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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is August 24, 1976.  Today's interview is with Mr. 

James V. Johnston, who goes by the name of Jack Johnston of 1702 Tamarack 

Lane in Janesville, Wisconsin.   

Q This is the first session with Mr. Johnson, and my name is Clint Imhoff.  I want to 

begin today, Mr. Johnston, by asking you if you could outline for us some of your 

family's history as far back as you're aware of it.   

A Well, to start with, when you talk about organized labor, my dad was a member of 

the Teamsters Union in Chicago, the old horse-drawn streetcars.  Then in the meat 

business and still in the Teamsters because it was all horse-drawn at that time.  

My folks both came from over across.  My dad from the northern part of Ireland 

and my mother from England.  

Q Where in northern Ireland was your dad from if you know? 

A My dad was born in County Armagh, Ireland.  My mother came from Surrey, 

England.  And actually about background is they both eventually wound up in 

Chicago and that's where I was born and raised.  I was small when they moved 

out, I'm glad of that.  But I -- I was raised around this side of Geneva Lake at 

Fontana, not on the lake, but a short distance from it. 

Q Did your mother work in -- 

A My mother never worked outside the family, no.  My dad was in the butcher -- 

was the butcher and in the cattle business.   

Q Now you say for a time, your dad built horse-drawn streetcars in Chicago? 

A My dad. 

Q What did he tell you about that work?  Do you remember him telling you 
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anything about that? 

A Well, yes.  They had their like livery stables with -- they had people taking care of 

everything, but he was on the streets all the time driving, actually.  From there, he 

did go into the police department in Chicago.  He was on the police force in 

Chicago for three years when my mother's health actually forced us to move out 

of the city. 

Q Now what -- do you recall what the problem -- I mean was the air in Chicago so 

bad then or what was the problem? 

A Well, you didn't have -- they still have -- they had trouble installing at that time, 

there's no question about it.  Anybody that's lived in a large city realizes what the 

tall buildings do to cause smoke, I suppose.  You know, they're -- because they've 

smog in there for years. 

Q Yeah. 

A But they told my mother that -- my dad that it'd be best if they moved out in the 

country with the fresh air, but they both lived to -- my mother didn't live to 62, but 

my dad lived to be close to 80, but they got out.  My dad never worked actually 

inside.  I think inside work is more detrimental to a person than even like say in 

the shops you've got -- you've got so much noise, but you've got that in Chicago 

too.  I used to go in there a lot, but they could never get me to live there.  I used to 

go back there on summer vacations, spend quite a bit of time with relatives of 

ours in there, but it just wasn't for me.  I like the outdoors too much. 

Q Do you know where in Chicago your family was living when they moved to 

Fontana? 
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A I lived on -- I was born on South Palina, the number I don't remember. 

Q Now what was the name of that street? 

A South Palina. 

Q Palina.  And now just what was the nature of your dad's work in Fontana when 

they -- after they made the move? 

A He had his own -- well at that time, of course, they had -- they didn't -- bed trucks 

and anything like that.  We had horses out in the country and we had -- he had his 

own slaughter house and then they -- they called it truck the meat to market or -- 

but they drove horses at that time. 

Q And do you know why they decided to move to Fontana? 

A More or less on account of my mother's health. 

Q Yeah, but why specifically to Fontana?  You know, they could have moved 

anywhere. 

A Well, knowing people -- we had -- we had some very close friends and relatives 

out close by out there.  And a good many of the friends in Chicago used to come 

out by train at that time, and they -- they'd come out and stay a few days with us.  

We had plenty of room, and they'd come out and stay a few days.  People -- my 

dad was a great one to touch somebody.  Just one instance, they used to come out 

and hunt mushrooms out in the woods around the lake, and this family had three 

children and this fella and his wife was up and it rained, so my dad invited them 

in the house to get dried off and everything else with a bag of mushrooms.  There 

are a lot of people that used to come out.  You'd see them along the road, out in 

the woods hunting mushrooms all the time.  It's something you don't see much of 
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anymore.   

Q Yeah, I understood that that part of -- well, how far is Fontana from Lake 

Geneva? 

A Fontana the city is right on the lake.  

Q Yeah. 

A Oh, it's on the west side and the city of Geneva is on the east side of the lake.   

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Across. 

Q Well, I was aware that that area at that time was becoming quite a -- quite a 

vacation center for people from Chicago. 

A Yeah. 

Q Now, so your dad established a -- 

A Meat business. 

Q -- a mean business out there? 

A Yeah. 

Q Did they seem to think that was a good move?  Were they glad that they'd made 

that move? 

A Yes, there was five of us in the family all living, my brother and three sisters.  

And they always felt it was a -- it was a good move out of the city.  

Q Your folks never expressed any regrets about -- 

A Oh, no. 

Q -- leaving urban life? 

A No, no, they knew for my mother's benefit, it was best, my dad liked it. 
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Q I wanted to get into a little bit too of the family's -- well, let's start out with the 

political background.  What -- what do you recall of your folks politics? 

A My folks and a good many of them yet are Republicans, there's no question about 

it, that I know.  I was the black sheep of the family, I guess.  I voted the 

democratic national ticket all my life.  It's too bad that we can't take the middle of 

the road people out of both political parties and go from there.  I don't care for the 

complete right wing and I don't care for the complete left wing.  I'm -- really I -- I 

had voted for Republicans here within the state, people I know that are all right, 

but I cannot see going entirely either way on this, not my way of life I guess. 

Q Well, how would you characterize your parents' Republicanism? 

A Well, of course things happen quicker. 

Q Would you put them it the, let's say the McKinley or the La Follette wing of the 

party? 

A Well, I think more of the McKinley wing. 

Q Really? 

A Yes.  Of course, I think people change over a period of years to a certain extent.  

I'm not saying they were absolutely wrong for those times, but times have 

changed.  In our society, you cannot -- you cannot sit still.  This country wasn't 

made to sit still, this country wasn't made to sit still, there's no question about it. 

Q Did your folks' political -- did they change over the years?  What happened during 

the Roosevelt years? 

A No, no.  They wouldn't -- they hadn't changed yet.  Some of their attitudes might 

have, but when it comes to voting for a Republican, that was it.  I -- I'm not a bit 
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sorry for the series that I followed because even coming up to today, you -- during 

the big depression, of course that was something to my estimation that shouldn't 

happen, the last one shouldn't happen.  Our society should -- should be so that if a 

man wants a job, he can get it.   

I even went out to Turtle Valley and weeded onions for a dollar and a half 

a day in order to put vegetables on the table during the depression.  Now, bringing 

it up farther than that since the last depression, we'd had -- they can call this a 

recession if they want to, but not to my estimation for the simple reason that it 

would have been worse if it hadn't been for the democrats.  We got social security 

during the democratic administration.  We got our pensions during the democratic 

administration.  And if it hadn't been for people on pensions, people's social 

security today, where would this country have been in the last couple years. 

Q Yeah, it keeps the -- keeps the -- keeps the things moving a little bit. 

A Well, certainly.  These people -- sure, they're in a position where they've got to 

get along on it.  Sometimes some of them can't stretch it that far, but it's one of 

those things. 

Q Yeah.  Now, when do you -- who's the first Democrat you recall voting for? 

A Well right now -- 

Q Let's say the first democratic presidential candidate? 

A Right now just -- that's just a long time.   

Q I know. 

A A long time ago.  But I voted -- I've voted since I was 21.  I think I can go back 

one farther than -- 
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Q So it would have been the election before or after the Smith Hoover election then? 

A Yeah. 

Q It would have been the one before that? 

A Right.  And then it got up to Roosevelt and during that time, I -- 

Q Well, now let's go before it.  Did you vote for Al Smith? 

A No -- yes, I did too.  I voted for Al Smith, and then Roosevelt and on up.  

Q Now, what about your family's religious background?  Your dad came from an 

area of Ireland that was noted for very -- very staunch Protestantism on one hand 

and Catholicism on the other. 

A Right.  And -- but as far as being strong religious people, no.  We went to church, 

I went to Sunday School when I was a kid all the time.  I'd gone to church -- I 

don't attend church as often as I should, but as far as religion is concerned, I will 

discuss -- I discuss politics.  I don't argue politics, I don't argue religion.  I happen 

to be a Protestant.  I have just as many Catholic friends probably as I have 

Protestant friends. 

Q Now, which particular faith were your folks? 

A Well, we went to congregational church when I was small.  And of course in -- 

my mother came from England and they had religion in school over there.  A lot 

of people often ask me why I haven't been back over.  I've got relatives in 

England, I've got relatives in Ireland, but I just never cared to go over.  I could go 

tomorrow.  But I just haven't had the end to do it. 

Q Why -- why not? 

A I don't know to be honest with you.  I like to fly.  I wouldn't go by boat.  I 
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wouldn't go by boat.  I would rather fly if I went any place anymore -- very -- any 

distance for the simple reason that -- well, you drive a car today and it's work.  

That's something I don't do much of anymore. 

Q Well, you've done your share of it, I know.  Now, you know, here you come out 

of a Protestant family and a Republican family, and yet already in 1928, you were 

voting for Al Smith.  How did that happen?  What do you recall about your -- you 

know, you moved away from your own -- your own family that way and that's -- 

you know, it's not -- it's fairly unusual.  Not that large a percentage of young 

people actually that early in their lives move away from their family's voting 

pattern, so what do you recall about that? 

A Well, I say I have maybe a different outlook on life than a lot of people.  There 

were certain things that went on and it -- there were times that we didn't have 

much to get along on as a family, and we weren't alone at that time because many 

people didn't have much -- of course, there wasn't the money around at that time 

that there is today, but I sort of -- I read a lot.  I wouldn't say I study a lot, I read a 

lot.  But I find that in our society, it -- our society shouldn't be that way that a man 

has to be on unemployment and that's one thing that stuck in my crop during the 

depression.  He should be able, if he wants to work.  We've got people in this 

country that work and all of us know that they don't want to work, they won't 

work.  But why, even today, seven to eight to ten million people out of work, it 

just shouldn't be.  This country, the people in it as smart as we are, the money 

we've got in this country, it shouldn't be. 

Q Now, in 1928, though, that was before the depression really hit, you know? 
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A Yes, but if you look -- if any of the people that look back, I was going to say, 

there wasn't the money around even at that time and I more or less after I got -- 

left high school, I didn't quite finish two years because I was in an accident, but -- 

I got hurt, but in talking with different people and analyzing the thing myself, I 

just couldn't see, regardless of party, I couldn't see going too far to the right.  That 

wasn't my -- 

Q You thought -- you thought Hoover was too far to the right? 

A Right, correct.  And even during that depression, I couldn't see why it should have 

to happen.   

Q What about prohibition?  Do you recall having any strong feelings about that one 

way or another? 

A About what? 

Q Prohibition. 

A Oh, sure.  I was -- 

Q Well, Al Smith was a prominent wet, so was that one of the reasons you 

supported him? 

A Yeah.  I was in California in '33 when liquor came back.  I don't drink much, but I 

like a beer.  I had a beer this morning.  I'll probably drink one tomorrow, maybe 

the next day, but that's -- as far as I'm concerned, the taverns would be out of 

business.  I go to a tavern, I meet too many people and I might get one too many, 

but I -- mostly beer in the warm weather, but sometimes I'll -- if I go out some 

place of course, I may have a high ball or something.  I stepped overboard a few 

times and I learned my lesson. 
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Q Well, you don't have to give any confessions here. 

A Well, after all what's life and -- 

Q Yeah, I'll vouch for that. 

A My dad drank I'd say pretty heavy.  Of course during prohibition, you didn't have 

the type of liquor you've got today.  We used to go out when we was -- before I 

got -- well, in high school, sure like everybody else, I had a drink of wine or 

whatever I could get a hold of.  They made alcohol and wine or anything they 

could a hold of at that time.  But my dad quit drinking when he was 60 years old.  

My brother was out and my mother had passed away, and we was out taking him 

over to my sister's for dinner and we stopped in and my brother and I had a couple 

and he said, "Come on boys, that's enough."  He quit at 60 just like that.  And the 

doc told him, he says you've got ulcers you're going to die from.  He said well, 

taper off.  He said no, I can't do that.  He just quit.  But I -- I say I've overstepped 

once in a while, used to, and I just made up my mind that that wasn't for me, and I 

still like a shot now and then, smoking I've quit.  I haven't smoked for a long time.   

Q You know, sort of on political lines still here, I was wondering if you -- when you 

were growing up in Fontana, did you have any class awareness really?  You know 

here you voted for Al Smith who had a common man kind of identification 

against Herbert Hoover who had kind of a business class identification.  What I'm 

wondering is if that -- if that indicated a sort of class awareness that you had, the 

little guys against the big guys or something like that? 

A No, I -- I -- I believe that a person, regardless of what position he's in in this 

country, he works.  That's -- that's got to be.  But back then, as I say, there wasn't 
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the money around, there wasn't -- well you could get a job.  I was never without a 

job.  I got laid off here or during the depression but I went out and I got enough to 

get along on.  I was never on relief thank god.  I wouldn't be ashamed if I had to 

go, but I just barely got by too, there's no question about that. 

Q Well, that was the time when you picked onions? 

A Yes, a dollar and a half a day in Turtle Valley. 

Q Well, that shows you're willing to do anything. 

A Well, I -- some people are -- you know, I can go out and help a person do 

carpenter work or welding and a lot of people aren't adopted to that.  They just -- 

impossible for them to do it, but I can do different types of work and you can 

actually get a job more that way.  I could go to work tomorrow steady if I wanted 

to.  I've been asked since I got -- right after I got out, 60 years old, and that's 11 

years ago.  Yeah, 11 years -- it will be 11 years this February.  I could have gone 

out and gotten a job the next day, but I said no.  If I wanted to work, I would have 

stayed where I was at.  But I'd left -- I had got a little health trouble, yes.  And I 

felt this way, I'd worked 40 -- been there 41 years in General Motors outside of a 

few other years before that and I -- and I had even told them that if I could leave 

and give some young fella a job, I figure I'd done my share.  That's just what I felt 

about it. 

