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  MR. IMHOFF: Today is July 29, 1976.  Today's interview is with 

Mr. Harry Johnson of 1410 Josephine Avenue in Janesville, Wisconsin.  

We're interviewing Mr. Johnson in his home and my name is Clem Imhoff. 

BY MR. IMHOFF:   

Q Mr. Johnson, I would like to begin here by asking you to tell us about your 

family's background as -- oh, let's -- if you can take it back to your 

grandparents or even further if you -- if you know, but as far back as you 

can if you could just sketch the outlines of your family's background, 

where they -- where they came from and where they lived and what kind of 

work they did. 

A Well, my mother was born near Sparta, Wisconsin, the date I don't 

recollect.  My father came from Norway when he was 19 years old and he 

settled near Sparta and worked on farms.  He worked on a farm to pay his 

transportation to this country in a farm near Rockland, Wisconsin.  Then he 

-- he went finally to Sparta or Liam, right near Sparta where he met my 

mother and he lived some with my mother's mother.  And he -- he went to 

school, he was 19 years old and yet he went to the grade school to learn to 

read and write.  And he -- he finally married my mother.  My mother was 

quite young when they were married.  And he farmed -- he bought the farm 

from my grandmother, an 80-acre farm, sand, which was -- wasn't very 

good for farming, but he was quite successful because he was very frugal 

and saved every penny and worked hard.  In the winter, in the early days, 

he went up near Steven's Point and worked in the logging mills.  And there 

were eight children born, one died in infancy.  My twin sister and I are the 

third born.  And then there were -- there was the -- the baby that died at 
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about a year old and then the three younger ones came along later.  And I 

worked on the farm with my dad until I was probably about 17 years old 

when I left to go out.  I worked on farms in different places.   

  My mother died in the fall of 1917, and at that time I went to Sparta 

and got a job on the Northwestern Railroad.  I lived with my cousin who 

was working with me, and his mother.  And I worked there until, let's see, 

that was in 19 -- probably the winter of 1918 when I first started working 

there.  And then I went to --  

Q Now, let -- what kind of farming did your family -- family do on the farm 

near Sparta? 

A Just general farming.  He had eight or nine cows, a team of horses, raised 

just a few hogs, enough for our own use.  And just general farming, sold 

his cream to the creamery.  We separated the milk and sold the cream to 

the creamery.  And so just -- just general farming.  

Q Was your mother's background Norwegian too?  Do you recall? 

A No, no.  My mother was kind of a mixed breed I think, some Welsh and 

some -- we always called it blue-bellied Yankee.  I don't know exactly 

what her nationality was.  

Q And your father logged part of the time now.  How did this work out with 

the farming?  What, did he go logging in the winter or just what was the 

arrangement? 

A Just -- just in the wintertime, yes.  And then -- now it may have been that 

that was prior to his -- to his marrying -- to his buying the farm.  I don't 

know.  I -- I never found that out, but like I say, he was frugal and a hard 

worker, and he -- he took good care of his family.  We never had very 
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much, but there was -- we always had plenty to eat and got our schooling.   

Q Well, I know that land -- you mentioned that it was sandy and I know that 

land up around that part of the country isn't -- isn't really the best farmland 

around.  So I can imagine that that was a fairly -- fairly difficult kind of 

farming. 

A Of course the land a mile west of us was very good land.  That, in Liam, 

that was -- that's real heavy loam soil, but our particular area was quite 

sandy and it was -- you had to really plan your -- your crops and take good 

care of them to -- in order to make a fair living. 

Q Yeah.  Was that level land or was that -- was that hill country? 

A No, that's level -- pretty level right in there. 

Q Okay.  What about the family's religious background? 

A My mother was a Seventh Day Baptist, I believe.  And of course my father 

was Lutheran.  He was -- what did they call it?  Confirmed Lutheran in -- 

in Norway.  But the family never attended church too much.  Of course it is 

a ways to go and after working all the week, they -- they just didn't take the 

-- didn't take the time.  We, as children, used to go to Sunday School quite 

often during the summer down at Liam.  That was, I believe, a 

congregational church, but we went quite often as children. 

Q So it seems then that your parents weren't really committed to one -- to one 

particular denomination then? 

A No, no, that's true.  And my dad never -- never attended church too much 

that I can recall. 

Q Do you know why your father left Norway?  Did he ever say what made 

him leave and come over here? 
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A No, I really don't.  I don't know as I ever heard.  But evidently, he came 

probably with a group that was sponsored by some of the area farmers 

whereby he had to work on that -- for that particular party to repay his -- 

his transportation.  Now, I have heard how long he had to work for that, I 

suppose about a year or so and which he did.   

Q What about the family's political background?  Were there any political 

beliefs or party affiliations that stand out in your mind? 

A No, not too much that I can recall.  I believe that my dad probably leaned, 

in the former years, pretty much Republican.  But I believe in his later 

years, he leaned pretty much democratic. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A That's just my belief.  I'm not sure. 

Q Now, what leads you to believe that?   

A Well, from his talks and because of his circumstances, I can -- it just seems 

as though that was the case. 

Q While you were young and growing up and your father was farming, do 

you recall if the Cooperative Movement was at all influential in that part of 

Wisconsin at the time?  Do you have any recollection about your -- your 

father being involved in -- in co-ops in any way? 

A The only thing is was the sort of cooperative creamery -- creamery where 

he sold his cream.  That's the only cooperative that I can recall in that area 

at that time.  Later on, there was a farmer's cooperative, but I don't think 

that he participated in it. 

Q Okay. 

A Of course, that was mostly for farmers on a larger scale, I think, than what 
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he could indulge in.   

Q I was wondering too about your own -- your schooling background.  Let's 

say, what do you recall about your elementary years?  What kind of 

elementary education was available to young people in that part of the 

country? 

A Well, I -- I completed the 8th grade.  Just the common 8th grade schooling, 

and then I went two years to high school at Sparta and that's all I -- and I 

dropped out after the second year. 

Q And -- and why after the second year?  Were you needed on the farm or 

what was the reason? 

A No, mostly finances and my next older sister was paying my way pretty 

much and she wasn't in too good of circumstances either, so -- and I didn't 

have the finances, so I just dropped out and went to work on the farms.  

Not at home, but I worked on farms elsewhere. 

Q Is there anything that stands out about your -- about your schooling?  Let's 

say first of all, your elementary years, were there any maybe teachers who 

were particularly influential? 

A No, not -- not really.  I liked mathematics the best of anything and detested 

history.  That's about all I can recall. 

Q I'm sorry to hear that about history.   

A Yes, I don't fit very good in this. 

Q And what about the high school years?  Is there anything in your mind 

about the high school years that stand out?  Any particular interests that 

you had? 

A No, but I -- I worked for my room and board for a widow lady -- 
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Norwegian widow lady and that's about the only I could have got that far in 

schooling was to work for my board and room.   

Q So you lived in -- you lived in Sparta then? 

A Yep. 

Q You didn't live on the family farm? 

A No, I was in Sparta.  I used to go home every weekend. 

Q Was that typical at the time for young people who were born and raised on 

the farm to live in town and go to high school?  Was that kind of the 

normal thing if you recall? 

A Well, it worked both ways.  Of course transportation wasn't too good those 

days and -- and I suppose some of them had their own horse and buggy 

probably or pooled their rides and drove from the farms, nearby farms to 

school, but that was the only way that I could go was to be to stay in town.  

And by staying in town, I had to work for my room and board. 

Q Do you ever recall anybody -- you know, later you became involved in a 

union and became a leader in a union.  Do you recall anybody ever talking 

about unions in or around Sparta or in your education, let's say, maybe? 

A No, none in our education, but I recall some fellas that I worked with at 

one time during one summer on -- with a road crew building for the county 

highways department and a couple of them were talking about some strike 

somewhere where they were scabbing and making pretty good money.  

And I thought at that time, that was a pretty good deal.  They could get in 

there and -- and make good money scabbing on somebody else's job, but I 

didn't realize what it really meant at that time. 

Q Would that have been kind of the typical attitude around Sparta?  Do you 
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have any idea or was there some sympathy for -- for the development of 

the union? 

A No, so far as I know, there wasn't much unionism in or around Sparta.  

Now where this occurred, I can't recall.  It seems so it must have been in 

the probably Minneapolis or St. Paul area, somewhere up in there where he 

was talking about.  I don't recall. 

Q I gather that the loggers at that time didn't have any -- didn't have any 

union organization or didn't think about it at all? 

A No, I -- I don't assume that there was, certainly not. 

Q What do you -- what do you recall as the -- any what you might consider 

hardships that you had to  -- you had to face in growing up? 

A Well, the only hardship was that we -- we weren't poverty stricken, but we 

didn't have much.  We -- we as kids never had spending money.  If we 

were given a piece of money to go and buy something, we were expected 

to return the change always.  We never -- we never had very much. 

Q Did you -- did you like living in that area?  Now, you moved to Janesville 

later on.  Did you always intend to -- to move somewhere else if you had -- 

you know, as soon as you had the opportunity?  What do you recall as you 

were growing up along those lines? 

A I never had any thoughts on that until I was out of work in 1923 -- it was 

the winter of '23 and someone was telling me that they were hiring people 

in Janesville in the local Chevrolet plant and that maybe I'd like to go 

there.  So I did.  I packed up and took the train to Janesville all on my own.  

And I got -- I stayed overnight in a hotel, and the next morning, I went 

down to the plant and they hired me and gave me a recommendation for a 



HARRY JOHNSON INTERVIEW   
July 29, 1976 

8 

boarding place.  And I went down and took that and the following day I 

went to work.  I think it was probably about the 10th of April in 1923. 

Q So everything clicked into place pretty easily for you? 

A Just -- just come naturally it seems. 

Q Now, did you know anyone here in Janesville who helped you through 

that? 

A No, I knew some of the people that were here from Sparta.  I didn't know 

that they were until after I got here, but there were several of the fellas 

from Sparta that I knew. 

Q But basically you just -- you struck out on your own and took a chance that 

there'd be something? 

A That's right.  I -- I just had to have work and I just struck out and took it. 

Q I was wondering about your -- your -- you know, while you were growing 

up in or around Sparta, what did you hope to do?  Did you have any 

particular aspirations?  Is there anything that you were aiming for in 

particular? 

A No, not that I can think of.  As far as I can recall, I probably figured that I 

would always be a farmer.  But I -- I did try that one year.  I bought a farm.  

After I had worked three years on the railroad, I had a little money saved 

up and I  -- I bought a farm but I found out that I couldn't work for myself.  

I could work for other people, but I couldn't work for myself.  I just didn't 

have the hustle. 

Q So but there was nothing about the farming work itself that you didn't like 

or how did you feel about farm work? 

A As far as I can recall, I never disliked farming.  In fact, that's about all I 
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knew.  But it so happened -- it so happened that I went to Sparta in the 

winter of '17 and my cousin and I took a job on the railroad.  We were -- 

the Northwestern had stockpiled an enormous lot of coal in Sparta because 

of a -- I can't recall whether it was a coal strike or what it was, but they 

were loading that coal out and shipping it to their different locations where 

they loaded coal onto their engines.  And we were helping to load that coal 

out and then we went to work on the track for the fella that we were 

working for in the spring.  That was in the spring when we went to work on 

the section. 

