,
No one will live there,
but Jesus alone.
Q: And you remember that from when your grandma told you.
A: Right. That was a long time ago. Seventy-six years ago.

: Yes. Do you remember anything else about her? You were pretty
small.
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A: T was pretty small. But I always was welcome to come in and talk to
her. She liked company. Well then taking her to Oak Forest relieved a
lot from my mother, but then my mother still had a large family to take
care of.

Q: Now, your mom and dad met in the boarding house, and did they court
for awhile?

A: I suppose they had, you know to gét acquainted.
Q: And then did they buy a home right away, or did they rent something?

A: Well, they moved then to Sixty-third and Morgen, in Chicago. And
they just rented a little apartment. And my father got jobs all over,
But he still wanted to have a (woodworking) machine at home, to do work.

Q: He liked to do the woodturning, but what other kinds of things would
he do?

A: He liked to make boats. And eventually we moved to 7140 Aberdeen
Street, and had a big upstairs room. My father built himself a boat, and
all the neighbors thought he was insane.

Q: He built it upstairs, in the attic.

A: Yes. He built this boat in the upstairs room, and they said, '"How
are you ever going to get that out of here?" Well the windows were
double sash so you took the whole frame out and just put boards from the
window down to the street where a truck was parked., It just slid down on
the boards to the truck and got on there.

Q: Yes.

A: It was just about, I don't know, it was some kind of a--like the
Fourth of July.

Q: Oh, a holiday, one of the holidays or something.

A: Some kind of a holiday for the country you know. So he had an American
flag on it, the front and the back when they took it down to Calumet

Lake. Down in Calumet Lake was a branch off of Lake Michigan. So we went
right fram the, Lake Michigan we went right into the part where he had it
parked. And it was real nice. Us children had outings every Sunday in

it. Well, then he made a rowboat for my brothers, because they were

alwvays swimming out in the lake there. My father had the boats parked in
a boat house, it's like a club.

Q: Yes,

A: And he had to pay to have it parked inside. And we had to walk on a
board walk, up over the water, out to get to where the boat was. That's
where he had it parked. It was an outing for all of us. The man that
owned this boat house, his son always went swimming with my brothers.
And it happened that he got caught in sea-weed and drowned. Well, my
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father felt so bad about that, he took the rowboat, tied it behind his
boat and took it out to the middle of Calumet Lake. And drove a hole in
the bottom and sunk it. He said he didn't want any more children to
drown from our boats. And so that was the end of the rowboat.

Q: Yes.

A: But we always looked forward to Sunday when we could go out on water
like that.

Q: Okay. Since your mom and dad were both from Gremany, did they speak
German at home? Or did they speak English?

A: They spoke both. If they wanted to say something that they didn't
want us to know about, they spoke in German., But we kind of learned a
little of this German too, so they couldn't get away with a lot. But it
was always friendly stuff, you know. But us children did plck up a

little German. And I don't regret it at all, because there's a lot of
times I use it, German.

Q: Yes. Now did they live in a German neighborhood?

A: No. But there were some German's there. But then we mowed down to
Aberdeen. Further down to Aberdeen. And had a bigger house there. So
we stayed there for, golly I don't know how many years I--the last of us
move out of there. Elsie and John were the last I guess. I don't know
what year that was, but . . .

Q: You were the youngest, right?

I was the youngest in the family, yes. I had .

Let's see who was born first? Do you remember the boys?

What?

e xr Lo &

Do you remember what order, who was the oldest?

A: My brother Fred was the oldest, and he was a policeman. There was
Fred, and then Bill, and Charlie, and there was a girl Rose, but she
died--she was buried on her sixth birthday. There was an epidemic of
black diptheria, and she died from that. Then after Rose was Johnny,
well yes, John and then my sister Gert and then me. I was the youngest,
and I was born May 5, 1907,

The first house that you lived in, what was it like?
The house?

e r o

Do you remember?

A: Well, it was a story and a half, It had a partial basement, but we
hadthehousera:.sedandmdeafullbasanent Sotheremsanlce
basement and my father had a woodturning machine down there. He did a
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lot of repairs for people--neighbors. And he worked on steps. A lot of
people didn't know how to make steps.

Q: You mean wooden steps?

A: Yes, wooden steps. And then he did a lot of furniture too, because
he just loved good wood. And he never wanted to waste any good wood,
especially if it had a beatiful grain. And when he died, now when did he
die? I don't know . . .

Q: We can check that. I'm sure I have that written down. (November
1929)

A: But when he died that's one thing we made it our business to buy a
beautiful wood casket for him, it was a rose wod. It was the hardest
one to get; to find anywhere. But that's what he had.

Q: Now with all those kids running around, do you remember if it was
crowded in your house?

A: No, because there was spaces in age, and we had to get to work early
because we had to help support everybody. And like I say, Fred became a
policeman,

Q: What about some of the jobs when the (brothers ard sister) were
younger. What kind of things did they do?