Q I wanted to get into some questions about your youth in Fontana and what it was 

like to grow up in Fontana.  It seems offhand like it would be a pretty pleasant 

place, a pretty good place to grow up, is that how you recall? 

A Well, it was.  I had neighbor friends of mine, boys, you know, fellas that we had 
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our swimming right there.  Of course we was only a mile from the lake and we 

had -- we could go -- went down and went swimming.  We swam every day in the 

summertime.  And then of course in the winter, we had toboggan slides at that 

time when -- and we had routes marked off for toboggans and sleigh rides and 

everything.  We had more winter sports there than -- being that close to the lake.   

We had the hills, we had the snow, ice skating, and they put up ice on the 

Geneva Lake during -- with the horses at that time, put it up in a big ice house 

down there and then there was a boxcar in Chicago.  And we had -- they shipped 

people out or sent them out by train by the boxcar load, men, and then they had -- 

we called it the beanery and that's where all these fellas stayed.  They'd cut the ice 

and it went up in the conveyors into the icehouse and kept there all summer and of 

course shipped periodically to Chicago.  There wasn't any refrigerators then.  But 

and in the winter, we made our own sleds. 

Q Now, you used the term the beanery was that? 

A Well, it was like the -- that's where all the -- well I -- we as kids, we called these 

fellas hobos at that time.  They picked -- the fellas that would go out and work, 

they moved out there and that was where they stayed and they had their cooks and 

they stayed right there in this long building.  A lot of that of course is torn down 

now and -- but you'll always have -- you had to make your own sports at that 

time.  We made skis, we made toboggans.  Of course I got a little fractured skull 

out of one of them, but that goes along with the fun I guess.  And we had -- you 

didn't have too far to go for hunting or fishing, we fished.  And fishing all over the 

country isn't like it was then.  We could go down and catch a mess of fish 
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anytime, trout in the cricks or fish out of the lake. 

Today it -- you can't afford to get into Geneva Lake, that's pitiful that it 

costs you seven dollars along with the rowboat.  And Geneva Lake isn't the only 

one.  I had relatives in California and they were up here a few years ago and this 

one fella said -- he said that's sure commercialized now.  They used to live right 

on the east side of the -- in the city of Geneva.  But you'll find that Fontana, to 

me, you had a little of everything in a way.  I went to school in Walworth High 

School and grade school in the city -- town. 

Q That was in Walworth you said? 

A In Walworth, yeah, right in town.  There was a dividing line right close to -- was 

Fontana school and the Walworth school, and of course I had friends in Fontana 

as well as in Walworth.   

Q Now, how far is Walworth from Fontana?  How far did you have to go to school? 

A Mile, one mile to Walworth and then it was a mile east to Fontana, a mile south. 

Q What do you remember, let's say, about elementary school?  What did you like 

about elementary school? 

A Well, of course I was like all other boys, I cut up the same as everything.  But I -- 

the only thing that I suppose I wanted grades enough to get by and that was -- 

after that it didn't bother me.  If I could get by with passing grades, then I -- 

Q You weren't a particularly ambitious student then? 

A No, I -- I've gone to school since.  I went to school when I first came up here, I 

was 17 and I had to go to vocational school, so I went to vocational school.  

During the war, Second World War, I went to vocational school.  I took up -- well 
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to brush up more on welding and machine work.  And that's what I was in mostly 

at the shop. 

Q Yeah, it seems as you talk about your elementary years, that people had almost a 

more relaxed attitude about school at that time, is that what you recall? 

A Oh yes, there was -- yes, today they pushed education probably more, which is -- 

as far as I'm concerned is all right.  We can't all, I suppose, land jobs where you 

have to have a number one education.  But I always felt this way.  I didn't care to 

do something throughout my life that I didn't want to do.  If a person wants to be a 

lawyer, fine if that's your aim in life.  If you want to be a machinist, fine, that -- 

today is a lot different too, because you can go out as a machinist or a welder and 

you can make probably -- be a plumber today and make good money.  

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q So what were your aspirations at that time?  What did you hope to be or do? 

A Well, I think when you're younger, you're -- the people -- kids aren't any different, 

but they were then.  You're not -- you weren't settled down.  You weren't satisfied 

maybe right away and you're looking for something different.  That's why within 

the plant I went from one job maybe to another, always tried to get, something, 

say, a little bit better or different.  Like I say, you don't -- I wasn't -- even within 

the plant I didn't want to settle down doing that one job all my life.  And that's 

why I kept on it.  Actually, within the shop there was Oldsmobile and doing a lot 

of other (inaudible) -- you might say the highest rate in the plant.  The inspector 

people who had a higher rate.  During the war I welded for tool and die and got 

the highest rate.  The work was different.  It was more interesting. 
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Q Now which work was this that you were paid the higher rate? 

A Well, in -- like when I welded for tool and die, you'd get a variety.  Like on 

maintenance it was more or less steel, and I had everything tool and die -- more  -- 

the work had to be more accurate and -- it was --  (inaudible) shop is the same 

way.  You have to -- you operate in thousands, and a lot of people don't realize 

that an automobile is built in thousands.  And the parts comes out in the 

thousands.  It's not a sixteenth of an inch or something, it's in the thousands. 

Q So if you messed up, you messed up thousands of something. 

A Well.  And it's just like today.  I was working for a fellow right after I retired, we 

was building kitchen cabinets.  He had been in the machine end, and his wife 

(inaudible) and he said, well, one thing the doctor said you and I figured alike 

anyway.  I never figure 5/8ths.  I never do that.  I figure everything in thousands.  

You can't -- you get so used to it, you can't get away from it.  And I think -- to me 

it's 500.  I just -- now I've got to learn around -- turn around and learn the metric 

system I guess. 

Q I thought you meant thousands in terms of quantity and you meant thousands -- 

thousands of an inch. 

A Right, you're operating in thousands, and that's why I say a lot of people don't 

realize that -- to build an automobile, everything is in thousands.  You don't get 

anything else. 

Q I wanted to ask you about your high school background.  You mentioned that just 

a little bit before and you said that an injury -- was that the thigh injury that kept 

you out of --  



JAMES JOHNSTON  16 
September 2, 1976 

16 

A I was in a toboggan accident when I was a kid and I got -- when I was the second 

year in high school, and I lost about seven weeks due to a fractured skull and they 

were just -- it was hard for me to make up.  So then I went to work on the -- they 

called it a snow -- a big storm, and I went to work for the power company.  And 

miles and miles -- we used to hear on the breakdown, you know, a bunch of us 

young fellows went out there and worked.  I'd still don telephone poles, 60 foot 

high.  I was just very -- the teacher we had, a short fellow, he wasn't tall.  He'd go 

up and down that thing like a squirrel and Jackie says, you try it.  And I had a 

leather jacket on.  I got halfway up and my knees come in and down I went, 

skinned them.  But about the third time I got up and down on them, and I went in 

to -- it seemed we worked in an oven factory in Walworth.  They manufactured 

bakery ovens at that time and I worked for them for about two years before I went 

to General Motors.  I was on the road doing machine work with them, and they're 

located in Beloit right now.  They moved from there and -- but a lot of that work 

was interesting. 

Q Now you didn't feel particularly handicapped then that you didn't finish high 

school. 

A No, I had about three years in and that was it.  I didn't finish the second year. 

Q Was that fairly typical for kids in Fontana at that time? 

A Well, I would say it was.  There wasn't as much emphasis on education of course 

at that time as there is today, but we just had a yen to get out and do something.  I 

played football, I played basketball.  I played baseball in high school, but they just 

to me wasn't interested.  It might have been maybe due to the people I was around 
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though and so probably didn't have the education or go to school as much as -- 

and if you -- actually I'd have to say I'm surprised that people didn't go for 

education as much then I don't think as they do now. 

Q Did -- you know, your schooling -- you became active in the labor movement and 

your dad had actually been a union member too, do you remember hearing 

anything about the way the movement in school or history courses or social 

studies or whatever the equivalent of those classes as being? 

A No, and actually there is a sufficient amount in the schools today.  You might 

have heard a few remarks like a good many other things are not taught in school.  

You didn't -- you didn't hear much about the labor movement.  You didn't hear -- 

didn't have much -- people, you didn't have sex education like you do today, now 

these things are vital to the people of this country.  I can't see why it wasn't done 

at that time.  Sometimes you have an idea, you think anyway -- and the people, 

even the politicians, a lot of them, are way behind. 

Q (Inaudible). 

A Sure.  We had one here in Janesville from the automakers.  He used to get with 

the city manager, we had a fifties program here in town, and I grew up on paper 

ads.  I wanted him to -- you know, it was Henry Traxler, now that's years ago, and 

I wanted to have more parking ground uptown, and I got a kick out of that 

because they were telling about who thought of it.  Well, I did.  That's the fact.  

Somebody else picked it up and they done it, and they called him the back of -- on 

the river -- I'm the one that wanted to do that up originally. 

A I just wanted to do that up originally. 
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Q Oh, I'll be darned.   

A And I get the copies Traxler and Jackie said that cost the city a lot of money.  I 

said I can't help that.  I said when you've got people in cars today and when 

you've got people coming to Janesville, they want a place to park.  I said they 

don't want -- and I knew at that time, I'd been to other cities and they had parking 

places, but it was of course I will say this, they kept the taxes down in Janesville 

at that time.  I paid -- I don't have any receipts.  I think I paid less than $30 for my 

home in Janesville when we first bought it years ago. 

Q That's outrageous.  Did your dad, back when this union business, when you were -

- when you were young, did your dad ever talk -- in the first place, when he 

moved to Fontana, did he continue as a member of a union?  

A No -- 

Q Or he would have been an independent -- he would have had his own business 

then, right? 

A Well, at that time, there was no -- there wasn't even a carpenter's union out in this 

part of the country, no, no. 

Q Now, did he ever -- did he ever talk about unions, say they were necessary or they 

were no good or anything about them at all? 

A Well, in certain cases he -- he -- of course I was older.  I have a brother five years 

younger than I am, but being older, I suppose the oldest boy, he discussed 

organized labor with us -- with me several times, but I don't think he was too 

enthused about it.  He -- he told me that he understood -- he realized that in the 

bigger cities where there was organized labors, he said in order to get anything, 



JAMES JOHNSTON  19 
September 2, 1976 

19 

yes, he said you -- you should belong to a labor union.  But there was -- there 

wasn't any -- I never heard of a carpenter's or a plumber's union out there at that 

time.  There is today, yes, but not at that time. 

Q Are there any people in or around the Fontana area that you especially looked up 

to or admired while you were growing up?  Any people outside your family that 

you think might have been influential? 

A Oh yes, we -- we had a personnel director at Fisher Body, which was Clayton 

Orson.  He was older than I was, but there were two boys in the family, Clayton 

and his brother, and they -- I knew them pretty well, of course, he was personnel 

director here.  I got along with him pretty good.  He was here for quite a few 

years.  And then one thing about him, he was thought pretty well of in Detroit, by 

the Detroit GM people. 

Q Now, did you know him while you were in Fontana or -- 

A Oh yeah, yeah. 

Q Well, did he help you get your job here? 

A Well -- 

Q Did he play any role in you getting your job here? 

A That -- come right down to it, could be possible.  I never went to him for 

anything.  I went into the employment office and applied for a job and I got it.  I 

don't know if there was anything backwards I didn't know. 

Q Well, was he -- was he clearing employees at that time, I mean whatever he knew, 

hired go across his desk, do you know? 

A Not -- not alone.  There was others in there too. 
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Q So it's not a sure thing that he would have been aware of -- 

A No. 

Q Okay.  There's one other thing, you know, you were -- about your years growing 

up and I came across this reading newspapers for another project I'm doing and 

since you're from that area, I wanted to ask you about it and it's about Jack 

Johnson, the heavyweight boxer, the heavyweight champion.  Now, he bought a 

home, as I recall, in the Lake Geneva area back around '15 or '16 and the way the 

papers played it up, it must have -- must have created quite a fuss down in that 

area, and I was wondering if you have any recollection of that at all? 

A Well, I -- I heard about it.  Of course, I was -- I was born in 1906 and when you 

get say 10 years old, I -- I'd heard about it, but I -- I don't know.  I don't know that 

there was anything actually to it or not.  Of course, if I'd a been older, I'd a 

probably remembered more. 

Q Yeah, right.  Now you -- you mentioned a little bit before your experience before 

with the Power and Light Company.  And the way you describe that work, it 

sounds like that might have been pretty dangerous work.  Is that -- how do you 

recall it? 

A Well, it's -- it's -- see, at that time, of course everything -- when you have a storm 

like that, they hire extra help and you get -- and they try to break you in.  It's -- 

there's a trick to climbing a pole, and you don't forget it.  And it's something you 

don't learn in a day.  When you get up a pole after you do learn how to climb and 

you put on cross-arms and tie wires and insulators and all that type of work and 

you -- up on the pole, say 60-foot high and the wind is blowing and you are -- that 
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pole moves three feet, it moves three feet.  And it's -- it's interesting work.  Most 

of the people today, you'll notice they have -- well, I think in that business, they 

call them pea-pickers.  They hoist them up in the air.  With the equipment today, 

the buckets, of course you see -- with the climbers on and the safety belts and the 

main things, keep your knees away from the pole and you'll be all right.  It's 

interesting work.  It was outside in the air.   

Q Why did you -- why did you leave it?  You know, you didn't -- you only worked 

there a few months, right? 

A Well, first there wasn't -- there wasn't the -- that amount of work around there, I 

suppose, to keep -- to go into it steady or go in and even study the electrical and 

there wasn't that much there where I was at.  But to actually go out and be a 

lineman for all my life, I wouldn't do that.  That wouldn't be interesting enough if 

you had to just be a lineman.  Today, things are more complicated and you can go 

into electronics and all that.  We didn't have that in that day and age. 

Q Let's go on to your experience at Fisher then.  And I wanted to begin by asking 

you why you decided to apply at Fisher? 