Q So then that was basically line work that you were doing for the railroad? 

A Yeah, that's all together line work. 

Q And now just what would have been -- when we speak of line work, that's 

something that everybody may not be familiar with these days because we 

do much of that on our railroads anymore unfortunately.  Just what -- what 

was the nature of that work?  Just what exactly were your duties? 

A Well, to begin with in the winter, we had to clear the snow from the depot 

platforms and clean the snow from the switches so that they would operate 

good, keep the switches clean.  And we had to patrol the track once a day 

on the -- on the motor car.  It was a stretch of about five miles I believe.  

We had to patrol that once a day, usually in the morning.  And then in the 

summer -- spring and summer, it is a matter of changing ties, putting in 

new ties and both in the yard and out in the country and keeping the track 

level and straight.  They'd raise the joints in the track and temp the rock or 

gravel whatever it was under the joint ties to make the line smooth.  And 

then we would align it to keep it in straight line besides.   
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 Of course in the winter time, sometimes in certain areas, the tracks would 

heave by the frost and we'd have to use shims to level it out instead of 

raising the joints, which we couldn't do on account of the frost.  And we'd 

use shims --  

Q Now what was a shim?  What was that? 

A A shim is wood slabs probably a foot long and different thicknesses, 

maybe six inches wide, that we would loosen the spikes and raise the rail 

and put the shims under the rail or on top of the tie to make it smooth.   

Q What -- now what kind of -- I'm sorry, go ahead. 

A That's really a trade in itself to line those tracks. 

Q I can see that.  Right.  I can see that.  Was that work that you -- did you 

consider that good work?  Did you enjoy that work? 

A Yes, I enjoyed the work in that I enjoyed the crew that I worked with.  I 

liked my foreman and it was hard work.  In fact, I always said it was the 

hottest job in the summertime and the coldest job in the wintertime 

working in those rails between them, but I enjoyed my work and -- 

Q Was it a good paying -- was it a good paying job at that time in that part of 

the country? 

A No, I think when I started there, I started at 40 cents an hour.  And it -- just 

at that time, they had went on the 8-hour day.  The country had gone on the 

8-hour day.  So we were making $3.20 a day and that was six days a week 

at that time.   

Q Now, were you a member of a union in that work? 

A Yes.  Yes.  We -- I don't know whether it was -- whether we had to for sure 

or not, but we did.  We -- the whole crew, including the foreman, belonged 
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to the union.  Maintenance Away Union they called it.  That was AFL of 

course, American Federation of Labor.  And we all joined and we used to -

- we used to go to La Crosse.  That's where we had our union meeting in 

La Crosse once a month.  We -- we got pass from the railroad and went 

down on the train and back on the train. 

Q Oh, the railroad would give you a pass to go to a union meeting? 

A That was probably part of their agreement.  I don't know. 

Q Now, how -- what did you feel about the union that you joined?  Was that a 

positive thing as far as you were concerned or were there some problems 

with it?  Just how did you react to being a member of the Maintenance 

Away Local there? 

A Well, I didn't -- I didn't think too much about it one way or the other.  It 

just seemed natural that we join a union and I never participated very 

much, only that we were -- we always sent to the meetings.  Our whole 

crew would go.  There was three section crews there in Sparta, one went to 

south over the hills and one went west and one went east and all three 

crews belonged to the union, foremen too. 

Q Now you had indicated previously that, you know, you hadn't heard 

anybody talk about unions in your education and that they weren't -- they 

weren't all that active around Sparta and it's something that apparently 

when you were growing up, you hadn't thought about much and yet you 

indicate here that it was a natural thing for you to join.  Now, how was it 

that you became apparently quite receptive to the idea of joining the union 

on this job? 

A You mean on the railroad? 
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Q Right. 

A Well, it just seemed like that was the thing to do.  They -- I don't recall 

whether the foreman gave us application blanks to fill out or how it had 

come about.  I do -- I can't recall. 

Q It seems that this union was quite well established before you -- before you 

actually went to work? 

A Oh yes, yes.  I assume that probably that had been going on for a number 

of years.  I don't know.   

Q Okay.  Did you -- did you think the union was helpful there?  Were you 

ever aware of any instances when the union did help you?  You don't seem 

to think that your wages were all that high, so, you know, what good did 

the union do to you -- for you in that situation? 

A I can't recall any specific thing that they -- they did for us.  I -- I can't even 

recall whether we got any raise in wages, but I think there was probably 

some certain working conditions that was brought to betterment through 

the union.  I can't recall.  And probably -- they probably had their lobbyists 

in Madison and probably in Washington that I knew nothing about at the 

time.  I didn't take any active part. 

Q Now, you mention that you worked an 8-hour day.  Is that something that 

you attributed to the union at all, do you remember? 

A No, I believe that was -- I'm not sure, but that could have been the national. 

Q Well, in the early 1920's, it wouldn't have been.  The 8-hour work week 

didn't become a standard until like the mid-1930's, so I suspect that maybe 

this was a union achievement, but I was just wondering if you were aware 

of that at all?  
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A No, I don't recall, and I don't -- I don't believe that we got any -- any extra 

compensation for overtime either, only for our regular hourly rate.  I can't 

recall anything.  Of course we did, on occasion, get overtime.  Sometimes 

we'd be called out in the night if there was a storm, we'd have to patrol the 

track at night.  And sometimes the crews would get together and go out on 

a work train.  Well, we'd go east or west or wherever they were doing some 

special job, maybe putting in a new sidetrack or even shoveling snow in 

the yards like in Wyattville or Adams.  We would sometimes get overtime 

then, but it was at the straight rate as I can recall. 

Q When you speak of patrolling the track, you're speaking of caring for the 

track itself?  You're not speaking of protecting it from people or anything 

like that? 

A No, it's merely to inspect it and see if there was any broken rails or loose 

joints or loose cattle guards.  At that time, they had cattle guards on both 

sides of the highways that crossed the tracks so as to keep cattle off in the 

right of way.  And sometimes they would go bad and we'd have to repair 

them, repair fences just to see that the track was in good order. 

Q Now, I wanted to ask also about, you know, you mentioned earlier that you 

bought a farm after you had been working on the railroad for a period of 

time, and I was wondering just why -- first of all, why did you decide to 

leave this job, which you seemed to have liked fairly well for farming? 

A Well, I couldn't see any future in working on the railroad.  I was promoted 

to a foreman, and because of a misunderstanding, I was cut back from a 

foreman to my regular job under the same foreman that I originally worked 

for and I only worked one week after that for that man and then I quit and I 
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worked some on farms and then I -- I bought the farm.  I just couldn't see 

any future in railroad work, especially that portion of it. 

Q Now, was there any type of farming that you were especially interested in? 

A No, I figured mostly truck farming, vegetables, and some hay, and some 

oats, but I wasn't a bit successful at it so I sold the farm after one year. 

Q Did you -- did you decide to come to Janesville after you had sold the farm 

or had you heard about Janesville and then you sold the farm?  Just how 

did that work? 

A No, I had sold the farm and worked one winter for farmers and in fact I 

believe I went back on the railroad for a couple of weeks at one time in 

between there.  And then I heard about this possible work in Janesville, so 

I came down here. 

Q There was just one other question I wanted to ask concerning your family's 

background again before we get deeply into your Janesville experience.  I 

wanted to ask if you had any sense of class awareness as you were growing 

up in or around Sparta.  What did you feel about your family's position in 

the community and did you have any sense of -- well any kind of class-

consciousness at all? 

A No, there was nothing -- nothing in that I can recall.  We were just ordinary 

people and, in fact, all of our neighbors and associates were, as far as I 

know, in the same class and just ordinary people, hardworking people for 

the most part. 

Q All right.  I can tell that.  All right, now when you came to Janesville and 

we've spoken a little bit about you getting the job at General Motors, just 

what was the nature of that plant at that time and what were they -- what 
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were they making? 

A They were making some trucks, but mostly passenger cars.  They were the 

touring cars and roadsters, that was the open bodies.  That was in 1923 and 

I don't believe it was until the next year that they had any closed bodies at 

all, but I didn't -- I didn't think that the work was really hard.  You just 

keep your nose to the grindstone and do what you were told. 

Q Just exactly what was the nature of your work?  Which job did you do? 

A I worked on the body drop where they brought the bodies over from the 

body shop, and we put them on the chassis's and bolted them down.  Each 

man had a certain operation to do and a certain limited time to do it 

because the line was constantly moving. 

Q How long did you do that job? 

A Ten years.  I worked at that until -- well, of course the plant was down in 

'33.  I guess the cars weren't selling or something.  They had an over-

supply and so they closed the plant down in the fall of '32. 

Q Now, I wanted to ask -- you seemed -- now you came off of a farm and out 

of this outdoor working experience with the railroad into an assembly line 

situation where you're indoors all the time, and you had, like you say, you 

had to keep your nose to the grindstone.  How did you -- how'd you 

manage to adjust to that new work routine, or did you have any trouble 

adjusting to that routine? 

A Really no trouble.  I didn't like it because I had never worked inside before 

and it was -- there was an awful lot of noise that kind of got me, and I 

didn't like the smell of the plant.  There was a banana oil smell from the 

paint and I just thought I never could get used to it, but I just stuck it out 
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and made myself like it, I guess. 

Q How long did it take you before you considered yourself, you know, used 

to it? 

A Well, it was just a routine.  I got to know the fellas and by associating with 

the fellas, I probably forgot all about that. 

Q Now, speaking of your fellow workers, what do you recall about the 

workforce, you know, beginning in '23 back in those very early years?  

Where did they come from and what were their backgrounds? 

A Well, the fellas come from all over the area.  There was -- from all over the 

state.  I can recall that there was quite a few from Sparta and quite a few 

came after I did from Sparta and from Wilton and Norwalk and Tomah and 

even off the farms all in this area.  In fact, I think the biggest share of the 

workforce in those days was lads off of the farm.  

Q Could you estimate the percentage of the workers in that period in the mid 

'20's who had come from that area of Wisconsin, the Sparta, Tomah, 

Wilton, that part of -- well, I guess you call it west-central Wisconsin?  Do 

you have any idea?  Was it a very large percentage or could you make an 

estimate? 

A No, I don't think there's any -- any greater percentage from that area than 

there was from any other area.  In fact, probably most -- the biggest 

percentage was from right around in this area.  

Q But you had the definite impression that most of the workers had come in 

off the farm?  They weren't -- they weren't city boys to begin with? 

A Oh yes, I think that's very definite. 

Q Now, how about -- how about living in the city?  Is that something -- how 
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did you react to that?  You'd come in, again, from a rural area to Janesville, 

which was, well, I suppose 20,000 people or so by that time.  How did you 

react to living in the city? 

A Well, I just took it as a matter of course I guess.  We didn't have very much 

for recreation, didn't have our own transportation, so we just stayed home 

mostly and take in a motion picture once in a while and go to church. 

Q When you moved here anyway, you weren't consciously trying to -- you 

didn't want to move into town or into the city particularly, that wasn't part 

of your motivation for moving here? 

A No, definitely not. 

