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Marie Witt, ktober 25, 1986, Chicago Ridge, Illinois. 

Kimberly Gruve, Interviewr . 

Q: Okay, f i r s t  w =re going t o  start out talking about your mrm and 
yaur dad ard haw they c e  over here from Germany. 

A: Okay, my father m s  John Bliss and he was £rum Gemany. He came wer 
here because he lwed hunting a d  fishing. lk mistakenly k f l l d  a dear 
on a w l t h y m a n ' s  property. He knew he ws in trouble, so he thought, 
he wmted to care here anyway so this was the tine to corn. So he cam 
a d  he was a wodturner and incidentally, made the railing or banister in  
the Chicago Theater. He made the turn and dom 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 g o d  d, he d e  tables, benches, lamps 
and everythug that could be made w i t h  mod. 

Q: Do you rwwnber when he came wer? Rmaber around what year it was? 

A: No, I don't h o w .  

Q: You don't raraember , okay. bk can find that out later. (1889) 

A: He met my mtha a t  a boarding house. She had care wer here w i t h  
her s is ter  and a rich old lady that was deaf and m t e d  company caning 
back f rom &re. 

Q: Okay, they cane km Gemmy W. 

A: They c a w  fram Germany too. Ard they got a job in the boarding 
house, makjslg beds and everything lib that. And so she got acquainted 
w i t h  my father and and they got mid. (June 27, 1890) 

Q: Was your father the only one fran the family dm came arer? 

A: He was the only o m  as far as I knuw. Jik only had a cousin here. 
And rn never did really associate back and forth. kll they lived quite 
a wys f r a n  here so--they called us one the 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 lit t le part about life. It 
was given to than (Marie's grandparents) on their silver anniversary. 
And his father I guess wanted him to have it. 

Q: 'Ihis was on p u r  mrm a d  dad's silver anniversary? 

A: No, it w.s his father's anniversary. 
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Q: a, okay. 

A: A d  so w ~ n t  up there d got it. I don't h u w  what the verse on 
it is, but it was so&%hg about good health long l i fe ,  a d  all that, 
Now it's been passed down t o  Kinmy &we, so I wanted it to stay in the 
family . AnS she is the only grandchild I have. kll an-, my mther 
was one of five girls kan there. T b  of them came, my m&r and another 
one. 

Q: W h  sister? Do y m  remember . . . 
A: Her sister, Apes. 

A: Yes. 

Q: And y o u  wther was Mary? 

A: Yes. Psld they came with this lady so anyhow, Agnes married a man 
that had a big greenhouse in Wimetka, I l l h i s .  M my mother married 
my father wha w s  a wpdturner. Tfm of the other sisters married £armers 
up in Michigan. 

Q: So mre of the sisters cane over later? 

A: Yes, they c m  later w i t h  theix mther. 

Q: Okay. 

A: There vas also a brother in that family txlt he didn't mt to come 
here. Ad they lost all trace of him. 

Q: Yes. 

A: So there's m history fran him. 

Q: 130 you knm why your mm and her sister decided to corrre over here? 

A: b11, because the tm girls =re here already and they =re doing so 
gaod . Axld the mther-their wther thought she's getting old too, she 
can't be alone wer there. So she cane w i t h  h. I nard the girls and 
nuw I can't think of than al l .  I just said Agnes and . . , 
Q: There m s  Agnes, Teresa, Martha . . . 
A: Yes. 

A: Yes. The other girls, tm m i e d  h r s  and the one married the 
greenhouse keeper. And Ida mid a man who hd a shoe store. He did 
repairs and sold new shoes. And my mther of course, married John. 
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Q: Yes. Now &en they first came, did they cwe in fran New York? 

A: Yes. 

Q: They came in on a sailing ship? 

A: Ch a boat, yes. I don't know, I think it w a sailing ship. I 
don't r d r  too rmch of that. 