A Well, I knew enough -- I had an automobile.  I knew enough about a car.  I used 

to like to fool around with them, do my own work, mechanical and body work 

too.  And it was just something that more or less interested me.  And I worked 

there for a while and I left.  I didn't care for the inside too much.  And I had a 

chance to go back.  They called me and wanted to know if I'd come back and I 

told them yes, and then I stayed there, but I did get fed up for the first time I 

worked there on the pension system. 
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Q How long did you work the first time? 

A I only worked about three-quarters of a year, about eight months and then I left 

and I was gone a year and a half and then went back.  I wasn't married, of course, 

when I first went up there and that makes a difference too. 

Q Now, what did you do during that intervening year and a half? 

A I worked for -- I helped build Big Foot Country Club Golf Course down -- and in 

fact, we built two of them, friends of mine, a couple of us worked there. 

Q That's located where? 

A Fontana, yeah, Big Foot Country Club and that's an 18 and then they had the 9-

hole, of course, above part of the summer, first summer I went up.  And in fact, I 

went to work there right away when I left the plant.  And then I had a chance to 

go into machine work in Walworth where they built a bakery oven.  And then I 

went on the road for them and I didn't like that.  I didn't like it.  You're away from 

people you knew, away from your family.  I was out -- in '19, I was out in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Wilkes-Barre.  I traveled to the east quite a bit, 

Chicago.  And then you go and set up and they called me to the office and they 

had a -- three ovens to set up in Los Angeles, and we had trouble with insurance, 

some of the smaller corporations got their insurance cheaper by if they hired 

people under 21.   

I was only 19, so they had to take out special insurance for me.  So I was 

called in.  They were going to give me that job out there, and we got in an 

argument with the insurance company.  What's the difference that makes, I'll pay 

the insurance, I wanted the trip.  I was willing to go out and do the work, 
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understand, but I -- I kind of wanted the trip.  I had been on a train by that time, 

but I said no, the insurance company said that's out.  And the fella that went out 

there, he didn't have to work for three weeks.  The building wasn't ready.  I heard 

about it and I said uh-oh.  So we kind of got in a little argument and I was called 

back from here so I came back. 

Q Now, the first time, you indicated that you had a little trouble getting used to 

inside work, was that-- 

A Yes, when -- when you like the outdoors, I -- I think that it bothers you some.  I 

always liked it outside. 

Q Was that a common thing?  Did you know a lot of your fellow workers who had 

that same reaction? 

A Yes, had the same trouble.  I think you're -- when you're out -- actually, we was 

raised out in the country, not on the farm, but we were in farming country, and it 

just seems there was more freedom, freer life to be out.  That's why I like it up in 

the woods now. 

Q Well, were you reacting against being inside, or were you reacting against being 

regimented?  Did you ever think -- maybe you never thought of it that way? 

A Well, I never thought of it that way, but I knew in time, I think when you get that 

old you realize you've got to settle down with something that you're going to be 

satisfied with.  And I think that's why I more or less went from one job to another 

when I was in the plant because I couldn't see -- if I couldn't have found it there, I 

would've found it someplace else. 

Q Now, you were quite young when you were first hired at Fisher.  As I read it, 
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you'd of been 17 or 18, right? 

A Yeah, I was -- see, I had to go -- I had to go to vocational school under law at that 

time.  I was 17 1/2 and I had to go to vocational school.  I wanted to go, that 

wasn't the point.  But I went up here to vocational school, and I think when you 

want something bad enough, you go after it and that's why I went to vocational 

school to do the work.  Take some machine work and some welding that I could 

get something that I wanted to do.   

Q Were -- were you unusually young to be in the Fisher plant at that time, or were 

there a number of people who were -- who were as young as you? 

A I think I was actually.  I don't think anything today -- of course, today if a guy 

finishes high school, he probably be in the 18, 19 year bracket on the -- there's a 

lot of them that go down there to work or someplace else as soon as they're out of 

high school.  General Motors takes on employees, younger ones, during the 

summer for extra help a lot like vacation time, college students, high school, some 

fellas and women today more.   

Q Now, you know, you were still living at home at that time.  Did your folks think 

that was a good idea for you to go to work there? 

A Yep, I was at home, but I left.  I couldn't see driving every day, that would be 20 

miles, 25 miles.  So I came up here and stayed. 

Q Now, just exactly what -- what process did you go through to get that job, you 

know, how did you go about getting the job at Fisher at that time when you first -- 

when you first did? 

A Well, things are probably a little different today.  I don't know.  I know now you 
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can go down there and you make out an application, but I just went in and told 

them I wanted a job and they said okay come to work tomorrow morning, okay, 

so long.  But -- 

Q Now was everybody -- was everybody -- was it as easy for everyone to get jobs at 

that time?  It seems that they were -- they were expanding hire.  Was this a period 

when they were expanding and hiring pretty readily? 

A Well, I suppose maybe at that time, they needed like I think there was four or five 

of us out of the group that was there that went to work.  You know, like you need 

line and you -- they hired four or five of us, I know, that same day.   

Q So it wasn't -- it wasn't particularly difficult then? 

A No, no. 

Q Okay.  Now, I was wondering too, just what exactly was the nature of the work 

you did during those first -- let's talk about the first eight months here first of all? 

A Well, I -- I went in on the slip of course, a lot depends on if you get one.  I got in 

the plant a little different, but when I first went to work, I was supposed to go in 

as a middle finisher.  That's what they were.  And I got down, and they said well 

I'm going to put you at door-hanging for a few days and that's what I stayed on for 

quite some -- several years. 

Q So even after the -- that interim period and then you went back, you went back to 

door-hanging? 

A As a door-hanger, and then there was an opening for metal finishing and I knew 

there was a chance of bettering myself and I asked for the job. 

Q Now, just what did door-hanging consist of?  Just what was the -- again, what was 
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the process you went through for every car? 

A Well, today of course it's different.  It's -- there's a hole there for the screw and 

you put it in.  You had to do your own layout work and put on your own hinges 

and everything.  You pretty near had to -- it was -- there was more skill to it than 

there is today.   

Q So what, you had to drill the holes yourself too? 

A Oh yes, place them yourself, drill them yourself, everything. 

Q Oh.  Now, what if the car -- what if the door's been  -- you know, car doors, 

they're pretty heavy.  Were they lighter then or what do you recall about that? 

A Well, of course everything is bigger today.  Your doors on the cars are bigger, 

they are heavier, there's no question about it.  But actual -- the skill has been taken 

out of the job as far as door-hanging is concerned because everything is there.  

There's a hole for you to put the screw in and that's it. 

Q Yeah. 

A But not then. 

Q So you -- it was a skilled job as far as you were concerned? 

A Oh yeah.  Actually, door-hanging was in -- within the plant was -- I think it was 

more -- one of the more skillful jobs in there at that time. 

Q How many cars an hour did you have to do that operation for? 

A I would say in order to make out, you would probably  -- well, every -- you got 

paid for like every four doors, like a sedan.  And then you maybe put doors on a 

two-door, so you would wind up with like 12, 14 doors a day at that time was 

considered a fair day's work to make your rate. 
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Q Oh, a day? 

A A day. 

Q A day.  So you'd only do 12 or 14 cars a day then? 

A Yeah. 

Q Oh.  Well, now -- now, they'd be doing what, 60 cars an hour probably? 

A Yes, but you wouldn't do it all.  We'd got away -- 

Q Oh, you did every -- you did every door on every -- each one of those cars. 

A Like one side and your partner would do the right side and he would hang like 12, 

14, or 16, whatever you wound up for the day.  And I would do the same on the 

left side in numbers, door numbers not body numbers because you had the four-

door and the two-door.  But today, you do just a portion of that.  One fellow will 

put the hinges on and the next one will come on, and that's where they got rid of a 

lot of the skill in -- the next -- and then your job goes up and then you have what 

they call door-fitters and he fits the door to the opening.  The skills eliminated. 

Q Yeah.  Now, you say you did that work for a number of years and I'm wondering 

what changes took place in the nature of the job during the time you had it, let's 

say in a ten-year span or it would have been almost a ten-year span? 

A Well, there was some changes every year.  Of course, probably after 15, they got -

- they eliminated a lot of the skill in some of those jobs when they done away 

with the wood-working, wood-portion of the body, which was approximately 

1932-3 was the last portion of the wood and then they started all metal.  Then -- 

then it was stamping and most of your -- a lot of your skill was gone out when 

they could stamp out the parts with the holes there.  There was as much skill to 
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hanging a door on a car as there was to hanging a door in a house.  That's why I 

like being at home.  When my door isn't right, I get at it and fix it. 

Q All right. 

A This afternoon when you leave, I've got a leaky faucet to fix.   

Q Okay.  We're almost out of tape on this side.  We're going to have to switch over.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q All right, this is August 24, 1976 and we're continuing the conversation with Mr. 

Jack Johnston.  Mr. Johnston, I wanted to ask, on the door-hanging work now, if 

there are any -- if there are any real problems that you felt you -- you had to deal 

with in that job, what were the difficulties? 

A Well, in this plant, of course you have -- you have no control over the production.  

The parts are shipped in there, though sometimes they weren't right.  Those are 

the things you had to correct and you still have today.  It's a -- a lot of it's done by 

machine.  There's a good many things that you have to correct while you're doing 

your operation here.  You can't -- it's -- in order -- it'd probably be a pretty hard 

thing to explain how to hang a door in a way, but unless it would involve some 

time.  But there's a certain amount of skill there.  Even today, like a say, a lot of 

the skill is taken out of it, but there's a percentage there yet.  For a finished 

product, you've got to have a finished product that's going to stand up.  You can't 

have something that will go bad tomorrow.   

Q Now, did -- did some of the problems that eventually resulted in the creation of 

the union exist in those early years in the '20's? 

A Well, they -- the problems I think build up in people over a period of years.  



JAMES JOHNSTON  29 
September 2, 1976 

29 

Certain things that somewhat say stick in your mind, certain things that had 

happened that get blown away and they build up to -- or you felt that you kind of 

had to do something. 

Q For example, what things stand out in your mind? 

A Well, there's always one thing that stood out in your mind, and I think it was told 

to a good many people that when you say they'd add work onto you, a little or 

something, it was do it or else.  There was other guys outside waiting for the job 

and that's the attitude they took.  And that's why I said before, I think actually 

General Motors organized the autoworkers.  I still feel that way. 

Q Were you objecting -- did they -- to their loading too much work on you or to 

their not seeming to care much about you as a person there? 

A No, I think they were just -- they just kept adding to you.  I say this, a person 

should be willing to do a fair day's work, but beyond that, then there's got to be a 

line drawn somewhere.  You couldn't -- each -- each individual on the same job is 

not -- lots of times they might figure each individual should do the same amount 

of work, which is true in order to get the same amount of money.  But there's an 

also lot of difference in individuals and one individual may be satisfied and not 

say much and the other guy might blow his top, you never know.   

Q Now, well like the speed-up, was the speed-up problem back in the '20's? 

A Oh yes, you've had that all the time, always will have probably.  It's something 

you won't get rid of.  They did actually finally get rid of the piecework system, 

which they fought for years.  You work at a job at so much for each -- let's take 

door-hanging.  You get so much for hanging each door.  Some days you'll be 
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fortunate, have good luck.  Maybe you would only get 14.  The next day, you get 

16, maybe 18.   

If you could do 18 one day, why can't you do it the next?  That was the 

attitude they took.  It gets to the point that there's so much involved that especially 

in a job where the skill is involved, it's one of those things if you run into things 

that you don't foresee and you don't get as much -- another thing you might go in 

there some day and you don't feel very good the day before too.  There's an awful 

lot of difference.  I don't think those things are ever taken into consideration. 

Q Now, all right, they didn't take individual differences into consideration.  Now, 

was that something that affected a lot of workers?  Did a lot of workers feel that 

they weren't -- you know, seem to have the feeling that you weren't treated as an 

individual, that you were just part of a -- 

A Right, yeah. 

Q -- big machine, a human machine, is that -- 

A Yeah, and you'd go into different jobs because like getting around the plant like I 

did on different jobs, you find out more than if you was on say one job all the 

time for the simple reason you'll find out, well, I never thought this way.  I always 

felt doing a fair day's work, but never felt I'm only going to do as much as he did 

or I can do more than he -- a lot of them went in with that attitude.   

And you'll find that it's something that you can't work yourself to the limit 

all your life.  You should realize that when you're younger.  You should set a pace 

for yourself that you feel you can stand.  Each person can't stand the same pace in 

life, there's no question about it.  But if you take -- try and hit a happy medium on 
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everything in life, that -- 

Q And yet the line could only move at one speed? 

A Well, yes, but there was always somebody coming around wanting to wind it up a 

little more. 

Q All right, okay. 

A Today, I guess you have a -- you've got a little something on after it's set -- the 

time and work load is set, that it stays pretty much the same where it didn't used 

to.  We had a breakdown before, why maybe for 15, 20 minutes, and then they'd 

get it fixed and they'd speed it up to make it up.  You try and get away from all 

that if you can because you can't -- 15 minutes in life lost is 15 minutes lost.  You 

can't -- 

Q Now, you mentioned the piece work system earlier.  I was wondering if you could 

describe how that -- how that piece work system operated in your case? 

A Well, we got so much for every -- every door hung.  And you will end up at the 

end of the day maybe at that time, maybe you made 80 cents an hour to hang 14 

doors or you made 85 to hang a bonus -- or piece work, same difference.  And 

you would hang 16 the next day, you'd make 85 cents an hour.  On -- then it got 

so that they would -- if there was any change at all, if you couldn't benefit by your 

own moves or you couldn't hang 20 doors a day to make an extra nickel an hour, 

but you'll find that they've gotten away from piece work.  But you're still -- in 

doing the same job every day, day in and day out, is monotonous.   

It does, I think it works on your nerves an awful lot.  Of course, maybe 

age naturally makes a difference.  I went in there, and I was the calmest guy in 40 
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acres.  I just -- nothing ever bothered me.  You get to a point where maybe a few 

things that happened kind of bothered you and pretty soon, you're -- I'm not too 

nervous on the outside.  I think nervousness, mine is more on the inside.  There's a 

difference in individuals.  That's the way I am and it's something I can't help. 