Q Well, yeah, in some cases, I think that probably was.   

A I was mostly interested in getting a job.  That's what I was interested in. 

Q Now, here again, was that considered a good-paying job?  How did the -- 

how did your pay at General Motors compare with what you earned on the 

railroad? 

A It was just about the same.  I think I started here at 35 cents an hour.  And 

then it went up after I was here a certain length of time and then I went on 

piecework.  And it was all piecework at that time, so much per car. 

Q Now, when did you go on piecework, how long after you came here? 

A I supposed about two weeks. 

Q Oh, I see.  Right away.  Really right away. 

A Yeah, a new employee I think had so much probation at the hourly rate and 

then you went on the group pay. 

Q Yeah, I see.  Now, could you explain that piecework system?  Just how did 

that work? 
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A I can't recall too much about it, only that it seems that there was -- over the 

full length of the line, there was probably four or five sections or groups, 

and each one had a certain amount of money per car for that group as I 

recall.  I'm not sure just how.  In fact, I don't think that any of us knew 

exactly how they did figure it out.  It seemed to me that they always tried 

to keep us within a certain limit of income.  If we had good luck and was 

getting out a good number of cars in a given length of time, whether it was 

just our suspicion or not, it seems that they would cut the rate or add 

employees.  I always said that I wouldn't have been surprised if they added 

some janitors to the production group.  We never had any proof for it 

because we didn't know.  We just had to take what we had -- what we got. 

Q So you really didn't -- are you saying that you didn't know how your own 

wages were computed? 

A Not exactly, no.  We never had any way of figuring it ourselves.  I used to -

- one of the few that kept track of the actual production each day and 

sometimes I would go to the foreman after work and ask him how that 

figured out, but I can't recall now how we did figure it.  It was so much per 

car for a certain group divided up among the men in that group. 

Q Did you -- now what did that come to on an hourly basis roughly?  What 

were you getting if you, you know, if you figured on an hourly basis? 

A I can't recall now.  It probably was quite small to begin with.  And it seems 

to me that there was one time it got up around 90 cents an hour, but that 

must have been probably even after we organized, I don't remember. 

Q Now, did you have any problems, you know, back in the 20's?  What did 

you consider to be your problems working at the plant?  We talked about 
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one, your wages.  Were there others that you -- other situations there that 

you didn't particularly like? 

A Well, of course there was -- in a group like that, there's always controversy 

about the air, whether you have a window open or not, and there's where 

we had the open ovens at that time, there was always smoke and fumes. 

and some would just put up with it and others would complain maybe to 

the foreman or  -- whether it'd do any good or not, I can't just recall.  There 

was no definite problems that I can recall. 

Q Now, you mentioned windows being opened.  Now why would that be a 

problem?  Why couldn't you just open the windows? 

A Well, some fellas -- it depends on where they were working, and those 

windows were sky windows where they would open up quite an area in the 

upper area and maybe some wasn't being affected by the things that 

somebody else was, see?  Maybe there'd be a draft on them or something 

like that.  There's always a little bickering among the fellas.  And of course 

then someone would go to the foreman and the foreman would have to 

make a decision.  Well, maybe he'd make it in the satisfaction of some and 

not the others.   

Q Now, you mentioned -- what about health hazards?  Were there any 

situations that involved what you considered health hazards?  First of all, 

in your own situation -- in your own work, did you see -- were there any 

health hazards that you faced? 

A No, not -- not right in my area because we had about as good a working 

conditions as there was probably in the plant.  We were far enough away 

from the ovens and it was all straight going where we were, just dropping 



HARRY JOHNSON INTERVIEW   
July 29, 1976 

20 

the bodies on and bolting them down. 

Q Was that considered to be a -- well, now let's -- on this health hazard 

business, what about other areas of the plants?  Were you aware of other 

areas of the plants that would have been -- would have involved more 

dangers? 

A Oh yes, there's places where they had what they called wet rub, where they 

had to wear aprons and probably rubbers to keep dry and some places 

where there was metal rubbing that might cause dust.  And then close to 

these ovens where they had to feed the ovens, it is hot and a certain amount 

of smoke too from the heating of the metal. 

Q What about the painting at that time?  Would have that been any problem? 

A Well, as I recall, the painting was all by hand at that time to begin with -- 

with brush. 

Q So there was no spraying there? 

A I don't believe so. 

Q And the health hazards in the paint area didn't develop until the spraying? 

A Not until they started spraying in there.  Of course, that was out of my 

area, so I didn't come in contact with that part of it.  And I never was one 

to roam around the plant very much even during my lunch period and all of 

that.  Of course, we only had a half hour lunch period, so we didn't have 

much opportunity, and I never was any hand to wander around and be nosy 

about any other part of the plant, so I don't know what did go on. 

Q Were you discouraged from seeing what other people were doing or being 

in other parts of the plant at all? 

A By management you mean? 
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Q Right. 

A No, not that I can recall.  I don't think there was any great restrictions. 

Q So then you were -- now, when you talk about your area, just what did you 

consider to be your area? 

A Well, from the -- what we call the body drop was just about half way down 

in the plant.  And that's about as far as I got from there.  Just our little 

group in there, probably oh I don't know, forty, fifty men and from there 

back to the clock room. 

Q Now, when you speak of this little group, these are the people that you 

would have seen, what, on a daily basis? 

A Oh yes, yes.  We weren't very far apart, most of us. 

Q Were there any people that you worked with in that -- in that group who 

you later became involved with in the union?  Any people that you 

remember from that group? 

A Involved in what way would you mean now? 

Q Well, really in any capacity, even just as members. 

A Well, of course when we started to organize, I was one of the leaders in the 

-- in the organizing.  I carried application cards and passed them out.  And 

I contacted as many of the fellas as I could and talked with them.   

Q Now, the members of what you considered your group there, were these -- 

you know here again, where had these people come from by in large?  

What do you recall about their background? 

A Well, they were -- they were about the same class of people as I was.  As 

far as I know, they were -- a lot of them had come off the farms.  Some of 

them were local people, not very many.  And they -- none of them knew 
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anything about unionism either that I can recall, none of us did very much. 

Q So that's not something you talked about back in the 20's then at all? 

A Oh no.  No, well -- there was just one fella that I worked across the line 

from.  This was probably in '33 and early '34.  He used to tell me, he says, 

"I wish somebody would start a union," he says, "I'd be one of the first 

ones to sign up."  And he made that remark several times because he was 

dissatisfied with the speed up and probably some other conditions.  I can't -

- 

Q And who -- who was that? 

A Well, I'd sooner not mention his name.  The poor devil's gone now. 

Q Did he become one of the first members of the union? 

A He never -- I don't recall that he ever joined.  He was made a foreman later 

on. 

Q You mentioned a foreman before, you know, back in the 20's, what about 

your relationships with foremen?  What do you recall about getting along 

with foremen? 

A I always got along very good with my foremen and we used to talk some.  

And my supervisor, I used to talk with him sometimes.  I'd go to him after 

work even and find out about production.  And I recall one time asking him 

how our plant lined up in efficiency with some of the other plants like St. 

Louis or Kansas City.  And so I had good relations with my foremen and 

supervisor as far as I ever knew -- I can recall. 

Q So that was not a problem for you then at all? 

A No. 

Q What about other workers?  Were you aware -- were relationships between 
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-- were relationships between workers and foremen and supervisors 

generally good or were there some areas where they were a problem? 

A I think some of them had problems because there's all kinds of people.  

There's people that would work and there was people that would shirk.  

You'll have that in any group.  And for the most part, I think the relations 

was fairly good.  They were expected to work and each man had his own 

specific operation to do and for the most part, he did it. 

Q Now, I was wondering too, I wanted to get your reaction to some of the 

people who would have been national or political leaders and figures in the 

labor movement.  Maybe I ought to ask first, what were your politics at this 

time? 

A Why I always leaned democratic.  I always figured that the -- the 

democratic politicians would probably do more for the working people, a 

little more for the working people. 

Q Were there any in particular that you identified with? 

A No, no, I never got close to any politicians. 

Q I mean were there any that you felt, on a national level, were there any 

democratic politicians that you especially respected? 

A Well, of course when Roosevelt came in, that was our turning point. 

Q But there was no one before Roosevelt then that you recall? 

A Not too much, no.  And of course we had the La Folletes here in 

Wisconsin.  We -- after we started to organize, a group of us went up to 

talk with Phil La Follete when he was Governor, but prior to organizing, I 

can't -- I never had anything to do with politics. 

Q Okay.  All right.  What about Al Smith in '28? 
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A I can't recall much about him. 

Q Okay. 

A Never -- I wasn't -- never did read the papers too much in them days. 

Q Any feelings about Herbert Hoover? 

A Not really, no.  We -- in fact, I voted for him when he got beat. 

Q When Roosevelt beat him? 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q Now why -- why was that? 

A Well, it was the old saying then, why change horses in the middle of the 

stream and I agreed with that.  And I guess that's about the only reason I 

can think of. 

Q Now, at that time, Bill Green was head of the AF of L.  Did you have -- 

how did you -- what did you feel about him?  How did you react to him? 

A Well, of course we leaned on him.  And I never -- like I say, I've never 

done much reading, I didn't know too much about unionism or politics, 

either one in those days. 

Q All right, good.  We're getting near the end of the tape on this side.  I'll 

have to flip over.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

MR. IMHOFF:  All right, this is a continuation of the interview 

with Mr. Harry Johnson on July 29, 1976.  

Q We were talking a little bit about politics, Mr. Johnson, and I wanted to ask 

too about your reaction to the -- your reaction to the American political 

system.  What did you think about pre-enterprise capitalism?  You were a 

worker here working long hours and not particularly good wages, I gather.  
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How did you feel about this system that you were working in? 

A Well, to be honest about it, I never gave it much thought.  I -- like I say, I 

didn't -- I didn't read the papers much and I didn't follow any politician or 

any line of politics.  I wasn't much interested to be honest. 

Q Was that typical do you think?  Were most of your fellow workers just not 

-- not too interested or involved in politics? 

A I think that's true for the most part as near as I can remember. 

Q So you didn't talk much about it on the job or anything like that? 

A Not to my knowledge, no. 

Q Who were your -- who were your closest friends among -- among the 

workers?  Who did you maybe see on days off or something like that?  

Were there any people that you considered yourself especially close to? 

A Not in the plant as I can recall.  I just -- I had two brothers here and two 

friends from the Sparta area and we used to go back and forth with them 

for the most part. 

Q So there was no social life then outside of the plant with the workers? 

A No, not to speak of, no. 

Q Now you were married at this time?  Did you have family responsibilities?  

Just what was your family situation? 

A Well, I came here in April of '23 and I was married in September of '23.  

And we had the -- our daughter was born in '28. 

Q I was wondering if -- now you seem to have been a fairly contented worker 

really.  You don't have a lot of bitterness in your recollections of your early 

working days at General Motors.  You seem to have considered it -- you 

know, you seem to have worked into it fairly well.  I was wondering if 
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some workers -- did some workers take it better than others as you recall?  

Was your reaction normal or typical or just what do you recall about that? 