Q: Yes. So they cam in frm New York, how did they decide to  came to 
m a g o ?  130 yau how? 

A: Well this old lady . . . 
Q: Oh, the old lady was caning t o  &ago? 

A: Yes. I guess she m e d  the boarding hause that the girls mrked in. 
Well anyhaw, she a s  the starter of it all. Then being that they -re 
kind of sp l i t  up all wer ( la ter  when all the sisters married) ve (Marie's 
family) had places to go to visit and everything. It m s  very nice. 
(pause) And FJhat else was I going to say . . . 
Q: Your man met your dad at the board- house, he was staying there? 

A: Yes. 

Q: lhen he f i r s t  came mer? 

A: Ne w x s d ,  bur: he just lived there. Yes. 

Q: Do you how what ldd of a d d i n g ,  did they have any Hnd of any big . . .  
A: No, I don't think so. None of than did then because &y =re just 
mrkiq to live, yau know. 

Q: And they cauldn' t really afford any real big &ding. 

A: R i & t .  But thenmy mther's mther, well t h ~  family mm was Alder. 

Q: Yes. 

A: And I hamed all the girls. My mther 's mother wrked in that greenhouse 
too. She staxted a fire in the stove for the school children, in their 
school roan. She had a cow, ard she had it staked aut in the garden. 

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

A: PJo, this was in Winnetka. 

A: Yes, and so one day the cow pulled taer wex the stake she m s  putting 
in the ground. She hurt her back, I guess it broke her spine or somthing. 
She was an invalid. 
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Q: She cuuldn't mlk then? 

A: No. She wnt to staywithmymther. My mother tmkher in a d  took 
care of her, but f3wm my mther had six children, you haw. It m s  
pretty hard to handle it all .  I can remember I w s  about three years 
old, d m ~  my father had her in the horse a .  buggy, ard w s  taking her to . . . W e l l  first my brother took her to Michigan to go with the other 
daughters, those on the farm. And neither one of them m l d  take her, so 
he had to bring her back again. And my father took her in a horse and 
hggy out to Oak Forest, where she died. What year that w s  I just 
surmise, me being three years old. It rmst, that w s  . . . 
Q: About 1910 or . . . 

Q: . . . some- like that? 

A: Yes, about 1910. 

Q: We that like an old peoples b, in Oak Forest? 

A: Yes, It's still there, it's real big now, at Oak Forest, Illinois. 
But I don't kww how long she vas there, lxst she died there. 

Q: Yes. 

A: And t h  other girls all said that w e  didn' t ~klllt her in our house. 
W e l l  VE had her for a long t h .  I don't knm how long, but I can remember 
when she t ~ ~ 1 8  in the bedroom and she alwys had l i t t l e  red stri p r p ~ e h t s  
for us children. She spoke mstly G e m  a d  she taught rae a itt e 
German poem. Should I say it? 

Yes. 

Ich bin klein, 
Mein herz i s t  rein, 
Soli diemand drinn whnen, 
Aber Jesu allein. 

that means in mlish? 

I an small, 
My heart is clean, 
No one will l ive  there, 
h t  Jesus alone. 

Ikdpurememberthatframwhenyr~urgrandrnatoldyau.  

Ri@. That was a long t b  ago. Zeventy-six years ago. 

Yes. Do you renvember anything else abut her? You wre pretty - - 
small. 
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A: I m s  pretty small. Wit: I always m s  ~ 1 c a w  to  C ~ E  in and talk to 
her. She liked company. k l l  then taking her t o  Oak Forest relieved a 
l o t  frcm my nother, k t  then my mther still had a large W l y  to take 
care of. 

Q: Nr;rw, your trrcm and dad rnet in the boarding house, and did they court 
for awhile? 

A: I suppose they had, you huw to get acquainted. 

Q: Ard then did they buy a hame right away, or did they rent something? 