Q Well, now when you left after that -- your first eight months working at the plant, 

is that why you left?  Did you feel a change taking place in you that you didn't -- 

or that you reacted against somehow? 

A I didn't care to be tied down to that.  You're tied to that line and there were times 

when -- during tough times, if you was fortunate enough to get time to grab a bite 

of sandwich in the morning or go and get a drink, and I didn't care to be tied down 

by that.  That's why I felt that eventually something was going to have to be done, 

because I just couldn't -- I couldn't -- you wouldn't live long if you was going to 

work like that. 

Q Well, why -- why did you decide to go back since you did have that adverse 

reaction to the plant in the first place? 

A Well, because I -- I was after something steady.  I figured if I could get it, okay.  

It -- when I first went back there, I made 50 cents an hour.  Of course when that -- 

I was actually looking for something steady.  I didn't want to go from like one job 

to another because I figured in time, I wanted to settle down to something that 

was -- steady work to me was more my liking.   

Q So you were willing to sacrifice something in terms of comfort to get steady job? 

A Right, for a steady job, something that was steady. 

Q Now, what happened the second time you went back?  Did you have any easier -- 
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you know, you stayed for almost 40 years then, did you have an easier time 

getting readjusted? 

A No.  I -- I think you kind of make up your mind, well this has got to be it.  But by 

going from one job to another, it relieves some of that tension. 

Q You mean one job to another within the plant? 

A Within the plant.  I went to metal finishing -- or from door-hanging to putting on 

aluminum molding.  I went to metal finishing.  I went in as a supervisor for about 

two years.  But that -- 

Q So you were pretty much all over the line then at one time or another? 

A Yeah. 

Q Did that help you later on in organizing? 

A I think it did.  I got -- I got around in contact with say more people, more 

supervisors, more people to deal with and the way the deals were made.  And as 

far as  -- at that time, being on as a supervisor, you work as many hours, the same 

unless you were up higher, you work about the same hours the same you would at 

any job down there.  There wasn't much difference for me.   I -- I could make -- it 

seems though when you got home, you still carried a load home with you and that 

I -- I couldn't.  

Q You mean as a foreman you did? 

A Right. 

Q Now, when you say supervisor, is that the same as a foreman? 

A Correct. 

Q Okay.  And where did -- where in the plant did you serve as a foreman? 
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A Well, I was in what they call the door assembly line.  The doors were shipped in 

and the parts were put on before the door went on.  And -- 

Q And how many men were you responsible for supervising? 

A The most I had at any one time was about 60, and then it gets to -- 

Q Now, what was the least because 60, that's a pretty good crew? 

A Yeah, well, we had to build -- get the doors ready for -- we had a conveyor to 

work on, the boys did, and then we had -- they were stored and they were put on 

as the sedans came along or the coupe or whatever, and it got to a point where 

sometimes some supervision above you may have been out on an overall picture, 

but they weren't satisfied as far as I was concerned with a fair day's work for the 

boys.  And you were asked to do more all the time, and when -- in a group of men 

that you've had for six months even or you've worked with and you know the job, 

you know whether they're doing a fair day's work or not.  But how does anybody 

sitting up in the office know whether they're doing a fair day's job?  And it got to 

a point where they wanted too much and I just told them no, that's it, put me back 

to work.   

Q Well, now how was this pressure felt?  I mean what -- what would they say to you 

and who would say it? 

A Well, of course I won't mention names, but when something goes wrong that may 

be beyond your control and you would get balled out for and you'd try to explain 

it to them, and there was no way you could explain it to someone above you.  And 

when those things happened, it kind of -- it bothers you.  It did me and I think 

that's one thing that when I left there as a supervisor, and I had even made a 
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remark of one of the few things that happened.  I told one of the boys that I guess 

the best thing for us to do was organize.  And it got to the front office, sure. 

Q Now, when was this? 

A While I was on as a supervisor. 

Q And just what period was that by the way? 

A '28, '29, somewhere in there.  I was on for about two years. 

Q So that far back, you said to someone? 

A Right. 

Q Did you say -- 

A That was before anybody in the plant thought about a union and I was I think one 

of the first supervisors  -- in fact I was -- I know I got rid of piece work in that 

department.  That was the first department in this plant, I don't know about the 

others, but I got rid of piece work because we pulled tickets at the end of the year 

and there was too many tickets that were missing, and I said well, I said let's do it 

another way and that's what we did.  I got rid of it.  It was the first operation in the 

plant that got rid of piece work and that's what I was after. 

Q And even at that time, you thought there might be a need to organize? 

A Right, I mean of course you couldn't -- I know myself as an individual, I couldn't 

go on through life and put up with some of the things that went on, and I just felt 

that I would rather see them get together and -- I -- all my life in this thing of 

organized labor, I'm one that I would rather see it all done, set down across the 

table.  It can be done and it should be done that way.  Your present rubber strike 

right today, there's no cause for that, not a bit.  Now these people are, on both 
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sides of the table are broad-minded enough so that they know what they want and 

what they should give on the other side.  And it may be necessary at times, but 

you take -- you take right -- to me.  I've been around to several of the places.  I 

made a trip one day just to purpose -- when you talk about the rubber strike.  

There's tires stored all over.  We have the facilities in this country to produce that 

way.  We've had a stock that we had to get rid of. 

Q Bad timing for, you know.  Now, how often would have you -- do you recall 

during the time you were a supervisor making comments to people that -- 

concerning the possible need to organize someday, however, you know -- 

A Well, I think I knew at that time I gave it a lot of thought.  But I knew at the time 

that -- that we -- if I ever made a statement, I know where it would go.  It would 

go right to the top, I knew that.  And I made the statement to two or three of the 

men, friends of mine, people I knew, I've known -- have worked for me for 

probably two years.  But I knew somebody would take it up.  I heard about it right 

afterwards. 

Q Well, now how did you hear -- what happened -- what were the repercussions? 

A Well, I heard from the front end that I had made this statement that there should 

be an organization out in the plant.  Then, when I went to -- 

Q Well, did they -- did they reprimand you or how did they -- 

A No. 

Q What did they do? 

A There wasn't -- I'd heard about it in a roundabout  way and probably through the 

friends of mine in the office.  I've got a lot of information out of there that maybe 
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I wasn't supposed to get, people I knew, maybe people that sided with me in my 

viewpoint, that's possible.  I've had men in the office come right out and tell me 

that they wish they could come out and work with me.  Of course, maybe it wasn't 

due to organized labor or anything, but there's a good many of those people that 

didn't want to spend their life either up there sitting on the chair.  They didn't have 

to get out.  You can't -- you can't go and sit up there.  I wouldn't have a job in an 

office like that if you give it to me.  I don't care.  I'd rather be out there working at 

what I was working at.  You -- I just couldn't see sitting at a stool or chair. 

Q Why did you want to be a foreman in the first place?  What made you think you 

wanted to do that to begin with? 

A Well, I don't know.  Actually, I was asked if I wanted to take charge of a group.  I 

said well, if I can help out.  I thought maybe I'd better myself or something, I 

would take it.  And I don't think from what I hear from down there, even now, 

that some of these foremen aren't too well satisfied with their job.  You know, 

we've had a lot of guys quit foremen jobs.  Maybe they can't take it as an 

individual.  Each -- some individuals can take more than others and maybe they 

can't dish it out either, so you don't know because a foreman is kind of a -- he's 

behind the eight ball.  He's in between both of them down there, any job, it don't 

make a difference whether it's an automobile plant or what. 

Q Did -- did you have to work in addition to your supervision work or did the 

supervising constitute your whole work during that time? 

A I felt -- no, I didn't.  And I wouldn't -- I wouldn't -- I wouldn't take the job if I had 

to because for the simple reason that I think if a man's on as supervisor, that's his 



JAMES JOHNSTON  38 
September 2, 1976 

38 

job.  We've had a -- we've had a lot of fellas down there that we've had supervise, 

we had to stop them from working.  You've probably heard that from some of the 

other fellas.   

Q No. 

A Oh sure.  We had supervisors out there, they'd pitch in and do this and do that and 

-- no, if you're going to be a supervisor, to me, that's your job, forget the work.  I -

- I never could see that and I -- I didn't even get dirty to be honest with you. 

Q Now, you know, what difference would it make?  I mean so what if a supervisor 

pitched in and helped when things got a little -- a little too rough sometimes? 

A Well, there's a saying.  If each job is set up so that man and that man does an 

honest day's work and a fair day's work, there should be no reason for supervisor  

-- to get in and show somebody, I won't argue with you.  But to actually get in and 

say work for half an hour and produce something, no.  I -- if you break a man in 

for a job and break him in right, it should be explained to him a fair day's work 

and that's it.  The job changes every year due to changes in production, methods 

and what have you and naturally the jobs change from time to time and you have 

to be set up again.  But still, a fair day's work is a fair day's work regardless of 

whether the job has been changed or not.  You can't -- 

Q So if a foreman pitches in and that -- do you take that as evidence that somebody 

has too much work loaded on to begin with? 

A Right, and a foreman shouldn't work say for half an hour just to get a job done 

and say tomorrow if it takes a half hour extra, have somebody else do that with 

some other work because a foreman, to me, shouldn't work.  A supervisor, I don't 
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care if he's boss over the sweepers, tell the men what he wants done and what's a 

fair day's work and then that's it. 

Q Yeah, that's interesting. 

A I never did believe in it. 

Q There's one other question I wanted to ask concerning the -- this experience you 

had as a foreman and it concerns organizing later on.  I was wondering if any of 

the people that you supervise became active in the union with you later on? 

A I don't think so that I know of.  They -- that one group eventually, of course when 

we started to organize, was -- that job was out, but I still, over the period of time I 

spent in there and the people I had with me, I didn't -- I didn't have too many 

arguments and a lot of these people are still friends of mine yet today. 

Q But so these people that you supervised then weren't  -- they weren't a particular -- 

they weren't a -- you didn't go back to them later when you got into the union and 

bring them into the union? 

A No, no.  And none of them ever criticized me for helping organize the place.  It's 

the same people.  And I see a lot of these people every day. 

Q Okay. 

A Maybe not every day, but several times a month.  Of course, I can go down to the 

plant now and there's a good many people gone. 

Q Sure.  I wanted to ask too about the workforce at Fisher during those early -- 

during the '20's, let's say.  Where were -- where was Fisher getting their workers 

from by and large at that time? 

A The one thing about this plant, I think most of our people and even a good many 
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friends of mine today came from around Wisconsin, the northern part of the state, 

west, south, sure, you had others come in maybe on the -- some other states, but 

the biggest percentage of the workers were right from here in Wisconsin. 

Q Do you recall any -- any significant numbers coming from other states? 

A No, no.  

Q I know for example that for some of the other GM plants, they actually recruited 

workers from the south and from Appalachian states.  Were you aware of any of 

that -- 

A No. 

Q -- of any movement of those people into Janesville? 

A Not here. 

Q Okay.  So it's all -- seems to be -- and this actually seems to be almost exclusively 

a Wisconsin workforce? 

A The biggest -- the biggest percentage, yes. 

Q And it seems that they -- what, many off of the farm, were they?  Were you 

aware? 

A Oh, yes, yes, yes.   

Q Would you say most or -- 

A Well, the biggest percentage probably, yes.  I know -- I knew quite a few of them 

that come in -- come in off the farm in Wisconsin -- came out of Wisconsin, the 

biggest share, not all of them probably, but we had a big percentage.   

Q Yeah. 

A I don't think you'd find -- I've been around I'd say, and I don't think you'd find that 
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-- I've worked in --in Milwaukee during the depression down to Kansas City, 

Oakland, I've been around.  But you won't find a better class of labor than they've 

gotten into this plant or any plant, I don't care whether it's General Motors or 

Parker Pen or what.  Most of them are from say the Midwest somewhere. 

Q Yeah, to this day, the plant has a reputation for producing good cars. 

A Yeah. 

Q Do you remember -- do you remember any numbers of people coming in from 

Chicago? 

A No, I don't. 

Q How about Milwaukee? 

A No. 

Q Did it ever strike you as strange that, I mean, here in Milwaukee and Chicago you 

would have had the two -- you'd have had two big labor pools close to Janesville.  

Did it ever strike you as strange that they didn't recruit workers there? 

A Well -- 

Q I mean how did you explain that yourself, or did you ever wonder about? 

A They probably were fortunate enough here to get people.  It's different than say in 

the production of an automobile and what you called skilled trade.  The biggest 

share of the jobs don't take too long unless you get in -- like I say today you've got 

more on the machine end, electrical end where you would hire outside licensed 

electricians or trained electricians or plumbers, and we have through a process 

here, we've -- even myself, and that's why I had a chance to go in and be the fixer 

in different departments because even in our skilled trade setup, we've taken men 
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off from the line.  That's where I got in.  They had a chance to go in there if they 

can prove themselves, why okay.   

Q Part of what I was wondering was did you ever have any reason to believe that 

Fisher management had consciously chosen to recruit Wisconsin farm boys rather 

than city kids from Chicago or Milwaukee? 

A Well, you -- you probably -- you've probably got a point there. 

Q I mean I only have a suspicion of that and I -- I'm just wondering if you have any, 

you know, if you ever heard anybody say anything about that that would give us 

some hard evidence one way or the other? 

A Well, if you look over the entire picture, we had a plant manager from Chevrolet 

off the farm -- on the farm and I'm not mentioning names, but probably he hired 

more of them people off the farm.  And most -- most jobs -- 

Q Now, which manager was that?  I think -- that's a matter of record, so you can 

give that without any fear of repercussions. 

A Well, that was Markhams. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A Yeah, I mean it's a matter of -- everybody knows it.  But no doubt he hired more 

off the farm than he would -- and if it didn't get -- it never got to a point where 

they needed a large amount, let's say you've got ten plumbers and you want to 

break in a plumber, you wouldn't have to go out and hire two or three figuring oh 

maybe one of them will stay.  They could bring in a man and gradually break him 

in or a different operation.  Of course you're -- in your skilled trades, a good lot of 

that is -- it takes longer to break in.  They have I think more in the late years 
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they've hired outsiders.  I don't know where all of them come from but -- or did 

come from but they've hired quite a few outsiders.  If they have a policy -- 

Q My god, they already have all the boys off the farm, so they had to go somewhere 

else I guess. 