A I think it's true that some didn't like their work and probably didn't do 

justice to their work, but I was -- as I recall, I would consider myself quite 

a conscientious worker and I tried to do my work and keep up with my job, 

my operation, and try to do it as well as I could.  That's always been my 

philosophy: a place for everything and everything in place.  That's always 

been my way of doing it.  I -- as I can recall, I always go along pretty well 

with my fellow workers.  Once in a while, there'd be a tiff between some of 

us, but nothing serious.   

Q Well, what made the difference between those workers who, you know, 

had more difficulties and those who took it fairly well like you did? 

A Well, there's always, in that line of work, they come and go and it always 

fell on the old timers to break in the new help.  And of course that took 

from our time and put extra stress on the older ones too to break in new 

help.  And they were naturally slower and they would hold us up.  We had 

so much to do and in a limited period of time, so it -- all that made extra 

stress on the -- on the older workers and some could take it and some 

couldn't.   

Some would help the new fellas and some wouldn't, just let him 

take his own time.  I know in my particular spot there, I used to have to 

help the new employee many, many times, maybe for a couple a days in a 

row.  Not in excess, but always some little thing.  And I was -- I don't want 

to sound like bragging, but I always figured that that was part of my job 

and I did it.  Whereby some others wouldn't, and some others would take 
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extra time off if they had to go to the toilet, they would take more time 

than some of the rest, which you'll always find in a bunch of guys that way. 

Q You know, since you mention this, you know, on the assembly line, the 

assembly line moving, did you have breaks to go to the restroom?  Just 

how did you work that out? 

A No, we -- we didn't even have a relief man in those days.  We'd get the 

foreman to come and give us time to go to the toilet if you could get him. 

Q Now, I wondered about -- you know, you were working for General Motors 

and when you say General Motors today, you think of a corporation that 

makes a billion dollars in profits a year and that sort of thing, you know, 

the largest corporation in the world.  How did you feel about General 

Motors at that time?  You know, that was fifty years ago and I'm 

wondering if your attitude towards General Motors then was a little 

different than what people might think today? 

A No, all I can recall is it was just a job for me and I didn't have any 

animosity or love either way.  It was just a job. 

Q What kind of changes took place in the production system that you saw, 

that you were able to observe between the time you went to work there in 

1923 and oh, let's say, going into the 1930's?  What kind of changes in the 

production system did you see take place during that time?  Do you recall 

anything in particular? 

A Well, of course it got to be more speed up all the time.  The lines were on 

rheostat control and many, many times you'd see the foreman in the 

morning go and turn that rheostat up just a little bit to get more production.  

And I think that's what got us to organize more than anything else was the 
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speedup, whereby it got just more than we could tolerate.  The ability is 

only good for so much.  And you can do so much and no more.  So, the big 

thing was the speedup and not knowing what we were getting per hour or 

job until you got your check.  That's the only way we knew.  We didn't 

know how many men were in our group or where it started or where it 

ended.   

Q Were there some periods during those years when the speedup seemed 

worse than other times, or was that a persistent problem all the way 

through? 

A Well, it was pretty much all the time.  Of course, at the beginning of a 

model, they had to be slow in order to get things -- the guys learn how to 

put things together because there was always quite a change in the models 

the way things went together, different pieces and so on.  And maybe a 

certain man's whole operation would be changed. 

Q Now, even back into the 1920's, the changes would have been that 

significant from year to year? 

A Yeah, pretty much, yeah.  My particular operation stayed about the same.   

Q Was there a -- was there a period of time during the year then when you 

didn't have work when the models were changing or just how did that 

work? 

A Yeah.  Yes, when we'd finish the model then maybe we were down for six 

weeks to two months, maybe more for changeover.  And there was no work 

for us, and no compensation in those days.  We just had to -- well, not only 

that, but while we were finishing a model, it would be slow, maybe waiting 

for certain parts, maybe we'd have short days; and then at the beginning of 
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the model would be the same way.  Maybe we'd be short of something and 

we'd only work short days until we'd get up into production again.  And of 

course on piecework, when there was no work, there was no pay. 

Q Well, how did you manage to get through those periods -- model change 

periods, you know, without unemployment compensation? 

A That's a good question.  It wasn't good -- it wasn't easy.  We went through 

some trying times because if we managed to lay up a little bit during those 

peak times, which was hard to do, then during the slow times, we'd spend it 

all.  We never was able to get ahead.   

Q You were mentioning earlier about the speedup, and I was wondering if 

during the 20's there was any -- did anybody ever organize any kind of 

opposition to the speedup in the plant?  Do you recall anything at all, even 

spontaneous kinds of things? 

A I can recall just one group, and that was what they call the frame gang 

where they riveted together the different pieces of the frame.  They -- I've 

seen them on two or three different occasions, they would just lay down 

their tools and the whole gang of them walk up to the foreman.  And what 

their big gripe was, I don't know.  It was something probably on manpower 

or I don't recall what it was.  But I can recall two or three times when they 

did that.  Now just what period that was, I don't know, but it was prior to 

our organizing.   

Q Okay, right.  That's what I was interested in, yeah.  Now, were there any 

other -- you mentioned the speedup as a problem, we talked a little bit 

about health matters, were there any other problems like that that you were 

aware of in the plant in the years before the organization of the union? 
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A Well, of course lack of relief time was one.  And possibly in some cases it 

was clothing, some fellas would get their -- wear out more clothes and get 

their clothes dirtier.  And they had to furnish their own always.  Those are 

some of the problems.  And most of those things have been corrected now.   

Q Now what was happening to your own attitude during these years here?  

You know, you -- as you talk about yourself here, I don't get the idea that 

you were really radical or militant or anything and yet in 1933 or '34, you 

were willing to join the union and to encourage other people to join the 

union.  Now, what happened to your attitude in the years, you know, that 

you could come to that point? 

A Well, of course we had talked some about what a union could do for us, not 

very much and in fact I never made any study of it, but the Fisher Body 

side started to organize first.  And my brother was working at the Fisher 

Body and as I recall, he told me about they were having a meeting on a 

certain night and that I was welcome to come and he'd like to see me join.  

And I did go, and in fact, I think my other brother and I both went.  And 

whether there was any other fellas from the Chevrolet side there that night 

or not, I don't know, but I signed up.  So I always say that I was the first 

Chevrolet man to sign up.  Whether I was or not, I'm not sure, but I always 

said that.   

Q Now, do you recall roughly when that meeting was? 

A It must have been in March. 

Q Of '3 -- 

A Of '33. 

Q Of '33, yeah.  Now I meant to ask too before speaking of fisher and 
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Chevrolet, was the plant divided in -- were there two sides going all the 

way back to '23 or was that something that developed later? 

A Well, of course, yeah, that was way back in '23 when they -- it was mostly 

the open bodies, which were built in the Chevrolet side, but there were a 

few of the closed bodies being built on the Fisher Body side.  And of 

course they grew and grew as the closed bodies -- closed jobs got more 

into use.  But there was always two distinct companies under the -- pretty 

much the same roof of course.  The employees were never interchangeable 

that I can recall, management or the employees, either one. 

Q Now, when you talked with your brother -- and was there another brother 

did you say or was it -- were there just two of you? 

A There was three of us. 

Q Three of you? 

A Yeah. 

Q Oh and let's see, now what was your third brother's name? 

A Russell. 

Q Russell. 

A He's the one that worked in Fisher Body. 

Q And had both of them been here before you? 

A No. 

Q What was the -- how did that work? 

A No, I was the first one here.  And then they both came afterward. 

Q And who else -- do you remember -- you say there was a meeting in March 

of '33.  Who was that -- do you recall who was at that meeting and what 

happened?  Could you tell us what you recall about that meeting? 
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A No, I can't.  In fact, now I'm wondering if it wasn't '34.  It probably was '34 

instead of '33.  But I can't recall what was done at that meeting or a thing 

or who was there.  I can't recall.  I suppose Lou Adkins was one and 

probably Walla Luchsinger, you've heard of him of course.  And Strauss 

Ellis.  I can't recall.  I don't know whether Yenny was there or not.   

Q Now why would it have happened at that particular time?  Do you have any 

knowledge of why the union would have, you know, why these meetings 

would have started to take place at that time? 

A Well, that is pretty general throughout General Motors, I think, at that 

time, or the auto industry at that time in the early '34. 

Q So you see this then as part of a national movement and not anything 

particularly local? 

A It wasn't local.  It was a national thing, and like I say, where they got the 

start from, I don't know, but the Fisher Body side started to organize first 

and then we organized.  We all signed up with the Fisher Body side first as 

one union and then we, in due time, we broke away and formed a second 

union, which seemed to work out best for the two different groups. 

Q Now, this first -- the first time -- this first union you joined would have 

been a -- that was an AFL union, right? 

A Right. 

Q And was that -- there was a federal Local 19324.  Was that -- was that the 

union that you first joined, do you know? 

A I don't recall what the number the two locals were, but I think the 

Chevrolet side was 24.  I can't remember. 

Q Yeah, okay. 
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A But they had different numbers. 

Q Even the fed -- so there were two federal locals too before 95 and 121? 

A Oh yeah, yes.   

Q I see. 

A Yeah, 95 and 121, they were -- they were in the CIO after the CIO came 

into being. 

Q Okay.  Now, do you recall having any reaction to being organized by the 

AFL?  Did you feel that they did a good job or just how did you react to 

that? 

A I don't recall anything pro or con on it.  We just had our organization.  We 

tried to build it.  And for the most part, I don't think we got too much out 

of it in the early days, which was hard to expect because we didn't have the 

strength locally and probably in the General Motors system until we got 

really organized. 

Q Now, did you work at the plant in Janesville all the time?  I think in a 

previous conversation, we talked about an experience you had at the 1933 

World's Fair? 

A Yep. 

Q Yeah and just what was that? 

A Well, the plant here was down at that time.  They had an oversupply of 

cars, so they weren't -- they closed it down I think in November of '32, so 

we were idle all that winter and then in the spring when they started the 

miniature assembly line at the World's Fair in Chicago, they took -- they 

manned that mostly with people that were out of work here and I happened 

to be one of them.  And we worked there all that summer of '33 until I 
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think I came home on Armistice Day in November, the 11th of November. 

Q And just what was the work you -- what was the nature of that work? 

A Practically the same as it was here.  Each man had his own operation 

assembling the cars the same there as we did here.  Only the Fisher Body 

builders and the Chevrolet assemblymen were all in the same building and 

it was all on one floor. 

Q And so this was like an exhibit then at the fair? 

A That's what it was, an exhibit, and they had a balcony all the way around 

the -- where people could view the complete operation.  And then they 

would hold the line once every hour for a certain length of time to 

broadcast on the loudspeaker just what each operation was all the way 

around the plant for the public. 

Q Now, that seems -- it seems like that might have been kind of fun.  Did you 

-- was that something -- did you enjoy that experience or just how did you 

feel about it? 

A Yes, I did.  Our home here was new at that time.  In fact, we built in '31 

and this was in '33.  I rented this home furnished, took my wife and 

daughter with me and some of the other fellas did the same thing, where 

some of them didn't take their families with them.  But we rented places 

down there and worked there and enjoyed it.  In fact, we got $6 a day for 

our work there.  That was six days a week. 