A: Well, they did whatever they could find, you know. There weren't
many mechanical jobs., We were suprised when we finally got an automobile,
But like I say we went from kerosene lamps to gas, and then to electric.
And then when we got a telephone--that was a great day, you know,

Q: How old were you when you got a telephone?

A: I must've been about, oh maybe ten, twelve years old (1917/1919),

But everthing was down to earth, nothing foolish, you know. All the boys
managed to get jobs. My father trained John in the woodturning shop,
making stairs, because a lot of men don't like to make steps. But there
was a trick to it. John went into the carpenter business with my father.
Bill went over seas for awhile to England, and then he came back. Then
(the government) tried to accuse him of not wanting to go in the ammy,
but it wasn't so,

Q: Was that during the first world war?

A: Yes., It wasn't so. But it was just that he happened to be over
there when the war broke out. He went in for aviation. He joined the
army, and then they had him in this section where if you studed and
stayed in the army they helped him till he got to be a lieutenant in
aviation. Then he was teaching other boys. Well, that's Bill.

Q: Did he fly during the war? During the Second World War?
A: No.
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Q: No, he didn't. He taught,

A: He taught. Yes. And Charlie was the conductor on the streetcar, and
he went in for silver polishing. He went into that better, he did get
good jobs golishmg silver and making certain silver th.mgs with a company.
John was also a conductor for awhile on the streetcar. My sister, she

got to work early too. She quit school about, well she never finished
grammmar school.

Q: Oh, she didn't?
A: No.
Q: So did she go to about sixth grade, or something like that?

A: Yes. And my brother--well how was it? Bill never graduated, he got
to sixth grade in grade school, but he never graduated But the rest of
them got jobs as soon as they could too. I don't know how old they were
when they got jobs. But, we made out real well.

Q: When you were little, what kinds of things did you do around the
house? Did you have chores to do?

A: Oh yes, Of course, me being the youngest I got away with a lot. But
I went in for crocheting, knitting and sewing. I liked that; that I
could make things, you know.

Q: So did you help your mom? Did she make some of her own clothing or
did you buy everything?

A: No. I had to wear homemade clothes. But when my sister started
working she made her mind up that she wasn't going to wear homemade
clothes anymore. So then my mother got me some store clothes too. But
we used tohavetowalktoschool, I remember one time when there was
such a blizzard and they did not close the schools. We had to go through
drifts of snow up to the second floor. We had to walk, well from Aberdeen
to Ada and that was almost a mile.

Q: That's a long ways to go when it's cold out.

A: Oh yes. And we didn't have golashes or anything like that. We just
went there and was wet. I think after awhile we just carried a pair of
house slippers with us and when we got to school we took our shoes off
and put the house slipper on; and transfered back to go home. But the
street cars were so slow and everything you know.

Q: Now did you take your lunch to school?

A: Yes, yes. Most of the time. Yes. I think I was the only one that
graduated .

Q: You did graduate from high school.
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A: I was, no I took two years of high school.
Q: You graduated from grade school?

A: Yes. And then I went two years to high school. Then I went to a
business college, and I learned comptometer and typing. So when I finished
that, and got my diploma, I got a job at Swift & Company. I stayed there
43 years., Of course those latter ones were three days a week you know.

Q: Yes, What else do you remember about living at home when you were
little?

A: Well, the neighbors were friendly. You mixed more; you knew if this
one was in trouble and you tried to help and all that. The man next door
had a big dog. And one of the boys, I think it was Fred, went in their
yard and the dog bit him right in the nose. My father was so mad about
that. One day he saw the dog sitting out in the yard and he shot him
from our kitchen window. He shot the dog and the dog's owner was sitting
on the back porch and he saw the dog fall over and lay down, you know,
and he didn't know what was wrong. (laughter) But he went out and found
him, and the dog was dead. My father said, '"No more dogs are going to
bite my kids." And so happened it that everybody in the neighborhood
that had stray animal that they wanted to get rid of, they always brought
them to my father. My brothers got mad because they had to dig graves
for them. That's just supposed to be neighborliness, you know. My
mother took in washings in order to make money to send to Bill for books
that he needed in the army and all that, know, And all trivial
things to us, but it meant an awful lot tggtrt

Yes, During the depression, how did things change?
Well, your mom was born. (pause) We went to the Worlds Fair.

: 1931, 1932, 1933. Yes. I got a folder of pictures from that somewhere.
don't (know), it's pretty old, but it's a beautiful thing to have you

Q: Was that when the World's Fair was here in Chicago?

Q
A
Q: When was that?
A
I

End of Side One, Tape One

Q: You said you remembered something about when your mom and dad first
got married?

A: Yes. Jane Addams ran Hull House and she looked out mostly for immigrants
that were coming over. Helped them to find work. Or, if they were in

dire need of help, she helped them. She stood up for my mother at mother
and father's wedding. My mother kept in contact with her for a long time
when us children were small, you know. And she was supposed to be a

pretty smart women, you know, did a lot of good for the world. Now what
else was there? '






























































































