A Well, I don't know, of course there's a lot of fellas that work there and their sons 

are working there.   

Q Yeah. 

A Oh yeah, sure. 

Q I'm familiar with people like that. 

A My son went to work in there.  He got out of the Marines, got out of the service, 

half the Korean War, and I told him I said, "What do you want to do?"  He said, "I 

want to go to school but I want to work a while."  So he went in there and he 

found out what it was and he said -- come over one day and said, "Dad, I'm going 

to Milwaukee."  So he went to Milwaukee School of Engineering, and you try to 

do everything to persuade him to do it and he come out all right. 

Q Yeah.   

A He didn't live to make use of it, but that's life, I guess. 

Q I wanted to ask about some other aspects of the workforce now.  Were there any -

- were there any predominant -- were there any ethnic groups that seemed to 

predominate in that plant or in different parts of the plant that you remember? 

A No, Janesville -- even in the overall picture is probably -- never hired too many 

people, ethnic people.  There was never very many blacks.  We had one 

gentleman here, nicest fella you can meet, of course I've been around more than 
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maybe a lot of the people there around with blacks.  I've hired them.  I've paid 

them. 

Q Who is this man? 

A George Scott (sic). 

Q John Scott? 

A John Scott, yeah.  George -- John, an awful nice guy.  That guy works up here in 

the hospital volunteering.  He's all right.  But General Motors never did hire too 

many.   

Q So it was a pretty mixed --  

A Yeah. 

Q Mixed outfit then as far as you could tell? 

A And this part of the country here, like where you get -- where they got their labor 

from was German settlements, Norwegian settlements all through the state. 

Q It would be mostly -- they would have been mostly northern Europeans or 

northern European background at the plant? 

A Right. 

Q I suppose that's about the only generalization you can make? 

A Yeah.  There's -- well, there's a good many. 

Q Now but that's changed somewhat now, I suppose, right? 

A Oh, yes. 

Q Now, I wanted to ask -- to get into that door-hanging area that you were familiar 

with in those early years and I wanted to ask some of these same questions 

specifically about that area.  Now, what do you remember about that area as far as 
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where people came from?  Does the same thing hold true or was there a little 

different pattern?  What do you recall about that? 

A Well, the department I -- in that group, I would say a lot of them came from 

around here.  Myself, I don't claim Chicago as my residence.  I was just a kid 

when I moved out.  But most of them came from around here, not too far away, 

some Edgerton.  You've got the same thing today.  You've got people driving 

from Beloit, Edgerton, Evansville territory.  I think that's where the biggest share 

of the help is drawn from. 

Q Now, there again on the ethnic business, was there any -- anything -- did they 

follow that northern European pattern or were there some predominant groups? 

A I don't -- I don't think they followed any pattern, only like they probably kept 

away from -- well, in Oakland like I worked with -- the biggest share of people 

that I worked with were Puerto Rican.  I get along with them fine. 

Q But not in the door-hanging area here in Fisher? 

A No, no, and they -- they never hired too many in here, ethnic people.  I went to 

Kansas City -- 

Q Well, see in my definition, German-American is ethnic and Norwegian-American 

is ethnic and Irish-American is ethnic.   

A Yeah. 

Q So, they don't have to have different racial backgrounds -- 

A Racial backgrounds, no right, I agree with you, yeah. 

Q So now -- so you know, if there was a group of Norwegian-Americans who came 

in and kind of concentrated in one area in the plant, I'd be interested in that, or if 
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there was a group of Irish-Americans or anything like that. 

A No, you can go in there and you can find most anything from any -- any 

nationality. 

Q Well, that squares with what I've -- you know, with what I've learned so far, so 

that's not surprising at all. 

A I even -- I don't know how well acquainted you are around say Delavan.  They 

have the deaf and dumb school over there.  We had one carpenter, he isn't there 

anymore.  We had several deaf and dumb people in there.  I worked with two of 

them.  I got to be good friends with them.  You can talk about -- I don't know, I 

think we've got about every nationality in there you could think of as far as 

nationality's concerned. 

Q Do you think that made it harder or easier to organize later on? 

A I think it made it easier, but I don't think you can say that any one -- any group, 

ethnic group, was the leader.  It was just --  

Q Now, in what sense would have that made organizing easier because, you know, it 

seems that it might have been that if you had folks who stuck together, they might 

have also stuck together in the union? 

A Well, of course as a rule -- as a rule in ethnic groups, they will stick together 

more, but you couldn't say that here because we had all groups and it was just a 

matter of sitting down and talking things over.  Everybody -- I don't say you 

agreed all the time.  Don't take me wrong because you don't.  I don't think you do 

in any walk of life, but you can sit down an talk things over and -- 

Q Now, were there particular neighborhoods in Janesville that Fisher workers 
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tended to live in during the -- during the '20's, during those early years again? 

A Well, I don't -- I don't know.  They lived all over town.  You might have found 

more of them lived closer to the shop if possible due to transportation to the 

facility, yes.  If I had to do it over again, I would -- and I said before, don't -- if I 

had to do it over again, I'd have a place close enough to the shop so I could walk 

to work.  That's what does you good, being outside that much in the morning and 

here I had to drive.  I lived out along Ruger.  I had five, six miles I had to drive.  

I'd rather live where I walk three or four blocks every morning or six blocks.  I 

think -- it isn't a matter of saving the transportation or anything, but it's a matter of 

getting that little bit between.  I would -- I'd do it over again. 

Q That's an interesting point? 

A Huh? 

Q That's an interesting point.  And you say that many workers did apparently try to 

live close to the plant for that reason? 

A Yes, I roomed -- before I was married, I roomed close to the plant.  I was about 

two blocks from it.  Well, that was a little too close, I would rather go six blocks 

and walk.  And maybe some people don't like to be that close to their work, but if 

you're that far away, then -- but to -- I drove from Delavan one time, that's 20 

miles from here.  I sold a home and drove over there.  That didn't bother me.  It 

seems to relax you.  I changed off driving with three or four fellas and there's a lot 

of that done today. 

Q I'd like to shift gears here a little bit.  You were talking earlier about -- when you 

were talking about the period that you were a foreman that you had mentioned the 
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possibility of organizing to people at that time, so you gave an indication of 

having some awareness of unions and the role that they could play in a plant 

before the unions actually began to organize at Fisher.  I was wondering what 

kind of reaction you got from your fellow workers?  How did they react to -- how 

did they react to this idea of a -- of a union? 

A Well, there was a yes -- that's a good thing.  But even at that time the industrial 

unions didn't come forward like they did in later years, and you would have to 

belong to a carpenter's union, a plumber's union, and those fellas didn't care too 

much for that, and that's why I suppose the industrial unions were -- came forward 

and have organized the way they have because you couldn't have it -- it'd be hard 

in a lot of worker plants not to have an industrial union.  We found that out 

because due to classification.   

Q I was just going to ask, did you ever talk with any -- now in the area you worked 

in, and I don't know who -- I don't know which union you would have talked to, 

but did you ever talk to any -- anybody about say organizing the door-hangers or 

organizing particular groups within the plant? 

A Not at that time.  I don't think we even had a plumber that was in the union in the 

plant.  Of course, you didn't have the maintenance workforce that you have today.  

It just wouldn't make sense to me at that time to go out and get say the door-

hangers in the carpenter's union and the plumbers in the plumber's union and the 

painters in the painter's union. 

Q Well, apparently it never made sense to those building trades unions around here 

either.  Did they ever -- were you ever aware that they ever considered it? 
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A No, no. 

Q All right. 

A No, and -- 

Q That's something I haven't asked before.  I haven't really thought about it.  It 

would have been a possibility I suppose. 

A Yes, and you would've had -- you would've had probably at least half a dozen 

trade unions in there, which to me is wrong.  It's too much.  There'd be too much 

friction.  You've got that in some things.  You've got that in Parker Pen today.  

You've got the machinists and the rubber work. 

Q Yeah, there's two of them, yeah, good point.   

A If a person is out say driving a truck all the time, yes, he should belong to truck 

driver's.  We've got truck drivers down there, so you'd have to have a truck 

driver's union and it just wasn't possible. 

Q I wanted to ask, you know, we were talking earlier about your fellow workers and 

I was wondering if you recall any workers from these early years, people that you 

worked with and knew on a day-to-day basis during the '20's let's say, who you 

later worked with in organizing Local 95?  Are there any people who stand out 

that way? 

A Well, of course within an overall picture as far as the plant was concerned? 

Q Well, people that you -- you got to know during this early period, you know, I'm 

assuming that they would have been from that door-hanging area, not necessarily 

though I suppose, but yeah, anybody from that time period who later on got 

involved in the union and was active in the union with you? 
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A Oh, as far as -- not -- when you go and say active, not -- you don't have to be an 

officer to be active. 

Q Oh abso -- right, absolutely. 

A Right, all right.  Oh yes, I had several that -- out of that group even that joined 

right away and not -- they might have gone around.  It wouldn't be noticeable 

maybe to somebody else, but they talked with different people and were in favor 

of having an organization, yes. 

Q Now, who were some of those people?  Can you remember the names of some of 

those men if you would -- if you wouldn't mind sharing them with us? 

A Lloyd Russell for one.  Jake Vorath. 

Q Now what was that last name? 

A Vorath. 

Q Okay, good.  And they had -- in an overall picture in the plant, they had certain 

ones pieced out that the corporation did say were -- were radicals, maybe they 

knew something we didn't.  We had people we kept track of, we watched. 

Q Now when you say we? 

A The locals, officials. 

Q Who were considered the radicals? 

A Well, you might have had one here or there that -- we tried to keep this thing on 

somewhat a decent basis.  They might have called me a radical, I don't know.   

Q You're talking about people who were -- yeah, because I know from talking with 

other people that the -- that the company tended to think that anybody who joined 

the union was a radical? 
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A Oh yeah. 

Q But you're talking about something -- you have a different definition of radical I 

gather here? 

A Well -- 

Q Just -- now when you talk about a radical, just what do you mean, what are you 

talking about? 

A Well you've got -- you've got to take into consideration maybe -- maybe the 

corporation felt the same about the same individual that I did, but we had -- we 

had -- I wouldn't say -- maybe it's the wrong term to use.  We didn't -- even during 

the big strike, we wanted -- the biggest share of the people here as I say, they 

didn't want any trouble.  I mean nobody hurt of no damage, no nothing.  And you 

might -- we had maybe one or two here or there we had to kind of contact and 

keep under or something. 

Q So when you say radical, are you saying a person who was actually a 

troublemaker then? 

A Well -- 

Q From that sense or are you talking about a person who was actually a political 

radical like a communist maybe? 

A Well, we had -- as I say, I told the FBI that people in this -- we had one or two we 

had to watch.  We had no proof, but we had to watch.  We got -- even before we 

organized -- when there's something, it might have been in the wind, maybe the 

company heard about it and they had -- they had men in there.  And I got word 

even before there was ever a mention of organization and I found out that this one 
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man who was shipped in here for purpose, we called him, we had no proof, but I 

was told by the city official and he was a Pinkerton man.  Well, I checked further 

and I found out a few things that went on, the way he acted, and then I went to a 

company official and I told him.  I said -- that's when I was in the door line, 

foreman.  I said listen, there's one guy that goes.  Now, you can suit yourself. 

Q So this was before you were actually organizing the union? 

A Oh, yeah.   

Q Now, I'd like to get some of the particulars here, some of the names of these 

people if you can, you know, because it would help complete the record if there 

were people that you don't have to worry about protecting or anything.  So who 

was the Pinkerton?  Who was the Pinkerton man or what name did he use 

anyway? 

A Well, you've got me because I -- 

Q All right then, who was the city official that told you he was a Pinkerton man? 

A Well, I wouldn't put him on the spot either. 

Q All right.  All right.  And then who was the company official that you told, you 

know, that guy -- 

A He was the superintendent, Eddie Butler. 

Q Okay. 

A Now, I felt this way.  The man had no -- he had no business in here.  I couldn't 

figure out why they hired him, so I went and told Eddie.  And Eddie was a pretty 

good -- he and I always got along pretty good.  So I told him right out, I said 

listen, I said that guy you brought in here three weeks ago, and he turned around 
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and he kind of looked at me.  And I said he's working for me and I said I don't like 

him.  And he had kind of a funny look on his face.  He said you don't have to tell 

me any more, Jack.  Monday morning he wasn't there.  Now, I had checked in the 

front -- I wouldn't have said anything if I hadn't been known that I got the straight 

story.  Well, then we had the officials -- autoworkers officials that we watched a 

fella the company hired.  And we told them about it at a committee meeting.  He 

was hired from the outside for a job -- 

Q Now, this was later, I gather?  This is in the '30's when you were organized? 

A While we was organized and they hired -- of course, he joined the union right 

away.  That's something you don't see too often right quick.  So Van Horn and I 

are well enough known if I mention his name, that don't make any difference, but 

he and I contacted the gentleman.  Well, he kind of denied it, that he was in there 

for a purpose, so then we got -- I got talking with Van one day, I said no, I said 

that guy is -- there's something wrong with him.  He says, I know it.  I said -- he 

said what do you say we present it to management again?  I said no, I said we've 

told them before.  I said give me a couple days.   

So I went right back to Eddie Butler and I told him.  I said you've got a 

guy over here you've hired in, Herb Lilla -- Lilla.  And I said you've hired a guy in 

here, Herb Lilla.  I said he's got nothing to do with your job, I realize that.  I said, 

you're superintendent of the body shop.  He's on maintenance.  And I said we've 

asked him up in the front end to get rid of him, even with management.  And I 

said, what do you think?  I knew he knew what I was talking about and he come 

out Monday morning and said well Herb won't be here.  They let him go.  But you 
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had those things to contend with.  They were in there getting information for the 

corporation and we all knew that. 