Q Yeah, I was going to ask, and what kind of hours did you have to work a 

day? 

A I believe I was 9 or 10 hours a day.  I can't recall.  We went to work in the 

early afternoon and I think we finished up at 10:00 at night. 
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Q Did -- did anything happen at that time that influenced you as far as 

organizing a union was concerned? 

A No, the thought never come to my mind until in the Spring of '34 when the 

Fisher Body side started to organize and my brother spoke to me about 

joining.  That's the first I ever heard of it. 

Q So while you were in Chicago then, there was no -- there was no talk about 

the union or the union didn't have any organizers around there or anything? 

A Not that I know of.  There might have been some, but I didn't know of it.  I 

don't think any of my group did. 

Q Who were some of the other workers that you recall that went down on that 

exhibit? 

A Jim Davis was my partner across the line and Walter Damrow, and Archie 

Sorenson.  I don't think there's any of them that you've contacted. 

Q Okay. 

A I can't recall the names of very many of them.  Some of them were foremen 

in this plant and some of them were just workers like myself. 

Q Now, after you -- after you were first contacted after the first meeting that 

you went to and joined the union, and I was wondering too, just why did 

you decide to join at that time?  What were the things that really motivated 

you?  To hear you only went to one meeting you and joined right off, what 

-- what was in your mind? 

A Like I say, it had been talked of between the fella across the line from me 

and myself, and it just seemed like it was the thing to do to try to better our 

working conditions and probably our pay.  And I just signed up and right 

away I took a bunch of application cards and went to work on the other 
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fellas. 

Q Now, who was the fella across the line from you at that time? 

A I'd rather not mention his name. 

Q Yeah, all right, all right.   

A No harm in it I guess, but just as well not to. 

Q And then, you know, who did you approach after that meeting?  You say 

you started to work with other people.  Who did you approach? 

A I can't recall anyone in particular, but I just -- whoever I come in contact 

with.  I'd give him an application and talk to him about organizing, about 

signing up, the possibility of getting away from some of that speedup, 

better working conditions and possibly better pay.   

Q Now, in your mind in terms of your arguments with the men or your 

reasons why they should join, were the working conditions or the wages 

more important? 

A I think it was mostly working conditions, speedup.  It was getting almost 

intolerable, the speedup.  And of course everybody was interested too in 

more pay as far as that's concerned.  But I believe that was secondary.   

Q Now, how bad could the speedup get?  It seems like all along, they were 

speeding up, and it seems like there would only be so much that people 

could take? 

A Well, that's true and that's -- as I recall, it was almost at that particular 

condition where it was just about all that the men could take and get their 

work done.  If something went wrong, maybe a bolt hole didn't like up or 

something like that or you'd spoil the threads on a bolt or you couldn't get a 

nut started, you'd get behind.  You'd have to take it out, change it and put 
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in another one, maybe that wouldn't line up.  And that way, it was just 

frustrating and more than the people could take. 

Q Was it easy to get people to join the union at that time back in '34? 

A It was -- it was easy to get them to take an application card, and some of 

them signed up quite readily and others wanted to wait and see, which was 

natural.  I can't recall.  We -- it was quite a slow process.  We'd get -- I 

think that the initiation fee then was a dollar with your application.  And 

some would sign up and hand in their card and wouldn't pay the dollar, 

others would.  And it was a slow process, in fact, very slow.   

(Interview concluded.) 
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is November 11, 1976.  We are talking today 

with Mr. Harry Johnson in his home at 1410 Josephine Street in Janesville.  

This is the second session with Mr. Johnson.   

Q Mr. Johnson, the last time we talked, we were talking about the early 

efforts to organize Local 121 or what became Local 121 at Chevrolet 

during the period before the 1937 strike when support for the union seemed 

to crystallize.  I wanted to ask just a couple questions -- other -- a couple of 

further questions about that period.   

 First of all, I was wondering whether you recall any support in the City of 

Janesville for the idea of labor unions at that time.  How did people, as you 

recall, react to the notion of labor unions? 

A Well, I think the people in general were pretty much divided.  There was 

many antis and some pros.  And the -- as I recall, there were some teachers 

in the schools that were for organization, but pretty much antis as far as the 

general public was concerned.  And of course those antis were pretty 

persuasive to some of our people down there too.  They talked their 

language and persuaded many of our people against us. 

Q Were there any people in town that you -- first of all, about the teachers 

that you mentioned, do you recall anything else about them?  Did you 

know any of these people? 

A No.  No, but our president, Yenny, was in close contact with some of them.  

Who they were, I don't recall. 

Q So apparently, Mr. Yenny then, did he have a -- did he worry about 

wanting to get the union idea out to people through the schools?  Is that 

something that you recall him talking about? 
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A Yes, I think that he tried to get out to the public as much as he could.  Of 

course, he didn't have too much opportunity, but he did some and I think it 

was effective to a certain degree.    

Q Now, were there any particular individuals in the city who you considered 

to be maybe particularly effective opponents of the union?  Who did you 

think your most effective enemies were as far as union organization was 

concerned? 

A Well, I suppose that as I look back, it was probably the bigger business 

men in the city that were very much anti-union and would try their best to 

keep unions out of their organization because they probably realized that if 

we got a good organization, that we would branch out and they would 

eventually have to organize too, which they  -- I assume they didn't want to 

see come. 

Q Do you recall any business people who were sympathetic to the union and 

who might have assisted you in some way? 

A No, I can't right offhand. 

Q What about political leaders?  Were there any political leaders in town at 

that time who were, you know, somewhat sympathetic to the union? 

A I don't recall of any. 

Q Of the workers who joined the union, were there any factors that they had 

in common that you recall?  Any things that might stand out, I'm thinking 

of things like oh age, ethnic background, residence in the community -- 

places where they might have lived?  Were union members concentrated in 

certain neighborhoods, level of experience at the plant?  Anything like that 

that might have tied union members together? 
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A No, I can't recall of anything because our people were in all parts of the 

city you might say, and surrounding towns and some were farmers.  So I 

don't think there was any really group or groups that were tied together or 

would be naturally anti. 

Q Yeah, I've gotten the impression in talking with other people that the union 

was a very diverse group of people and that you seem to -- you seem to 

have that feeling about it too? 

A Yes, that's true. 

Q Who did you rely on for information about the union?  What were the 

sources of information that you had access to? 

A Well, just what little background I had had in unionism by having worked 

on the railroad and belonging to a union there and then of course I relied 

on our president, Yenny, for leadership.  I didn't have too much knowledge 

of really how to go about organizing. 

Q Was that a typical sort of a -- was that a typical situation for union 

members to rely on Mr. Yenny for actually for the information that they 

needed about the union? 

A I assume that it was because very few of them had any knowledge of union 

or unionism or what it could do or what it might do, pro or con.   

Q You might think for example that well you might go to the public library.  

Did anybody -- did people make use of the public library at that time for 

information about union? 

A I don't know.  I assume some probably did.  I don't know.  I've never heard 

of any. 

Q Okay.  And what about newspapers?  Were there any newspapers that 
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either you read or other members that you knew read that you could rely on 

for information about labor -- the labor movement? 

A Well, of course our local press was very anti, but there was a period, I can't 

recall just when whether it was during the strike or before the strike when 

there was a publication in the city.  It was published by pretty much one 

individual I believe.  I can't recall his name.  And that was -- that was 

around for several months.  Just how long, I can't recall. 

Q This was like a labor newsletter or something like that? 

A Something on that order. 

Q Uh huh, well that's interesting.  That's the first I've heard of it. 

A I can't recall what it was called or who published it.   

Q Was it specifically -- do you recall a specifically a UAW publication or did 

it come from the -- 

A No. 

Q -- local labor counsel? 

A No, it appears -- if I recall, it was just a certain individual that went about 

this on his own.  I can't recall for sure. 

Q That's good.  I'll see if I can track something down on that.   

A Some of the other fellas may have some lead on that.  Maybe Osmond 

would recall if it was brought to his mind or Wes VanHorn or some of 

them. 

Q I wanted to ask what you recall about the sit-down strike in 1937.  If you 

could just tell that story as much of it as you recall. 

A Well, we had a meeting on a certain night of the executive boards of the 

two unions, and we took a vote as to whether or not we would strike and 
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majority of the two boards, as I recall, voted in favor of a strike.  And the 

decision as to what type of strike, I believe, was left to the presence of the 

two unions and the time.  And I recall brother Yenny saying it would be a 

sit-down.  Of course, that was all the go in the General Motors plants in 

that time.  And he picked four or five, I believe, people that were at that 

meeting as key people to tell when the sit-down would begin.  And to my 

knowledge, at that time, he was the only one that knew exactly what time 

he was going to call it.  And then when he got to these key people I -- and 

gave them the information as to what time it would be, I can't recall.  I 

don't know. 

Q Do you recall who the key people were? 

A No.  No, I can recall just one and that was Bill Ninefelt and he's the guy 

that notified me when the time came, just at the minute that the time came, 

that's when he'd come.  Of course, we were all expecting it and it was all 

through the shop that it was going to come that -- pretty apt to come that 

day, but nobody knew when. 

Q Now, for how long a period had this been developing?  How long had this 

idea been developing and for how long had people expected that there 

would be a strike? 

A I just can't recall.  I don't remember.  I can't even tell you now what -- just 

when it occurred. 

Q Yeah.  Well, that was January 5, 1937. 

A Yeah, I guess it was, yeah. 

Q This -- in the meeting of the executive boards, who were the people at that 

meeting who were particularly anxious to strike?  Who really seemed to 
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think it was a good idea and really promoted the idea? 

A I think -- I think pretty much the entire board on both sides -- both Locals 

were -- knew that something had to be done and were anxious to get it over 

with.  I can't just recall any opposition at all. 

Q Was this a decision that was made purely by the local board or did the 

national have -- the international have some input?  Were you encouraged 

to strike by the international or just what do you recall about that? 

A I don't recall too much, but I imagine that the presence of the two locals 

had permission from the international to pull a strike if they saw fit, if they 

felt they had the strength to do it. 

Q And what was your role in this -- in the planning of the strike and the 

pulling off of the strike?  Were you assigned any particular role? 

A Just to inform the people, whoever I came in contact, my own group, which 

wasn't a very large group at the time, but -- and anyone else in the plant 

that I would come in contact with to inform them they were supposed to 

meet at what they called the body drop, where the bodies were put on the 

chassis.  That's where everybody was supposed to congregate. 

Q This was in your area now.  They were supposed to congregate there? 

A No, it wouldn't be in my area, but we were all supposed to go from 

anywhere in the plant and congregate there at the -- the whole group was 

supposed to meet up in that area. 

Q Now, why in that area? 

A Well, it was a central location in the plant and probably about as much 

open space as anywhere else in the plant.  And for the most part, all of my 

people dropped their tools and went along with me. 
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Q Now, where were you working exactly in the plant at this time? 

A I was in the southwest -- pretty much in the southwest corner of the plant 

working on commercial bodies, assembling commercial bodies.  And there 

was a -- oh in our group, we probably had ten or twelve men.   

Q When you say a commercial -- assembling commercial bodies, just what's 

the significance of that term commercial? 