A: ell, they rmved a n  t o  Sixty-third and frbrgzm, in Cbicago. And 
they just rented a l i t t l e  apaxbmt. And my father got jobs a l l  aver. 
Eut he still wanted to have a (hwrldng) mchine at k m ~ ,  to do mrk. 

Q: He liked to do the d-, bt what other kinds of things m l d  
he do? 

A: He liked to  make boats. And eventually .kx! w e d  to  7140 Aberdeen 
Street, and had a big u p s t a i r s  room. My father built himself a boat, and 
all  the neighbors thought he was insane, 

Q: J3e hilt it ups ta i~s ,  in the a t t ic .  

A: Yes, He built this boat in the upstairs room, and they said, 'Flow 
are yrru ever going to  get that out of here?" Well the windows =re 
double sash so you took the whole fr- out and just put boards £ram the 
wirdow dom to the street where a truck was parked. It just slid dom on 
the boards to the truck and got on there. 

Q: Y e s .  

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

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

A: Satne kind of a holiday for the country yoll know. So he had an Amrican 
flag an it, the f r m t  and the back dm they took it d m  to Calumt 
Iake, ha in Caluret Lake was a bramh off of Lake Michigan. So w m t  
ri&t f rom the, Michigan = e n t  right into the part where he had it 
parked And it ms real nice. Us children had outings every W a y  in 
it. W e l l ,  then he made a rowboat for my brothers, because they *re 
always swhrd.ng out in the lake there. My father had the boats parW in  
a boat house, it's l ike a club. 

Q: Yes. 

A: 1L.d he had to pay to have it parked inside, And PE had to valk on a 
b o d  walk, up over the water, out to  get t o  where the boat was. That's 
wherehehad i t  ked. I t w a s a n o u t i n g f o r a l l o f u s ,  ' ke rn tha t  
mined this boat l!r use, his son alvays mt swhadrg w i t h  my brothers. 
And it happened that he got caught in sea-wed and d r m d .  Well, my 
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father f e l t  so bad about that, he took the rowboat, tied it behind his 
boat d took it aut t o  the middle of Caluret Lab. Arvl drwe a hole in  
the bottan and sunk it. He said he didn't wmt any mre children to  
drokn frat our boats. Ard so that kas the end of the rawboat. 

Q: Yes. 

A: kt w always looked Eorward to Sunday when v,e could go out on mter 
like that. 

Q: Okay. Since your u m  and dad =re both frm & m y ,  did they spak  
G e m  at horn? Or did they speak Q l i s h ?  

A: They spoke both. If they wnted to say something that they didn't 
w n t  us to  haw about, they spok in G e m .  kt R k i d  of learned a 
l i t t le of this German too, so they couldn't get amy w i t h  a lot.  But it 
was always Erierdly stuff, you know. &It us  children did pick up a 
l i t t l e  German. And I don't regret it at all, because there's a lo t  of 
times I use it, Gem.  

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

A: No. Ebt there w e  somz Gem's  there. But then e m e d  down to 
Aberdeen. Fixrther down to  Aberdeen. lkwl had a bigger house there. So 
w? stayed there for, golly I don't h o w  haw ~rmy years I--& l a s t  of us 
m e  at of there. Elsie and John e r e  the l a s t  I guess. I don't how 
what year that ws, but . . . 

A: I the youngest in the family, yes. I had . . . 
Q: Let's see who was born f i r s t ?  Do p u  recaember the boys? 

Q: Do you r d r  what order, who m s  the oldest? 

A: My brother Fred w s  the oldest, a d  he w a policeman. Thexe was 
Fred, and then B i l l ,  and Charlie, and there was a g i r l  Rose, but she 
died--she ws h i e d  on her sixth birthlay. There an epidemic of 
black diptheria, and she died fran that. Zhen after Rose m s  Johnny, 
mll yes, John ard then my sister Gert ard then me. I w the youngest, 
and I was born May 5 ,  1907. 