Q And the corporation would do it until they got found out and -- 

A Sure, and I had -- I had a -- I don't know who up above, farther up, but I had 

connections somewhere that when Eddie come back and he said well, he won't be 

here Monday morning so we helped get rid of two of them.  I -- 

Q Well, maybe it was just that those guys weren't worth anything after their cover 

was blown? 

A No, no, no, no, they weren't -- they weren't any good to them.  They knew we 

knew.  I think it would have been just a matter of a short time, maybe when we 

told them about this one guy, Herb Lilla, the last guy, they probably -- the 

company would have let them go, anyone.  There was no use having them there 

anymore. 

Q Yeah, well, we're almost out of tape again here today.  We'll pick up this whole 

theme of the company's reaction to the union again later on.  That's something I 

want to get into in more detail.  Very good, thank you Mr. Johnston. 

(Interview concluded.)
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is September 2, 1976.  Today we're conducting the 

second session with Mr. Jack Johnston of 1702 Tamarack Lane in Janesville.  My 

name is Clem Imhoff.   

Q Mr. Johnston, I wanted to begin today to continue talking as we were last time 

about the early years of your work at Fisher, the years before the organization of 

the union.  I wanted to get into your political and economic attitudes a little bit at 

that time.  I wanted to see first of all how you -- how you reacted to some of the 

important political figures at that time that we haven't talked about yet.  I believe 

when we discussed this earlier, you indicated that you voted for Al Smith in '28, is 

that right? 

A Right.   

Q What was your attitude, if you recall, you know anything about Bill Green, the 

leader of the AF of L at that time? 

A Well, of course I was younger then and wasn't involved as much as I was 

afterwards, but from what had gone on in my life as an individual and in the 

country as a whole, I kind of even left the family philosophy of being a 

Republican.  I couldn't see it, analyzing and reading and studying.  You, of 

course, didn't have the facilities of -- I mean radio, but not television that you do 

today.  And things happen a lot faster today, but it was my theory that I couldn't -- 

I couldn't see a lot of the ideas that would work out because you've got to look 

into future.  Some of the ideas they wouldn't, to my estimation, work out in the 

future.  And it was just my own theory that I went that way.  I felt that I was right 

and I still feel I was right. 
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Q Did that -- did that result in serious conflict within your family or did the family 

take that pretty much in stride? 

A No, no, I don't even today -- I don't, as I said before, I don't care to -- I don't argue 

politics.  I like to discuss.  There's an awful lot of difference.  And it's the same 

with religion.  I will discuss but not argue for the simple reason I think that's an 

individual's personal right.  If he wants to talk against something, for something, 

that's his privilege.  It should be.  That's our society and I still feel they have that 

privilege.  And if I want to do something, okay.  If I don't want to, okay. 

Q So these political attitudes of yours didn't hurt your relationship with your family? 

A No, no, no, not in any manner, shape, or form.   

Q That's good to hear. 

A Some families it may. 

Q Right. 

A It can cause a lot of tension, but there's things that I think stand out in a person's 

mind regardless of whether it's in politics, religion, or whether it's something that 

went on in the plant.  There's things that went on down there that I don't think -- 

it's too bad probably that a person didn't keep a diary, you know, in a sense 

because most of us had to keep it in our head, which after forty years don't -- 

when you leave here, I might think of something I should have told you, yes.  But 

I tried to cover everything. 

Q You've done well so far.  Now, at that time, the -- you know, the La Follette 

family was important political family in Wisconsin.  

A Right. 
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Q Now, they were Republican in one sense anyway.  I was wondering how you 

reacted to them? 

A Well, I was in favor because I think if you analyze even today and if you took the 

-- we call them extreme right, extreme left, or middle road.  If you could pick out 

the middle of the road people as politicians and go from there, we'd be in pretty 

fair shape and that's what I felt then.  You've got to analyze an individual.  I don't 

care whether he's a Republican or a Democrat or independent, his theory, his 

thoughts for our country is -- I'd like to see followed.  I can't see the extreme right.  

I can't see the extreme left whether it be -- we have in Wisconsin, and you can go 

back, I've got the article in my pocket, forty years ago when they paid out 

unemployment checks.  I don't know whether you read that in the paper lately, 

forty years ago, it was in this week.  I'll give it to you. 

Q I'm not familiar with it. 

A It's an article on unemployment insurance forty years ago in Wisconsin and it's -- 

the check was written out for $15 for unemployment insurance.  The first 

unemployment insurance check in Wisconsin and an official in Madison that 

presented the check or sent the check purchased it back for $25.  And that check 

today is in the archives in Madison.  It's something that come out this week. 

Q Now, you know, you had pretty well defined political attitudes.  Were you 

politically active?  Did you actually campaign for candidate during those early 

years? 

A No, amongst say individuals at the shop, I would discuss it, but I never went out.  

And since I have gone up like to union hall, I helped make out letters and send out 
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information on a small scale, but I never went out as a -- and campaigned for an 

individual. 

Q How did you feel toward the -- toward the economic system at that time?  How 

did you feel toward free enterprise capitalism?  You know, you'd been working at 

the plant, you had some negative reactions toward it.  How did you feel toward 

the system that that plant was a part of? 

A Well, as I -- I think we discussed the other day when we talk of radicalism, you 

and I were discussing, I said it was possibly the wrong word to use.  I don't 

believe in destruction of property.  Regardless of what, sometimes, it had to be 

done in the past.  Today, I think people are broad-minded and educated enough to 

sit down and talk about -- talk things out.  I don't believe it's necessary that people 

have to go to that extent.  And you take an individual that has a certain goal in 

life, the biggest share, regardless of whether he's 18 or 70.  He still has something 

in mind that a lot of people would ask.  What would you do if you had to live your 

life over again?  And the biggest share of them would say I'd do the same thing 

because -- but there's certain things that happened within the plant, within your 

state, within your federal government, there's certain things that stand out that 

don't actually appeal to you.  There's certain things that have been done.   

Q Well, what does stand out in your mind then of the things that were done during 

those years that you did react again? 

A Well, you were asked to do things, maybe that you felt weren't right.  You were 

asked to do maybe too much work.  There's one thing that of course it's later on, I 

think in '55 and it had to do as an individual so that you don't forget as a rule.  The 
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company, they own the cars they build, I'll grant you that.  And I was told that 

they would sell them where they wanted to and to who they wanted to.  I had 

ordered a '55 Chevrolet through Dickoff in Milton Junction.  The main office -- 

district office is in Milwaukee and somewhere my car wound up at Harrison 

Chevrolet.  That car was -- was not supposed to be there and when they called me, 

I said who's calling.  He said Harrison Chevrolet.  I said, what's my car doing up 

there?  Well they sent it here.   

Now, the corporation, I had a Janesville address.  It doesn't make any 

difference whether you lived out in the country or the city and that was first V8's.  

It wasn't the first V8's they built, but it was the first V8 in '55.  General Motors 

Chevrolet built an eight  cylinder before that, but that was -- they would send 

them where they wanted to.  And the bigger dealers was against -- through the 

corporation was against the little dealer and that car at that time if I'd have gotten 

it through Dickoff would have cost Dickoff -- he'd have to pay $35 extra and that 

was my point.  I didn't agree with that.  Eventually, I told -- 

Q Why would have he had to pay that extra fee? 

A That -- that was the hookup that the garage had through the company and through 

the distributor.   

Q Just because they could buy in larger volume or what was the reason for that, do 

you know? 

A I suppose they could buy in -- but they had -- it didn't only happen with Chevrolet.  

I had a friend in a Pontiac sales garage.  They had the same setup.  In other words, 

Dickoff was -- they had a territory or district I'm assuming and any car that 
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Dickoff sold within the Janesville setup, he had to pay Harrison $35 and I didn't 

agree with that.  And I told them so.  I told Dickoff and of course Dickoff -- and 

after that, they got rid of that.  They don't have that anymore.   

And those are things that stand out in your mind that -- we had another 

one I've got written on here.  Years ago, we had a savings plan.  I was paying for 

my home through there.  If you made $35 a week, I always figured about 25 

percent of your wages went for rent, and that's what I was paying, $35 a month.  

That was taken out of my check, cleared through the General Motors Savings paid 

to the bank and the gentleman that held the mortgage.  That was never stopped in 

GM savings, but I did benefit by it.  A lot of people that just put money into it, so 

much money a month just like any investment, they eventually were paid in 

stocks, some cash.   

Now, General Motors knew ahead of time that eventually the people in 

General Motors would be organized or in the automobile corporation as a whole.  

And they eliminated that savings plan.  It was out.  They paid off on it, and it was 

wonderful for the employees.  I mean you were paid some in stock.  A friend of 

mine had quite a bit invested, he was an older gentleman, but -- 

Q Now, when did this program begin?  How far back do you recall it going? 

A Just what year, I don't know.  But I went -- 

Q But it was before you began to organize the union? 

A Oh yes, yeah because 19 -- I bought my home in 1929 and it had been in effect 

I'm assuming from even when I went to work there in '23.  And then that was 

eliminated. 
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Q Now, why was this such a desirable -- say, I mean why didn't you just save at a 

bank?  Why was this GM plan so desirable? 

A Well, it was paid off like in 50 cents on the dollar.  In other words, if you put a 

dollar in, they put in 50 cents and they would -- and today, they've taken that 

away from the employees, but supervision still has it.  Oh yes. 

Q Now, when did the employees lose that plan? 

A Well, depression was 1933, and it was -- I would say  -- we were down for the 

year 1933.  They built cars at the World's Fair.  On 1934 I would say was they 

eliminated the savings plan as far as the employees was concerned because they 

knew at that time that we were organizing. 

Q Well, now did they eliminate it because of the organizing efforts or, you know, it 

could have been because of the depression at that time?  Do you have any -- 

A That's possible. 

Q -- information about just why they did that? 

A That's possible that they eliminated it on account of the depression, but let's take 

on an overall picture of the autoworkers today in General Motors, the number of 

people.  If they own a substantial amount of GM stock, let's say, now we have 

people in the international that have GM stock and they sit in on the board 

meetings.  You probably realize that.  And I think that was one thing they were 

afraid of at that time.  I know from information that I have gotten back from 

higher up that it wasn't only General Motors.  These people didn't even meet in 

this country.  They met over in Europe, Ford, General Motors, Chrysler, they're 

trying to keep it quiet.  They knew what they were going to do.  They were not 
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going to give like a blanket out and give organized labor.  It had to go by a little 

here, a little there.  That's the way it was building.  And they -- 

Q So they -- you think they took that away in '34 so that then they'd have something 

to bargain with later on? 

A Well, to bargain with, but if you -- if you look at the number of employees and let 

us assume that they put all they could in.  I think they were allowed 10 percent of 

their wages.  Even today, supervision is, and if all the employees had done that 

and they could sell that stock, say to the international union if they wanted to or -- 

and have a big controller -- not controller, probably a General Motors, but they 

would have a big say.  The large stockholders have a big say in General Motors.  I 

think you realize that.  That was of course my version.  Maybe I wrong but -- 

Q Yeah, well that's -- 

A I always felt that way. 

Q Now, who had you talked with that -- do you remember who -- who you talked 

with that gave you that impression about why that -- that program was dropped? 

A I don't -- I don't think I talked with anybody.  That was my own idea. 

Q All right. 

A I think if you stop and analyze even today, it -- even your pension systems.  

Milwaukee Journal Paper had that item in on the -- they give percentages of the 

amount of money that like within the corporation percentage wise, like today's 

probably pensions in General Motors run maybe 25 percent or better. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A The bigger -- the higher up you are, of course that part is okay.  The higher up you 
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are in General Motors you are, the larger pension you go.  Even -- even with 

purchasing cars, now we went after like a percentage of off on a product that we 

built, which they wouldn't give us, of course, but they did give it to supervision.  

Supervision still has that.  Supervision after they retire still have it.  

Q Did workers at any time ever get a percentage deduction on purchasing a car, do 

you know? 

A No, it was never written, of course, in the contract.  It was never -- some of us are 

fortunate enough, I think it was left up to the dealer more that you dealt with to 

get -- if he wanted to give you a -- I always dealt with Dickoff and I got a 

percentage maybe around 10 to 15 percent.  But -- 

Q But there was no company policy then ever? 

A No, it was laid down by the corporation to the dealer as far as supervision is 

concerned, yes.  And I happened to know a case, a friend of mine was in 

supervision after the war, cars were hard to get.  I couldn't even get one say 

nothing of getting a percentage off.  Cars were scarce.  And he was on as 

supervisor.  They had to keep their cars for a year after they bought them.  They 

couldn't -- so a year later, he sold his car and he made enough money on that car 

to put a furnace in his house and I know that.  Now, these things -- wouldn't say 

they don't bother me, but it's -- they are things that you remember, you don't 

forget.  Why --  

Q Well that's the white collar and the blue collar.  They're always trying to maintain 

that line I guess. 

A Yeah, that line.  And I was told outright when discussed with another -- my 
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immediate supervisor about cars, a percentage off.  I had an article out of the 

paper of course and different corporations had given people that worked there 

product they produced, they would give them a percentage off on it.  And he said 

well that's the incentive for an individual to become a supervisor, try to work up 

to be a supervisor to get it.  That was his version. 

Q All right. 

A And of course, that I didn't agree with.  

Q Yeah, before we get too far away from that savings plan, I wanted to ask how 

other workers reacted to that or how much reaction there was to that when it was -

- when it was taken away? 

A On the savings plan? 

Q Right. 

A I think a lot of them -- I suppose a lot depended on how long you were in it.  A lot 

of them felt that it shouldn't have been done.  They probably -- I talked with 

several of them.  Of course, I give them my version.  Maybe -- maybe they had 

never thought of it that way as pooling the stock, but they didn't like it because it 

was quite a benefit.  Because after all, when I think the setup was a dollar -- if you 

had a dollar -- put a dollar in, they put in an extra 50 cents for you.  Well, that's 

quite a boost right there at that time.  This friend of mine, if I remember what 

little he'd put in and he told me he drew, if I remember right, $3,000 out of it.  For 

those times, that was big money. 