A Well, that was a body that was used pretty much by bakery companies and 

delivery companies for -- it was a closed body mounted on a truck chassis.   

Q In the areas that you could have observed -- that you were able to observe 

on that day, what do you recall as far as support for the strike was 

concerned or reluctance to strike?  Do you recall any people who were -- 

any in any areas who were reluctant to participate? 

A Well, I often wondered how many of the fellas really followed me to the 

body drop location, because I immediately went there and didn't pay too 

much attentions to just exactly who was following and who wasn't.  We do 

know that some did and many didn't.  We recall that there were some that 

even got out of the plant just as soon as they could.  They were afraid of 

trouble, see?   

Q As far as you recall, do you have any sense of how many people or what 

percentage of the workforce actually actively participated in the strike?  

Was it a large percentage or a small percentage? 

A Well, we had a really large group that assembled up there at the body drop 

and stayed with us during that afternoon, but just how many, I can't recall.  

It wasn't -- it was far from a majority of the people in the plant.  Now, I 

don't believe that all of the people that stayed with us on the sit-down were 
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actually members at that time.  I believe that there were some that weren't 

even members at the time. 

Q You mean they just decided that day that they were going to -- they were 

going to sit down? 

A They would stay with us, yes. 

Q Were there any people that you knew who were like that?  You know, who 

had decided actually that day? 

A No, no I can't recall any certain individuals. 

Q Were you involved at all in the negotiations to settle the sit-down? 

A No, no, I wasn't.  I can't recall who or how many were involved as far as 

our local was concerned. 

Q Of the -- of the people who went home, were any of them actually assigned 

the responsibility -- assigned the responsibility by the union to leave the 

plant on that day so that they could later on maybe bring food or whatever 

was necessary into the plant?  You know, be sort of your representatives on 

the outside?  Were there any people like that that you were of? 

A No, not really.  We all stayed around it he plant until we got everything 

closed down.  It was, as I recall, there was a group of us were assigned to 

go down to what they called the "Old Foundry."  That was a building on 

the west part of the General Motors property there where -- and there were 

some fellas working in there, maintenance people, and four or five of us 

were assigned to go down there and talk to them.  And I think that was 

what was done in all parts of the plant to get everything shut down.  And I 

was one to go down to that foundry part and there was an electrician down 

there with about four or five, six men and we persuaded them to quit.  And 
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I think probably that was the last group that we had to. 

Q Were they reluctant to participate or just what was the situation -- or was it 

just that they were so far away? 

A Well, I think they were reluctant at first and figured that they wouldn't 

have to be involved, but we talked with their foreman, or at least the fella 

that was in charge of that group, and he says all right fellas, let's -- let's lay 

down.  And I supposed that they were -- I don't imagine any of them were 

members of the union at the time.  They probably went home.  We don't 

know for sure. 

Q Do you recall anything about what Alliance people did on that day, people 

who had been involved in the loyal Alliance? 

A No, not definitely.  I imagine that some of them got together outside 

somewhere for a meeting.  I have a good reason to believe they did because 

they were active. 

Q Did you know Alliance people, or were any -- did you work closely with 

any of them? 

A Well, I didn't work closely with them, but I -- I knew who some of them 

were.  It's pretty hard to tell because they were quite secretive too and we 

had to be pretty closed-mouth too.  And many of our people didn't want 

management to know, of course, that they belonged to the union at the time 

and we respected them as much as we could. 

Q Now, as -- now you were financial secretary at this time, so you probably 

would have been in a position to know pretty closely how many members 

actually were in the union at the time of the strike.  Do you recall -- or how 

closely do you recall how many members you had? 
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A I can't recall how many.  I know it was a pretty small percentage of the 

workers in the plant at the time.  And I recall brother Yenny making the 

remark it's a good thing that management didn't know for sure just what 

our membership was or they probably would have put up more of a fight to 

keep the plant open. 

Q Were you at all reluctant to see the strike develop knowing how small a 

group you actually represented? 

A No, we had faith that we had the strength to do it and would gain a 

following by doing it, and it worked out because they really flocked in a 

few days -- in the next few days after the plant went down. 

Q In the days -- in the time just before the strike, do you happen to recall how 

the membership was distributed throughout the plant?  Was it centered in 

certain areas or was it pretty widely distributed? 

A I think it was quite general all over the plant, I really do.  So we were 

pretty well represented in the different sections in the plant. 

Q In the -- oh, let's say in the year or so before the strike, what had been 

happening to membership?  Had it been declining or had new people been 

coming in?  Just what was the picture? 

A It would fluctuate as I recall.  It seems to me that it would go up and down 

according to what was happening.  If things got rough, certain fellas would 

sign up.  And then maybe they would go delinquent and we'd make 

contacts different ways and get some of those back.  And the membership 

went up and down.  It wasn't stable at all.  Of course I was out of the plant 

-- I was out of the plant all that summer.  They fired me out of there and I 

was out from May until in August, so I didn't have much to do with the 
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organizing really, only what I could do on the outside, which was very 

little. 

Q Did you retain your post as financial secretary during that time? 

A Oh yes, yes. 

Q Now, what about the period after the sit-down?  You indicated just a little 

bit ago that people flocked to the union.  I imagine you were pretty busy 

during that period then? 

A I certainly was and that -- we had fellas that would go out on their own and 

call on people in their homes and talk to them and persuade them to sign 

up, and they would even have application cards with them and if they 

wouldn't come in themselves, they would sign them up and get their 

initiation fee and they'd bring it in to me and that's -- we were really busy 

in the office at that time. 

Q Who were some of the people, do you recall who -- who during these days 

went out and tried to recruit new members? 

A Well, of course Gene Osmond was a hard worker and we had a fella by the 

name of Flood. 

Q Is that Eddie Flood? 

A Eddie Flood, and -- 

Q I believe he was fired, wasn't he? 

A Yes.  Marvin Free.  Free was -- St. Clair Freeman, he was fired too.  My 

brother, Howard, was fired.   

Q Now, were these all people who went out, you know, who did recruiting 

during the period when the strike was on? 

A Before and after and during the strike, yeah. 
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Q Did you see a relationship -- or do you see a relationship now between the 

people who were fired and their activity?  Were these people particularly 

active because they'd had that experience do you think? 

A Some of them I suppose were more active because of it, but they were just 

good loyal people most of them.   

Q Did you, yourself, go out to recruit at all or were your responsibilities to 

stay in the office and take care of things as they developed there? 

A I didn't have an opportunity to do too much of it, but like I say, I was buy 

in the office and taking care of those that were coming in and try to keep 

them recorded properly. 

Q What about the -- of the new members who came in, the ones you had 

contact with, the people who had come into the office, what was their 

attitude toward the union as far as you could tell?  How would you 

summarize their attitude toward the union now? 

A Well, there was a lot of anxieties as far as in the -- like fear of being too 

active and being fired because they had fired a group of us, you know, 

prior to the strike.  And they were afraid that something might happen or 

they could get their job changed or something to make it tough for them if 

they did -- if they were found out.  Not everybody, some of them were 

happy to let management know that they were members.  It never bothered 

my mind any if they knew that I belonged. 

Q Was there anything that you, as financial secretary, could do to ensure the -

- what did you tell people who worried about their membership becoming 

known to the company?  Was there anything you could do to either help 

them out or to -- to kind of soothe their fears? 
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A No, not really, only that we could urge them to understand that through 

strength, we could protect our jobs and even better our jobs because we 

knew that there were things going on where we weren't getting our just 

dues by -- without an organization because they -- everything was piece-

work at the time and the piece-work setup was all on the company's side.  

If they had a rate per job for so many men, we never knew how many men 

were charged against that certain operation.  Maybe there were janitors in 

that operation if they wanted to keep the rate down, see? 

Q Of the -- now these -- this influx of new members that you got after the sit-

down, what did these people give as their reasons for joining now and not 

having joined earlier? 

A I don't recall any specific statement from any of them.  I think some were 

definitely persuaded that we needed an organization and some were still on 

the fence. 

Q. So some of these people who came in then were a little reluctant and these 

were not gung ho union people, I gather, by this time.  Is that fair to say? 

A. That's true.  And I think many of them were wishy-washy and they had 

signed up because of certain persuasions and -- that made it -- some 

fellows would talk it up and make it look good to them, and then afterward 

they had their doubts, and justly so because they were -- most of them, 

farm boys and we didn't have anything to back us up really at the time until 

after the strike. 

Q. Was there any -- how did the original members, the members who had 

gone through the sitdown and who had -- you know, taken a leadership role 

earlier, how did they feel or did they express any feelings about these new 
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members know, this big influx of new members. 

A. Well, we were all very determined and happy to see the numbers that were 

signing up and then add it to our strength of course, and we felt real good 

about it. 

Q. There was no worry that that the strength of a union might actually be 

diluted with these, as you said before, wishy-washy people coming in? 

A. No., we had -- we had great hopes that we could maintain strength that way 

and it worked out that we did. 

Q. So you seem to believe that that your strength would come from the 

numbers and not necessarily from -- you didn't need a firm commitment 

from every -- every member that? 

A. No, and that's pretty hard to get -- 

Q. Yeah, right. 

A. -- because many of these fellas, like I say, they were on the fence one way 

or another, and they wouldn't really commit themselves too much, not in 

public anyway. 

Q. Now you seem now to understand pretty well the dilemma that some of 

these people were in.  You know, they were sometimes farm kids, had 

families and all this sort of thing.  At the time were you  -- were you as -- 

where you as tolerant and understanding as you recall?  That's -- I'm 

putting on the spot, I know, but -- 

A. You mean that I understand what their feelings were? 

Q. Yeah, at that time, at that time, did you have that same kind of 

understanding about their situation, do you recall? 

A. Yes, I could sympathize with them to a certain degree whereby they would 
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think back that several of us were fired because of union activity and if 

they became too active, it might come to them.  Not realizing that some of 

them just didn't have the ability or the know-how to go out and really 

persuade anyone else to join.  That was -- if everybody had done that as 

they signed up, go out and get someone else, why then that would have 

helped our cause, but -- and there's too, but they just didn't realize it.  They 

didn't realize really what an organization was and what it could do and 

what it was supposed to do.  I could sympathize with them because even I -

- I wasn't too well educated as to what could be done or how we should do 

it. 

Q. Were there any particular areas of the plant that this influx of new 

members seem to come from or were they generally distributed throughout 

the plant? 

A. I believe it was pretty general throughout the plant.  I don't think there was 

any -- 

Q. You don't remember any concentrations coming from particular 

departments then? 

A. No.  I can't recall any. 

Q. Did they seem to be coming in as individuals, joining as individuals or 

more in groups?  Or both, I'm -- it's possible it's both. 

A. Both.  It is quite general all over and I imagine that the -- the real 

determined people kept doing more and more talking all the time and 

persuading the doubtful ones that we needed an organization.  As the -- as 

the different once became more educated on what -- what to expect, what 

we could do with the union. 
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Q. I guess what I'm wondering is when -- when a person -- when people who 

have been reluctant to tip and to join the union before the strike -- not after 

the strike when they did -- when they did cross that line and join the union, 

did they seem to be doing it as a matter of an individual decision or was it 

a matter of their being a member of a certain group that had decided that 

well now we'll take the -- this chance together.  Do you have any 

recollection about that at all? 