Q: 'Ihe f i r s t  house that you lived in, what m s  it like? 

A: The W e ?  

A: ell, it m s  a story and a half. It had a partial b a s m t ,  kt ne 
had the house raised and d e  a fu l l  bas-t. So there ws a nice 
basement and my father had a mdturning mchine down there. He did a 
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l o t  of repairs for people--neighbors. Ard he wrked on steps. A l o t  of 
people didn't know how to make steps. 

Q: You man d e n  steps? 

A: Yes, moden steps. And then he did a lot of furniture too, because 
he just lwed good d. And he never wanted to w s t e  any good mod, 
especially if it had a beatiful grain. And h e n  he died, naw r&en did he 
die? I dont t how . . . 
Q: k can check that. I ' m  sure I have that written d m .  (November 
1929) 

A: But &en he died that's one thing E made it our business to  buy a 
beautiful wmd casket for him, it w a rose m d .  It m s  the hardest 
one to get; to f i d  anywhere. But that's a t  he had. 

Q: W with all those kids running a r d ,  do you remember if it m s  
cracnled in your house? 

A: No, because there a s  spaces in age, ard e had to get to wrk early 
because w h d  to help support everybody. Ard l ike I say, Red became a 
policanan. 

Q: Wt about sam of the jobs when the (brothers and s is ter)  =re 
purger. Wkat kind of things did they do? 

A: W11, they did whatever they could find, you how. There ~ r e n ' t  
many mw:hanical jobs. =re suprised when w finally got an autonobile. 
But like I say ve e n t  from kosene  lamps t o  gas, and then to  electric. 
A d  then whm E got a telephone--that was a great day, you know, 

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

A: I mst've been about, oh maybe ten, mlve  years old (1917/1919). 
But werthing m s  d m  to earth, nothing foolish, you how. A l l  the boys 
mmged to get jobs. My father trained John in the modturning shop, 
making stairs, because a lo t  of mn don't l ike  to male steps. Eht there 
ws a trick t o  it. John writ into the carpenter business w i t h  my father. 
Bill mt cwer seas for a d d l e  to  England, and then he cane back. Zhen 
(the govemrmt) tried to  accuse him of not mthg to go in the army, 
but it wasn't so. 

Was that during the f i r s t  world wr? 

A: Yes. It mn't so. But it kkis just that he happened to  be over 
there when the m r  broke out. He ~ n t  in for aviation. He joFned the 
army, a d  then they had him in  this section where i f  you studed and 
stayed in the array they helped him till he got t o  be a lieutenant in  
aviation. Then he w s  teaching other boys. W e l l ,  that's B i l l .  

Q: Did he f l y  during the wir? k i n g  the S e c d  Wrld k r ?  

A: No. 
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Q: bb, he didn't. Ile taught. 

A: He W t .  Yes. And Charlie was the combtor on the streetcar, and 
he mt in for silver polishing. He w n t  into that better,  he did get 
god jobs 1ish-g silver and making certain silver things w i t h  a capany. !? John ms a so a corductor for awhile on the streetcar. My s i s te r ,  she 
got to mrk early too. She quit school about, ell she never finished 
gc- school. 

Q: (Ih, she didn't? 

A: No. 

Q: So did she go to about sixth grade, or sanething like that? 

A: Yes. Ard my brother-~11 haw ws it? B i l l  never graduated, he got 
to  sixth grade in grade school, but he never graduated. But the res t  of 
than got jobs as soon as they could too. I don't knuw how old they *re 
*en they got jobs. kt, w d e  out real mll. 

Q: l h n  yau were little, what U s  of things did you do araund the 
house? Did you have chores to do? 

A: Oh yes. Of course, me being the youngest I got away w i t h  a lot .  k t  
I m t  in for crocheting, hitting d sewing. I l i k d  that; that  I 
c d d  make things, you how. 