Q Well, do you recall how much you had in it at that time? 

A Well, no.  See, the thing that bothered me, my money never stayed in there.  My 
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money cleared through the savings only.  And then it went directly to the bank.   

Q To the house, right. 

A And I still, during the depression as I said before, I was never on relief.  I 

wouldn't be ashamed to be.  And I got a job enough and I did in the summer of 

'33, when they'd eliminated that setup, a friend of mine, he got a check back -- 

now understand my money never stopped in there and if I remember right, I got a 

check for $157.   

Q But you'd paid off a good bit on your house through that -- through that system? 

A No, I lived on it.  Oh yes, while I was in there, yes.   

Q Yep. 

A That was just like paying at the bank, it's the same difference.  But then I couldn't 

figure out how I would get that much money when my money never stopped there 

financially because they never had any benefit.  General Motors never had any 

benefit of my $35 a month and they didn't benefit off it at all.  It just cleared 

through there.   

Q So they -- they dropped this system then during that year when production was 

shut down and they were down -- they were down at the World's Fair? 

A It was -- it was done during depression.  Whether it was done on account of 

depression, but of course me, I had other versions of it. 

Q But it was during that year that they were at the World's Fair, is that right? 

A I would say July of 1933. 

Q Okay, good, good.  Yeah, that's very good, that's interesting.  

A But General Motors knew at that time when that -- because when I was out in 
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Oakland in January, they had started to organize, so they knew that organized 

labor was going to be -- it was one of the things that they was going to have to 

come to terms with.   

Q I was wondering during these early years, to shift topics a little bit here, what do 

you -- what do you recall about the managers of the plant during those -- you 

know, during -- before you went to Oakland in Kansas City?  Are there any who 

stand out in your mind? 

A Well, of course, a supervisor, a manager in any position has a job to do.  There's 

no question of that.  When they talk about -- I got along with most of them.  I -- 

there was things maybe that some of them had done that you didn't agree with.  I 

never probably was too close to them until after we organized because we -- when 

we first organized, we used to sit down and actually bargain with the 

management.  See, we had two plants here, Chevrolet and Fisher on two local 

unions.  So as far as -- as having some idea what went on over there, you didn't 

get that close to management on the other side.   

Q What about the Fisher side though? 

A Well, as I say, we most any -- on the -- as far as the committee was concerned in 

bargaining, most -- at first when we first organized, management set in right with 

us. 

Q Now, what about the period before organization though?  That period you just 

didn't know these guys?  They -- what, they were distant figures out there to you?  

What kind of relationship did you and other workers have with managers if any at 

all? 
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A You didn't see management too much at that time.  I think they've changed a lot.  I 

think management is a lot -- a lot different now.  They come out in the plant.  

They talk to different ones and they'll go throughout the plant more than they used 

to.  I think they've changed somewhat I suppose.  And they have their educational 

programs too, don't forget it.  They have their schools.  They send their 

supervision to school when they didn't at that time.  But you -- you'll find that 

they do now.  They've got -- they school them in there you might have though 

because there's certain things that you hear people today when you talk with them 

when they work in any plant that there's certain things that go on that they have 

the same attitude, some of them, that I had when I first went to work. 

Q Do any of the particular people who were managers stand out in your mind?  Are 

there any that you remember as being different for any reason or better or worse? 

A Well, no, I don't think -- I don't think there was too much difference.  Some of 

them might, just like any individuals, each individual in each organization has 

different theories and ideas even as far as the plant is concerned about life itself.  

You can't always amongst two people agree on everything. 

Q Sure.  I wanted to also ask about your social life during those early years.  Who 

did you socialize with and where?  You know, what did you do off hours for -- for 

a good time? 

A Well, of course when you have a family, you try to be with the family all you can.  

And when it came to organizing in that day in age, we did most of it after work 

and I spent a lot of time.  I was away from the family, which I felt even afterwards 

wasn't right because that's one reason I felt later on I left a -- as far as an official 
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was concerned, because you spent too much time away from your family.  You 

had to -- you had to in order to get the thing going.  You had to be away from 

your family.  We had to put in the time on your own.  Then there was times when 

there wasn't sufficient money and say you had to go to a convention in Detroit.  

Louie Adkins, van Horn and myself and others, there wasn't a sufficient amount 

of money in the -- our local union fund.  We would pay our own way or try to or 

pay part of it and then next month maybe get a little more back as the dues came 

in.  Then eventually another month, you'd get the rest back.  And that was the way 

we had to operate in order to function.  It was just one of those things.  If we had 

to go to a convention, we would go look at the books and see how much money 

we had, whether we could send one, two, or three.  We never sent any more than 

we had to on account of finances.  We were -- and it's -- it was interesting I think, 

well you've talked with different ones, it's something that you don't -- you don't 

get away from.  And you meet people that you worked with years ago.  I met one 

yesterday.  I hadn't seen him for 25 years, Pat Lewis, I met him over here.  A 

friend of mine was over there with me and I met this gentleman and I haven't seen 

him for 25 years.  I met him yesterday.  But within the plant, I used to go down 

there once in a while.  Now, there's so many gone, not only -- I don't think too 

many of them left actually the plant as an employee, but they've retired.  This 

month I think, the first of the month we had, as I understand, we have 20 more out 

of here retiring.  As the process goes on, we got all the last two get-togethers or 

potlucks as we call them, retired meetings, there's new faces everyday.  We had a 

picnic in July.  We had, maybe I told you last time, we have a caterer wheel in.  I 
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think we had pretty close, I think 477 people.  As a rule, 200, we had a pretty 

good crown on the fourth Thursday, a week ago. 

Q Now, so during the early years, now before the union was organized though, your 

social life revolved pretty much around your family it seems, right? 

A Right.  Of course we -- I think your families were -- got together more then than 

they do now.  We have -- I have three sisters and one brother and we got together 

just a short time ago, which I don't know whether everyone has their family.  I 

suppose and they've got more to do and time consuming and us older folks, we 

just got together, there was ten of us.  Our cousin from Phoenix was up and so we 

got together here, had a sociable drink and went out to eat.  And we just sat  -- us 

older people because we couldn't invite the entire family because it would have 

just been too much.  But in those days, I think your families got together more, 

picnics and get-togethers and -- 

Q Now, were there any of your fellow workers during those early years that you did 

socialize with at all? 

A Oh yes, yeah, periodically.  Not too often because -- 

Q Now, what I'm most interested in here I guess is were any of the people that you 

socialized with, however infrequently, were these the same people who -- who 

you were involved in the union with later on or were they -- 

A Some -- yeah, some of them were. 

Q Who were some of the ones that you remember as being, you know, close to, 

people you would have socialized with that you later became active in the union 

with? 
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A Well, I have some up there yet, George Householder, Norm Skowalski, and 

Charlie Mooney and of course a good many of them people are gone today. 

Q Yeah, I'm sure. 

A When you get, you know, to that age, we lost a gentleman that other day, quite a 

golf player.  His name was Harold Kotwitz.  And there's a good many of them 

gone.  The officers, we used to get together once in a while, the officers outside of 

the local just for a -- maybe a dinner or something.  We didn't have the facilities 

then that you have right today say to go out and eat.  

Q Sure, well I was going to ask, now were there any restaurants or taverns that you 

did go to regularly and hang out more or less? 

A After prohibition, yes. 

Q Yeah, that's -- right.  Yeah, right.  Well, what about before -- what about before 

'33 when prohibition was still on?  Was there any place you could go? 

A Well, that's -- 

Q That's -- that's 40 years ago and prohibition is off now, so you can tell us if there 

were any -- 

A No, we -- we used to make our own home brew of course and make our own 

wine.  And of course you could buy alcohol.  I was in California when prohibition 

came back in '33.  I was out there, but I learned younger in life I overstepped a 

few times and I learned my lesson.  I take a sociable drink more or less now.  I -- 

and during -- there was one outstanding -- this was after we had organized, the 

officials got together and we would -- well, we had a party at the YMCA.  One 

gentleman -- Clarence Hogan was an official and a trustee.  And he put on an 
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oyster feed at the YMCA. 

So then at the union hall up town at that time, we all -- the officers 

discussed we would put on a feed.  All right, I said, I'll tell you what I'll do.  I'll 

take care of the meat end.  So I went and bought -- I had a brother-in-law in the 

meat business, yeah, he did.  And I told him to fix me up a pig and I was going to 

roast a pig.  So Lou Adkins, Walt Chanlen, Van Horn, of course we -- we have 

the women.  Even at our retires today, we have the women.  The widow women, 

the widows are allowed to come and which supervision, they have a party once a 

month, but they just have stag, they don't have the women up.   

But on this party, we had the baked potatoes.  Two of us went to the 

bakery and we had it all done at the bakery here in town, roast the pig all dressed 

and everything.  We had it all cleaned up and ready, and we was going to bring it 

in on a rack and with the gumdrop red eyes and the red apple in the mouth and all 

this.  And we'd gotten up to the bakery and fella said I couldn't get it in the door, 

so they took one inch bread dough and put all over this pig and they pulled it out 

of the oven and it was just as black as could be and I was kind of disgusted.  So 

we had to sneak it in the back door up there.   

Of course, we had the salads and we had the keg of beer.  When we -- it 

was in the large pan and this pig weighed probably 60, 70 pounds dressed, and we 

had to take hammers and break this crust off.  And I thought well that thing won't 

be fit to eat and you never tasted anything like it in your life.  It was wonderful.  

And I was kind of dumbfounded.  Of course we had -- our theory was to have it, 

you know, a picture -- it looked like a picture when you brought it in and we 
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couldn't do it that way, we had to cut it up.  But we used to -- we used to get 

together once in a while. 

Q Now, was this before -- when roughly was this particular event? 

A I would say probably somewhere around the first actual union agreement. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A More or less a victory party.  But as far as going out as in individual, my wife and 

I, we used to go around with different ones, mostly somebody -- some of the 

fellas from the shop that families that we knew, we would go out otherwise, yes.  

But you didn't have the facilities you've got today.  We had a few, but not -- they 

were far between.   

Q Were there any lodges or associations that were important? 

A Yes, I even -- I belonged to the Odd Fellas at one time and I was interested in it, 

yes.  I belonged to it for several years, but I got away from it due to I suppose the 

fact that the organizing and the autoworkers was more -- I wouldn't say beneficial 

to me, but it was more interesting.  And at one time, I started to answer the -- 

well, during the depression, I had gone in, started to go into the Masonic club, and 

I -- well, I suppose I couldn't afford it and it wasn't expensive at that time.  It 

wasn't what you call expensive today, but I couldn't follow even in the Odd 

Fellows or the Masonic Lodge, the thing that I wanted to follow, which was 

organized labor. 

Q Now, did -- here again, were there other people that you associated with in the 

Odd Fellows Lodge who also became involved in the union with you? 

A Oh yes, and -- 
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Q And if you can, who were some of the people? 

A Odd Fellows, well, I've got a brother in the Masonic Lodge.  Now, there again, we 

talked the other day of ethnic groups hiring and management and different ethnic 

groups.  I don't think -- as I told you, I don't think there's too much of the religious 

angle to a certain extent. 

Q Now, how so? 

A Well, if a -- say we had a Protestant or even a Masonic manager, he would say -- 

was more the Masonic people and the reverse was the same, we had a Catholic 

manager.  I don't think -- you don't follow maybe much, but it was -- it stood out 

to a certain extent, the ethnic group.  Of course Janesville was somewhat, still is, 

lily white as far as minorities are concerned about that.  If you have gone into 

John Scott's history at all or ever get a chance to, he had a struggle here in 

Janesville. 

Q What -- what were you aware of what John Scott and any other black families that 

you were aware of went through here? 

A Of course, I'd probably been around -- on the coast, you'll find more minority 

groups even at that time.  And I knew John Scott even before he went to work at 

the plant, not -- not to say as a outright individual.  I knew of him.  I don't say I 

knew him personally, but I've -- I'll tell you what bothers me is I think there's a lot 

of people here due to Janesville being a lily white city, they weren't -- they hadn't 

been around enough.  They didn't get in contact with minority groups like I did.  I 

was asked twice since I left to be a supervisor.  I was asked out in the open.  We 

had a large portion of Puerto Ricans, Sicilian people.   
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I have pretty good friends in both of them, but to take a job like that out 

there, I couldn't see for the simple reason that I couldn't -- a good many of them 

couldn't talk English and I couldn't talk their language.  And I was asked there, 

but I said no.  I said under the circumstances, I wouldn't try it.  I had some pretty 

good friends that were Sicilian so I  -- the Mexican people, for some reason, didn't 

take to the -- to automobile manufacturing.  I don't know why, on the west coast.   

I worked in Milwaukee.  You had a different group of people in there.  

You had Polish people, people from Germany.  I worked in there during the 

model change here for a month to six weeks.  I got acquainted with a good many 

people in there.  But Janesville was, of course, has always been somewhat -- they 

haven't hired too many of the minority people, which I think was wrong.  There's 

no question that this thing should have started years ago, education amongst the 

minority group, the blacks.  It should've started long ago, why wait until the last 

few years because it shouldn't be and shouldn't have been. 

Q You know, there was -- you know, there was always, at least going back to the 

early part of this century, a sizable black population in Beloit and it would have 

seemed the natural thing for black people to come up from Beloit to the -- to work 

at General Motors and yet apparently none did or almost none did until the early 

'60's.  Now, were you aware of any efforts that any -- that any people made to, 

you know, to come up to work here to deal with that problem? 

A Not too close to it, but you could see it.  They wouldn't hire them.  Now see, the 

blacks were brought into Beloit through Fairbanks Morse more or less where 

there was foundry work.  And to start with, I worked over to Beloit when the war 
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broke out.  I worked there for six months doing body work at a garage.  And I 

worked with -- they had two awful nice people.  And I've been around those 

people.  And -- 

Q Do you recall the names of the people you worked with by the way? 

A In -- 

Q In Beloit, yeah, the two black people you worked with? 

A No, I don't.  I couldn't.  The gentleman that run the garage was Floyd Planke.  