A. No, I really don't.  I think it is pretty general all through the plant and they 

come from all sections of the plant.  There wasn't any certain groups at all. 

Q. Yeah.  In terms of let's say age, do you recall whether these new members 

tend to be younger or older? 

A. No, I don't think age made any difference at all. 

Q. Experience in the plant, were they more or less experienced workers? 

A. No.  They come from all segments. 

Q. You indicated earlier that many were farm boys.  Did they tend to come 

more from the farms then from the city of Janesville? 

A. Oh yes, we had good reason to believe that because they come from all 

parts of the state you might say.  Now I came from up around Sparta and 

there was oh probably 1520 of us from up in that section. 

Q. Okay, right. 

A. All through -- 

Q. But these were not people that necessarily who at the time they joined were 

still living on the farm. 

A. Oh no, no, no.  No, no. 

Q. Yeah, okay.  By this time they were living in town? 
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A. Oh yeah.  Yeah. 

Q. Is there anything else about -- is there anything else about that period, that 

five or six weeks between the time of the sitdown and the time the strike 

was ended that stands out in your mind? 

A. No, not really.  It's so far off -- so long ago that it's pretty hard to 

remember anything. 

Q. Yeah, I know.  I know.  After the strike was settled there were -- oh, I think 

over the next year there were a series of wildcat strikes -- periodic little 

flareups here and there around the plant and I was wondering if you recall -

- what you recall about that period and about those wildcat strikes. 

A. No, I don't recall too much about that. 

Q. So none of them happened in areas that you were able to observe then?   

A. No, not --  

Q. Okay. 

A. -- none of it out in my group. 

Q. All right.  Do you recall the executive board ever discussing that's how you 

were going to handle it?  How the leadership of the union should handle 

these wildcat strikes and I ask that today because you know, wildcat strikes 

today are often considered a challenge to the union, a challenge to the 

leadership.  And I was wondering how the leadership of the union at that 

time felt about the Wildcats and how they dealt with them. 

A. I can't recall any -- any talks that we had as an executive board about it 

really.  We probably did, but I don't recall anything specific. 

Q. What about the financial condition of the union after the big strike -- after 

the sitdown strike. 
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A. I think -- I think we were sitting pretty good as far as finance was 

concerned.  I don't recall specifically but because of the influx of 

membership, I think probably we were in pretty good financial condition. 

Q. What about before the strike?  Had finances been a problem for the union 

at all during that period -- 

A. No. 

Q. -- in the month beforehand? 

A. I don't recall we ever had any financial problems at all.  I don't mean to say 

that we were lush or anything like that because our dues -- our initiation 

fee and dues were only a dollar for initiation fee and a dollar a month for 

dues and so we had no chance become a lush union or anything like that.  

But I don't think we ever had any financial problems. 

Q. Was there enough money available for necessary travel for example?  I'm 

sure that you had to send people to Detroit periodically. 

A. Oh yes, we always had ample money for that.  In fact I believe I was the 

first one from the local union here to -- to take a trip into Detroit.  They 

sent one from each -- from the Fisher Body side and one from the 

Chevrolet side, and I happened to be the one that went to Detroit in the 

first -- and I can't recall what it was all about even. 

Q. Okay.   

A. I was provided with ample money for my trip. 

Q. What about materials, leaflets that you probably would have handed out, 

this sort of thing.  Did you always have enough money to finance leafleting 

is that you thought you should do? 

A. Oh, yes, we always had -- as far as I can recall we never had any financial 
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trouble, never.  Of course, we were -- the locals here were quite money 

minded and we were big spenders.  I think probably some locals did have 

troubles and maybe they've got crooked people in their executive boards 

you know that were -- got in there just to see if they could break up the 

union or something like that, and they would spend, spend, spend, where 

we never had that problem. 

Q. Did you ever have any -- how -- let me ask it this way, how did you keep 

the company from knowing the information you had.  I you had all kinds of 

information that was your responsibility to keep concerning membership, 

concerning union finances.  This is information that seems to me would 

have been -- that the company would just love to have known and maybe 

did no, I don't know.  But how do you keep them or try to keep them from 

that knowledge?  Did you take any special measures to do that? 

A. I can't recall that we did.  But there was no reason for any of us on the 

executive board to put out any information as to what our membership was 

or our finances.  However, I do recall that we had a fellow that joined our 

union and I think probably you've got a record of that somewhere in your 

files that came into this locality just for the purpose of joining the union 

and getting all the information he could.  He made an effort and got on the 

executive board as a -- I believe as a trustee, and he had access to 

considerable knowledge about our strength and so on. 

Q. Did he pass -- who did he pass that onto? 

A. Well, I assume that he would pass it on to management in some way or 

another.  I don't know.  We never knew for sure. 

Q. Was that Harold Lewis? 
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A. No.  No.  This was Jim Hill.  Hill. 

Q. Jim Hill, okay, he was the other one I was going to ask about.  I knew it 

was one or the other. 

A. Harold Lewis -- Harold Lewis was just innocent -- I always believed that 

he -- 

Q. Let me -- let's -- I'll ask about the Lewis case in a little bit, but I wanted to 

ask a little bit more about Hill.  How was it that he was able to get on the 

executive board? 

A. I can't recall how he -- how he managed it.  But he was elected.  Now 

whether he kinda --  

Q. Were your records available to all the executive board?  Just how did that 

work, or did you try to keep them -- keep them to yourself?  Just how did 

that work? 

A. Well, they were opened to the executive board to this extent that we 

changed off at the dues window to collect dues and that way they would 

have some recollection as to who belongs and who didn't, because they 

would have the file where they could look in their and we were -- we were 

never secretive about our financial reports to the membership.  Every 

meeting we would have a financial report and all of the minutes of the 

executive board and so on.  So there was nothing too much secretive as I 

can recall. 

Q. You seem to be more interested in making sure that your members had -- 

that the information that you had was open to your members. 

A. I believe that was the policy all the way through was to be honest with our 

membership.  Nothing secret. 
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Q. That's interesting.  What do you recall about the Harold Lewis case since 

we -- since we mentioned that? 

A. I really don't remember too much about it only that it was found out some 

way that he was sending information by mail to management as to what our 

membership was and what else I don't recall.  I believe he was a trustee at 

the time. 

Q. Yeah, right. 

A. Now what those letters contained, I don't recall.  I don't know as I ever saw 

one of the letters. 

Q. Yeah.  You indicated that he thought he was an innocent victim.  Now how 

so? 

A. I don't believe that he realized that he was working against the union.  I 

think he just thought that he was doing justice to the company to give them 

information, whatever information he could.  I don't believe he realized 

that -- what he could do to our union.  I don't know.  Maybe he did, but I 

never could believe that he did. 

Q. Do you recall anything about him testifying before the La Follette 

Commission?  There was a La Follette Commission at that time 

investigating company espionage of unions, and I came across some 

information once where Lewis testified before that Commission.  Do you 

have any recollection about that? 

A. No, I don't. 

Q. We -- in a conversation off mike once, you mentioned Jennie Remley's 

service as secretary to Local 121, and you seemed to think that that was 

quite an important factor in the success of the union.  I was wondering just 
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what you recall about her service as secretary, how it developed and the 

role she played. 

A. Well, I think that she was very helpful in that she was honest and 

hardworking and very, very efficient, right from the start.  That's about all I 

can say about her. 

Q. Do you recall when and how she was hired as the union secretary? 

A. Yes, I remember very well.  We had our offices there on Milwaukee Street 

up above where -- well, there's a jewelry store just around the corner there, 

and she came up there as a very, very timid girl, and I can just feel her 

plight because there was five or six or maybe more of us guys sitting there 

in the office and she came in and applied for the job.  I think we had 

advertised for a secretary.  And I remember she seemed to be awful timid 

but she was hired.  She's sure been a good gal for our organization, which 

shows or she wouldn't be there yet. 

Q. Right, right.  Now how much of the work of running the office was 

actually her responsibility and how much was the president's or yours.  Just 

how was the work divided in those early years? 

A. Well, she did whatever any of us had for her to do as far as correspondence 

and we would dictate letters for her and she did her part in collecting dues 

at the dues window and helping to keep the records, set up the records, just 

general secretary.  I don't think that -- I don't think there was any secrets 

kept from her really either that I can recall.  She had access to all of the 

records. 

Q. Did she give any indication that she was sympathetic to the union before 

she -- before she came, or was she just looking for a job? 
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A. No, she was just looking for a job and answered the ad. 

Q. So her family didn't have any background of union membership or union 

support that you know of? 

A. No, not that I know of. 

Q. Were you compensated in any way for your work for the time that you 

spent on union activities? 

A. Different periods of time I did receive some compensation, but I can't 

recall how much.  It wasn't very much at any time.  There again, I think 

that part of that was brought about by this Jim Hill.  I think that he was 

instigator of me getting a certain amount.  That was during the period when 

I was fired from the plant and I think it was him that made the motion that 

I receive some compensation, which would fit right in with his role as 

working for the company.  If he could get it to spend our money, why -- 

but how much I received, I can't recall.  Not very much, that's for sure.  So 

much a month I imagine. 

Q. On this period after the strike again, I recall reading in Elmer -- in an 

Elmer Yenny did one time some comments that he made about Button Day.  

And I was wondering if you have any recollection about Button Day. 

A. No, I don't. 

Q. He said that there were -- I think he said that some people were -- Alliance 

people were carried out of the plant that day.  They'd worn Alliance 

buttons or they refused to wear union buttons.  I forget just what it was.  

Do you have any recollection of that? 

A. No, I don't.  I think they had some of that over on the Fisher Body side, but 

I can't recall what it was about or who was involved or how it come about. 
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Q. So you don't recall it on the Chevy side at all? 

A. No. 

Q. I wanted to ask too about the transition from the AF of L to the CIO.  Do 

you recall anything about how the -- the shift took place from the AF of L 

to the CIO? 

A. Not too much, no.  I -- we as a group here, both locals as I recall stuck by 

the Homer Martin group.  There had been a split in the international -- in 

the Detroit area and through Ohio and Michigan in the autoworkers, but we 

stuck with Homer Martin for a long time after the other group had started 

and I recall -- it seems that Elmer made a couple of trips into Detroit or 

somewhere.  Well, I think probably I did too with him.  We went to South 

Bend, Indiana one time I know for a caucus where the thing was discussed, 

but we stuck with Homer Martin for a long time and then finally Elmer had 

been to a meeting somewhere and he come back and recommended that we 

swing to the CIO.  Now I can't recall too much about it, but I know that he 

was persuasive as far as we were concerned. 

Q. Did you support Homer Martin during this period, you personally? 

A. Yes, yes.  I liked him -- I liked him as a person very much and he seemed 

like the guy for us, but it was proven afterward that I was wrong.  I can't 

recall just what would persuade me.  I don't recall too much about it.  It 

was proven afterward that I was wrong.  I can't recall just what would 

persuade me.  I don't recall too much about it. 

Q. Was it largely on grounds of personality that you supported him, or were 

there other factors that entered into that support? 