Q: So did you help yous um? Did she make s a w  of her o m  clothing or 
did you h y  everything? 

A: k. I had to wax brsrrulmade clothes. But when my sister started 
wrking she lnade her m i x i  up that she w n ' t  going to m haolerrrade 
clothes a n p r e  . So then ray wther got me s m  store clothes too. But 
w used to have to  walk to  school, I r e n m h x  one tim when there was 
such a blizzard and they did not close the schools. Lk had to go thraugh 
dr i f t s  of snow up to  the secord floor. bk had to walk, ~ 1 1  from Aberdeen 
to  Ma and that was almst a mile. 

Q: 'kat's a long wys t o  go when it 's cold out. 

A: a ps. And m didn't  have golashes or anything like that. We just 
mt there and was ~ t .  I think after awhile w jut carried a pair of 
house slippers w i t h  us and dm w got to school we took our shoes off 
and plt the house slipper on; and transfer& back to  go hum. But the 
street cars e r e  so slow and everything you how. 

Q: Now did you take your lunch t o  school? 

A: Yes, yes. Wst of the t ime .  Yes. I thhk  I m s  the only one that 
graduated. 

Q: You did graduate fran high school. 



Marie Witt 

A: I m s ,  no I took tm years of high s c b l .  

Q: YOU graduated fran grade school? 

A: Yes. And then I mt tm years tohigh school. lhen I wmt to a 
business college, and I learned camptameter ard typing, So when I finished 
that, and got my diplrma, I got a jab at Swift & Company. I stayed there 
43 years. Of course those latter ones m e  three days a e k  you lazaw. 

Q: Yes, h t  else do y ~ u  ranember BbOUt living a t  b when you =re 
l i t t l e ?  

A: Well, the neighbors =re frimdly. You rrdxed wre; you hew i f  this 
one ws in trouble ard p u  tried to  help atxi all that. Zhe man next door 
had a big dog. And one of the boys, I think it w s  Red, e n t  in their 
yard and thie dog b i t  him right in the nose, My father w so mad about 
that. Ckze day he saw the dog sitting out in the yard d he shot him 
£ran our kitchen widow, He shot the dog and the dog's owner was sitting 
on the back porch a d  he saw the dog fall cwer and lay d m ,  yau how, 
ard he didn't lazaw what was wong. (laughter) But he mnt out and found 
him, ard the dog w s  dead. My £Ather said, 'No mre dogs are going to 
bite my kids. " And so happened it that everybody in the nei&borhood 
that had stxay animal that they m t e d  t o  get r id of, they always brought 
them to my father. My brothers got mad because they had to dig graves 
for than. That's just supposed to  be neighborliness, you lolaw. My 
mther took in washings in order to rnake mney to  serd to  B i l l  for books 
that he needed in the army a d  al l  that, a* know. And all trivial 
things to us, but it neant an &l lo t  

Q: Yes, bring the depression, how did things change? 

A: W e l l ,  your m ~ m  ws born, (pause) We mt to the Worlds Fair. 

A: 1931, 1932, 1933. Yes, I got a folder of pictures frm that somew2lere. 
I don't (lam), it 's pretty old, b t  i t 's  a beautiful thing to have you 
h o w .  

Q: Mas that &en the b r l d ' s  Fair ms here i n  m a g o ?  

Esld of Side One, Tape (he 

Q: You said p u  rambered sarutthing about when your rmm and dad f i r s t  
got married? 

A: Yes. Jane P d h  ran Hull House a d  she looked mt mstly for inmigrants 
that =re caning wer. Helped than to  finl wrk. Or, if they were in 
dire  need of help, she helped than. She stood up for my mther at  mther 
a d  father's wedding. M y  mother kept in contact wlth her for a long time 
when us  children Ere small, p u  know. And she was supposed to be a 
pretty smaxt wmn, ~ Q U  haw, did a lot of good for the wrld, Naw h t  
else WLS there? 




















































