A. No, but it just -- not necessarily personality, but it seemed that he was -- he 
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was working for our interest.  It just seemed that way.  Of course, like I 

said before, we didn't know too much about what to expect from our own 

selves, say nothing about the international really. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  I'm going to switch the tape now.  We'll pick this 

conversation up on the other side. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

MR. IMHOFF:  This is still November 11, 1976, and we're 

continuing the conversation with Mr. Harry Johnson.   

Q Mr. Johnson, what were your interests as far as the international was 

concerned?  What did you want out of the international? 

A I don't recall that I had any aspirations as to what they could or would do.  

I don't recall anything specific, just that they would -- we were tied to them 

and they were our leaders, that's all I can say. 

Q What about Elmer Yenny's attitude toward the international?  Do you recall 

anything about that? 

A Not definitely, no. 

Q Did you attend -- there was a convention in Milwaukee, the '37 convention 

in Milwaukee.  There was quite a dispute between the Martin Factions and 

the RJ Thomas -- the Martin and Thomas Factions at that time, I think, 

right? 

A Yeah, very much.  I was there, and I don't recall anything specific about it, 

only that there was a lot of discussion on both sides and just what each one 

had to offer -- tried to offer, I can't recall. 

Q. Yeah. 

A. But I know that the Ruther boys were very vociferous against Homer 
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Martin and the Martin faction.  But even then, I don't -- we didn't swing for 

some time afterward. 

Q So the Ruther's weren't persuasive as far as Local 121 was concerned at 

that time? 

A That's right, no. 

Q Did the people who represented the CIO factions, the Ruthers RJ Thomas, 

George Addis, I suppose, people like that, did they make any particular 

effort to try to bring the two Janesville locals into their camp? 

A I assume they did, but I have no recollection of anything specific. 

Q No one talked to you about it then in other words? 

A No.  We had Walter Ruther here at one time.  Just when that was, I can't 

recall.  Near to our changeover, I can't recall. 

Q So he was here then to speak about the CIO and to try to persuade you, was 

that the point? 

A I can't recall whether it was or not, or maybe it was after we changed.  I 

can't recall, but I know that he was here. 

Q Did you have any worries about the radicalism in the CIO?  The CIO is 

supposed to be the more radical faction.  There's even supposed to be some 

communists who were involved in it.  Is that something that you were 

aware of and did that bother you? 

A I imagine we were aware of it and a little suspicious of it as an executive 

board, but I don't -- I don't recall that it bothered us too much, nothing 

specific anyway that stands out.  We knew that the Ruther's were very 

active and at first we didn't have much faith in them, but we were finally 

convinced that we were wrong. 
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Q Do you recall any members of Local 121 who seemed to be more interested 

in switching over to the CIO earlier, who seemed to be supporters of the 

CIO? 

A No.  No, I can't. 

Q I wanted to ask too about your role -- what happened during World War II 

as far as you were concerned?  You know, the plant changed a good deal 

then.  Did you continue to work here during that time or just what 

happened? 

A Yes, I continued to work here and I worked in the shell part.  And I can't 

recall just how we managed our local unions at the time because we were 

all pretty much under one head, the two locals together, and just how we 

worked that, I can't recall.  Our finances and all that, I don't recall how we 

did that.  I assume we still maintained two separate offices, but I don't 

recall how we managed at all. 

Q I -- in fact, I was asked a question the other night at a talk that I gave about 

the absence of black workers at Chevrolet.  I think this person was from 

Beloit and they were wondering why, since Beloit and Janesville were so 

close and the Chevrolet plant was so close to Beloit, why there  -- I think it 

was a long time.  I think it was into the 60's in fact before any black 

workers were hired at Janesville.  And I was wondering if you had any 

knowledge of the union's concern for that question or the union's position 

on that question? 

A I don't think the union ever took any position at all and that was entirely 

management's prerogative whether they -- whether they had black 

applicants earlier or I don't have any idea, but it wasn't their policy to hire 
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them. 

Q It wasn't management's policy to hire them? 

A That's right, as far as I know, and I don't think the union ever had any -- 

God knows they ever had any discussion with management about it.  I have 

no idea. 

Q Were there any union efforts, you know, the UAW's been -- nationwide has 

been quite prominent in terms of civil rights activities going, you know, 

back to the 50's I think.  I was wondering if there were any efforts on the 

part of Local 121 to break down that discrimination, to encourage 

management to open up? 

A I never heard of any.  I don't imagine that that early that they ever had any 

applicants from the black or any other group.  It was just taken as a matter 

of fact I guess.   

Q What were you -- did you have any feelings on that one way or another? 

A No, I never did, no. 

Q What about Elmer Yenny, did you ever hear him express any attitudes 

about that one way or another either -- 

A No, I never did.  I don't think that he would be prejudiced at all. 

Q I was wondering too about your service on the city council.  How did you 

decide to run and how did you get elected? 

A Well, I was -- I was urged to run by a fella by the name of Mark Egbert 

who was on the council at the time.  And he probably talked with some 

other influential people too about me and it was through him that I 

consented to run.  And I was accepted by the -- I don't remember what they 

call it.  It was a group of city people that used to try to help promote people 
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for the council and I was endorsed by them and the unions.  And I was 

elected by a strong margin the first time and even stronger the second time. 

Q Now, this group that represented you, was this largely business people and 

merchants or just -- 

A Yes. 

Q Yeah, so you had the unions and the business establishment both behind 

you then? 

A Yeah. 

Q Was Mark Egbert the first union -- the first UAW member to be elected to 

the city council, do you know, or was there someone before him? 

A No, I think Walla Luchsinger was probably the first.  He was on the Fisher 

Body side, and then Mark Egbert and then myself.  So there was the three 

of us on at one time, I think for at least two years, the three of us together. 

Q Did you -- did you consider yourselves a kind of a labor party or did you 

vote together most of the time, just how did that work? 

A I think we voted together most of the time, but I don't think that we ever 

considered ourselves as really representing labor.  I never did.  I figured 

that I represented the city as a whole, I always did.  I never -- well there 

never was much reason to be partisan as far as anything that ever come up. 

Q Were there any issues that came up that you remember that you would have 

divided along party lines say? 

A No, nothing that I can recall. 

Q So most of what was done then was sort of on a consensus basis? 

A That's right. 

Q What did you see as -- what did you see as your contribution to the council 
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during those years?  Were there any things that you were particularly 

concerned about or tried to push for? 

A No, nothing much.  There was -- 

Q Don't be too modest now. 

A There was just one issue that had come up periodically every year -- every 

year for years and that was the dog situation, whether or not dogs should 

be tied up or allowed to run.  And I promoted that and introduced a motion 

that we have a dog ordinance and it went through.  That's kind of a small 

contribution, but that stands out because it had come up periodically every 

year.  You know, people would complain and it'd come before the council, 

but they never did anything about it. 

Q Were there any particular interests that the UAW had during those years 

and things that they would have encouraged you to support? 

A No, not as -- not as a whole.  There was one -- one issue that came up was 

beer license for a bowling alley and the owner of the alley had made the 

statement that he wouldn't open his alley that year unless he could get a 

beer license, and our union bowlers league, whether or not he -- if they -- if 

he didn't open, they wouldn't have any place to bowl.  And that issue went 

back and forth several times and finally I was put on a committee of two to 

meet with the manager of the bowling alley and the city manager and the 

union people, Elmer Yenny was there.  And in my opinion, if we had 

granted him a license, we would have had to change the ordinance to give 

because these licenses are issued on a -- 

Q What?  Per capita base? 

A Per capita basis, how many people there were in the city.  And we had our 
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allotment and we'd had to change the ordinance to put it through, so I voted 

against it.  In fact, I recommended that we vote against it and of course that 

went against what my union thought I should do.  

Q They didn't have any bowling that year then or what happened? 

A No, no, he stuck to his promise that he wouldn't open unless he got a beer 

license and he didn't open and we didn't have any place to bowl.  Of 

course, I got a black eye from our union at that time, but I lived it out. 

Q You recovered from it, I guess. 

A Well, what I want to point out in there is that I figured when I was on the 

council, I was representing all of the people, not just union people and 

that's the way I operated all the way through.  And I still think that I was -- 

did the fair thing. 

Q You served a term as council president I think, is that -- is that right? 

A Yeah.  Of course, that'd come about not because of me, but really -- but 

that's a policy, has been -- or had been up until that time.  I don't know 

whether it still is or not, but the oldest man on the council, that is in 

seniority, that hadn't been president would automatically get it. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A Or should be elected, and that's the way I got it.  And I enjoyed it.  It 

amounts to the same thing as being mayor of the city really. 

Q Were there any particular issues that you had to deal with? 

A No, nothing -- at that time, we never -- all the time I was on there, we 

never had anything. 

Q Or let's say any accomplishments then, you know, they don't necessarily 

have to have been issues I guess. 
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A Not too much that I can recall.   

Q Who was city manager then?  Was -- 

A Henry Traxler, yeah.  And then of course he resigned while I was on the 

council and we had -- in fact, we hired the second one while I was on after 

Traxler resigned. 

Q So you were -- who -- let's see, who followed Traxler? 

A I believe it was Forster.   

Q Yeah, right.  Right. 

A And then -- 

Q So did you play a role in hiring him then? 

A Yeah, not -- just as a council member is all. 

Q Yeah, okay.   

A And then Hyde was the -- a fella by the name of Hyde was our next one. 

Q Did -- were you -- were you in favor of hiring Forster?  Did you promote 

that at all?  I understand he was more sympathetic toward I suppose you 

could say the interests of working people or labor people than most city 

managers.  Is that -- is that accurate? 

A I don't recall that that was ever an issue. 

Q Yeah. 

A No.  Just how we went about selecting him, I can't recall that either. 

Q Did you have anything to do with police and fire during that -- during your 

term?  I think you were a member of the police and fire commission for a 

time, right? 

A Well, that was after I was off of the city council.  I was appointed to police 

and fire commission.  I don't recall how long I was on that, maybe about 
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twelve years -- ten, twelve years.   

Q Were you a member of -- I know there was a period of time, I think in the 

late 60's, when the Firefighters Association became quite active and 

actually functioned as a labor organization.  Was that during your -- were 

you on the police and fire commission during that time? 

A Yeah, I probably was, but I don't think that ever  -- any issue ever come 

before the commission relative to that. 

Q Yeah, okay.  

A See, that's pretty much a function of the city manager -- 

Q City manager, right.  Yeah, that's what I thought.  Is there anything, Mr. 

Johnson, that you would like to introduce here and discuss for a little bit that 

we haven't talked about up until now? 

A No, nothing specific.  Only that I'm very happy that I have been able, in my 

lifetime, to do something for the average man in his life by being active in a 

labor organization that has been quite successful all these years -- very 

successful, and that I contributed in different church, civic affairs to try to 

help benefit all of the people of the City of Janesville because I have been not 

only a member of the executive board of our union but I was -- served six 

years on the city council.  I served two years on the board of trustees in our 

church.  And I served on the community chest one year as president and I feel 

that I have been very fortunate in being able to do something, which I feel is 

the duty of every citizen, for his community. 

MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  I think that sums it up pretty well.  And I 

want to thank you very much for helping us out here too. 

(The interview concluded.) 