And when I hired out, I told him I wouldn't hire out unless I could leave whenever 

I wanted to.  You might as well be honest in life because you get an awful kick 

back and later on if you don't, and I told him I didn't know whether I'd work a 

month, six months or what.  But when I was called back to General Motors, I was 

going back because if -- I felt at that time, I had to protect my seniority.  We got -- 

we covered that with the union agreement afterwards, but you didn't know.  And I 

couldn't see me going to -- I'd been around enough trying to -- during the 

depression and if I went to Chicago, I'd have to -- I had a home here and I had to 

keep that and live in there.  And I knew from past experience, it was a pretty hard 

proposition. 

Q Where was your home in Beloit -- in Janesville, by the way?  I don't think we -- 

A I was on -- I lived on Highway 14.  At that time, Highway 14 was Racine Street, 

East 1319 Racine Street.  And I lived there for 13 years.  I bought that in '29 and I 

-- we lived there 13 years and I sold that just before the war broke out.  I sold that 

in September and the war broke out in -- I was in -- near Harvard, Illinois on 

September -- or December 7th with my sister.  And I was renting a place at that 
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time for -- and I figured I would have to go to service.  See, I was born in 1906 

and that -- if you figure back years to the first world war, I was too young to go to 

service.   

The second world war, I was 37 or would be in January and I had three 

children.  And I was working at Oldsmobile, but they told me that -- they sent me 

one day and I said well, I've got to go I suppose.  And I was renting at that time 

and they put me -- I had probably four different classifications, which kind of left 

you on a teeter-totter, you didn't know whether you were going to have to go or 

you weren't.  And it was just like young fellas at any time.  I wouldn't say young 

at that time because -- and I -- I could have gone probably if I'd have enlisted, but 

I didn't have to go and I told the wife we're renting now, get an apartment if I have 

to go.   

Well, as soon as I didn't in '43, I bought a home on the river, 21 years.  I 

changed driving at Oldsmobile and afterwards, after the war for 21 years, one 

Jack Milligan, a neighbor of mine.  21 years we changed driving every other 

week. 

Q Now, this is out on the Rock River? 

A Rock River. 

Q And this was near where?  Was that what, up near Milton? 

A It's just off of 14 by the bridge.  

Q All right. 

A This way.  I -- I think they -- well, I had trouble with the mail.  That's why -- I 

think the post office even has gone to it. We had that route too and with the name 
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of Johnston, you get mixed up with S O N, so --  

Q Now, in this -- you know, in the first neighborhood you lived in in Janesville, I 

was wondering were there other -- here again, were there other Fisher workers 

living in that same neighborhood that you later on became involved in the UAW 

with? 

A Well, involved, maybe not -- they didn't get involved say like as officials or 

committeeman but -- 

Q No, I mean just as members, as active members? 

A Yeah, oh yes.   

Q And do you remember some of those people? 

A Oh yes, Ted Connelly, Paul Filder, Sid Walker, Alfred Hanson, all neighbors and 

friends of mine. 

Q Now, did you influence them to join the union or did they join pretty much on 

their own without any contact from you?  Did you have any influence on them at 

all that you recall? 

A Well, no, no, not -- not that I would -- could come right out and say, but we all 

worked there and maybe through discussing organized labor, yes, to a -- maybe 

not to a big amount, but even at that time, there was some of the fellas had 

leanings maybe a little bit, and of course you would talk to them and eventually 

okay, they would come in.  There was -- there wasn't any of us at that time that 

had too much money.   

Even at that time, they -- say you were wanting to rent a house, they 

would give you two months rent free at that -- during the depression to move in 
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figuring in time you would have a job and would be able to pay your rent.  And 

those are things that stick out in your mind that  I -- it sort of gets under your hide 

whether you had money enough to lend to a fella as a mortgage to buy a home or 

if I was buying it and paying for it.  It didn't -- I lived in a home during the 

depression.  I actually lost it to start with.  You weren't working, what were you 

going to do.  You couldn't pay rent, they said well live in it.   

So I lived in it for probably a year without paying any rent.  There's things 

that stick out -- stick in your mind, one just let you -- I had a brother-in-law that 

passed away in Milwaukee, was on relief in Milwaukee during the depression.  

The city of Milwaukee, this is kept track of, understand.  And out of the estate, the 

city of Milwaukee took his $400.  This happened just three years ago.  Look 

what's happening today.  They -- I talked to my sister-in-law, and they took this 

$400 out of the estate. 

Q Yeah, that's really something. 

A From the depression way back forty years ago.   

Q So when you were on relief then, you were expected to pay that -- you were 

expected to pay that back? 

A Yes, and as I say, I was fortunate.  I didn't -- I wouldn't have been ashamed if I 

had to have been because everybody else was. 

Q Yeah, right.  You know, before I get too far away from this, we were talking 

about the Odd Fellows later on and you said that you know before you became 

involved in the union, you were a member of the Odd Fellows.  And here again, I 

was wondering were there any -- do you recall any of your fellow odd fellows 
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who later on joined the union and that you might have had some -- some, you 

know, influence with? 

A Well, yes, a friend of mine, Merv Taylor, belonged to the Odd Fellows.  He 

stayed in right alone even when I was working, but as I say, you get interested in 

something else, well then I kind of dropped it. 

Q Now, were there any others besides Merv Taylor that you remember?  Did you go 

into the Odd Fellows with a group of your fellow workers or was that just an 

individual thing that you did? 

A More or less an individual thing.  That, of course, I went into down east here, but 

when I first went in -- when I first came up here.  See, when I was younger and 

was married, of course I went home more at that time.  I didn't stay here too much 

on weekends the first few years.  And I was involved more with my fellows that I 

went to school and run around with.  Some of us went into the Odd Fellows 

together, but when you do something, there's certain things when you look ahead 

and the list does not interest me.  Just like if I was in a job all my life on 

something I didn't want to do.  You might just as well go and look for something 

else because you don't want to go through life doing something that you don't 

want to do regardless of whether it's a job or something else.  I think there's 

certain benefits from what I understand through life.  Maybe you could get a 

boost from a member of the Odd Fellows or a member of the Masonic Lodge or if 

you were a member of the KC's , you could get a boost in life through them.  It's 

my understanding that goes on right along, whether it's the armed forces or a job 

with the corporation. 
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Q Now, you -- you left Janesville, I understand, or the plant closed down, what that 

was in '32? 

A '33. 

Q '33.  Now, what did you do during that period when -- was that just a year that the 

plant was closed or more than that? 

A Oh, near. 

Q What did you do during that time? 

A I went to Kansas City and I worked for three weeks at General Motors.  We had 

an official from here that was sent down -- shipped down there and I guess that's 

why we got a job.  And you couldn't make enough to get along on even there as 

an individual.  I had the one child, son, and it's not enough to support a home 

here, so I quit and I came back and I had a chance to go to California.  Well, 

things had picked up a little bit and I sent money home and I got enough to get 

along on there.  Well, then it got a little rough again during the bank moratorium.  

The banks were closed, so then I left and I had a chance to go back after two 

months. 

Q Now where, where in California and what kind of work were you doing out there? 

A I worked for General Motors in Oakland and Fisher Body and we worked three 

half days during the bank moratorium and they backed up -- they flew the money 

in from New York and the backed up to the plant and paid us off, give us our 

checks, but they paid us of in -- at the Brinks truck.  They cashed them out in 

front with the guards and everything.  And then we -- the following week, I 

worked three half days again out there and you couldn't -- I said well this don't 
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look good.  Well, I had enough money in my pocket to figure on gas and eats 

home if I couldn't make it there.  And I went out and foraged work for three 

weeks.  We weren't -- that's when your eight our day came in for five dollars. 

Q For Ford, yeah. 

A Yeah, for Ford and I was there.  So then I worked there three weeks and they 

started to lay off.  And I said well, that's it.  I'm going to head for home.  So there 

was six of us that came back.  Some of these fellas hadn't gone out -- I had my 

car, but some of them hadn't gone out with --  

Q I hate to break in, but we're going to have to switch the tape over.  We're almost 

out of tape on this side.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

MR. IMHOFF:  This is September 2nd and we're continuing the second 

session with Mr. Jack Johnston.   

Q All right, Mr. Johnston, to continue where we left off on the other side, you were -

- what you've made an effort out in California to get some work out there and 

worked a little bit at Ford, and then they started laying off and you decided to 

come back? 

A Well, one reason that fall I decided to come back is I had gotten word, of course, 

that they were starting up here again.  The World's Fair would have been over 

with and production would start here again.  So -- 

Q Speaking of the World's Fair, did you -- did you try to get on with that crew? 

A Yes, but there again, there's certain things that a person's got to realize.  I went to 

Kansas City for three weeks and when you work short periods of time, you don't 
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make enough to say pay board and room and that's one reason I came back.  But a 

supervisor from here was in Chicago and he wouldn't take me into Chicago 

because I had quit down there, which bothered me for the simple reason that they 

didn't understand that you've got to eat and if you can't make enough to eat, then 

you might at well come back some place where you're known and that was one 

reason I came back here.  I didn't go to Chicago.  I was never sorry about it. 

I had a chance, even like I say, during the depression to go to California, 

which I hadn't been out there before.  I've been out since, but that's of course is 

one of those things that you don't seem to  -- of course, it's a good thing a person 

can't see ahead I guess.  You try to visualize what will happen if I do this or do 

that, but to me, our society should be so a man can get a job.  I don't think labor 

should have to go begging for a job all the time.  That's what's wrong with today.  

You can't operate our society the way it's been going because it's just -- it doesn't 

work.   

The government -- the government's in trouble financially for the simple 

reason that people aren't working.  During the last strike here, long strike, the city 

was in trouble.  The taxes are not coming in.  That's where they come from, the 

mass, which is probably 80 percent, so you're in trouble.   

Q Did you run into any union activity in your experiences at Kansas City or 

Oakland? 

A In Oakland, yes.  They had started organizing in '33 when I left out there.  But 

when the soapbox out in front grew and I, of course, they didn't organize yet, but 

they were pretty strong.  Of course your coast cities are somewhat organized first 
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before the Midwest.  

Q Well, what do you recall of what you saw and heard out there? 

A Well, in my own mind, I could look ahead and I could see that we was going to 

because of things that went on.  You could -- you knew that -- visualize that 

something was going to have to be done and it wasn't only say within the plants, I 

think the depression was a big factor in organizing labor, the '33 depression, 

there's no question about it.  It played a big part in it.  You can't -- you can't keep 

people down.  I listened to a program the other night and a fella was over in 

Russia.  He said it'll just be a matter of time.  People are not going to be held 

down like that.  There's no question about it.  I think in all life, it should be a 

happy medium to strike some place, whether it's in politics or where you live, 

what have you. 

Q Now, what do you recall being the -- well, would you say you were influenced by 

that experience in Oakland at all or did that just -- 

A I think to a certain extent, yes.  And of course, my dad being a teamster, so I -- he 

never, you know, preached organized labor to me too much and what went on out 

there and I had been in the east before that.  And I was operating for -- working 

for -- sent out to operate and build a bakery oven.  And I had run in and I would 

say maybe me, I -- my language, say a run in would organize labor, no, not a run 

in.  I was asked if I had a plumber's guard.  We were installing an oven in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and I was also in Wilkes-Barre.  Pittsburgh was where I 

started.  I was working with the fella to install gas into the bakery oven furnace 

and I was asked if I had a union card and I said no.  He said, well then you can't 
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work.  I said fine.  And I said go hire me a plumber.  I've got a time limit.   

So the business went out and got me a plumber -- two plumbers.  I said if 

you can find two, fine, bring them in, but I've got a time limit.  You -- these ovens 

couldn't be down only so long, and then you start another one and you had to have 

this one going so you didn't interrupt the bakery's operation.  Like if you put in 

say three ovens, so he got me another.  I had two plumbers.  In fact, I had one 

with me when this thing started and I -- I didn't put up any argument.  I knew 

what the score was.  I said no, I said well fine, but I said hire me another plumber, 

I can't find one.  Get me two if you can, so he got me two. 

Q Now, when was this?  I think maybe we -- I think we might have referred tot his 

earlier, but I want to make sure. 

A 1924.  It was a period I left General Motors.  I was gone for a year and a half and 

that's -- 

Q That's right. 

A That actually was my first -- of course you read -- you read and hear from other 

people, and my dad, of course, being a teamster, you know so you visualize in 

your own mind what should happen, and I think that's after being in California, 

that's probably what set my mind to it more or less because -- that it had to be 

done because you -- in the -- as I say, in the east and the west coast, organized 

labor was slower come to the Midwest.  I think we all realized that. 

Q But it seems then that you'd -- that you'd maybe been ready for a while, you 

know, for some time for a union to come in.  You were just kind of waiting for the 

opportunity, is that fair to say? 
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A You pretty near had to wait for an opportunity.  Maybe if a person has been 

aggressive enough, they'd have forced the opportunity to come, but I didn't feel 

that way about it.  I was always one, more or less, to stand on my own two feet.  

There's a lot of people that even today that can't.  But I felt that I would rather -- if 

the opportunity came, I would do something in a small way to help out or I knew I 

was going in myself.  There was no question about it.   

Q Well, when did the opportunity come, do you recall? 

A Well, the first year, there was a small meeting that I wasn't in on.  There was a 

group met over here in a gas station and -- 

Q What, was that the Lien garage? 

A Yeah, and that building is out on -- off of 14.  There's a gas -- Frank Lien.  Of 

course, he's passed away, but that gas station's moved out then. 

Q Oh, you mean the building was moved -- 

A Moved down south is all. 

Q Oh, really?  Now, it originally sat at which corner? 

A Right over here. 

Q Now, by right over here, you mean? 

A Well, Mount Zion and Milton. 

Q Mount Zion and Milton, okay. 

A Or one right in here somewhere. 

Q And now it's sitting where? 

A It's a home now.  It's -- and it's at -- I forget what -- 14 and there's a highway that 

goes -- it's the first one west of 26.   
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Q Do you know who lives in that home now? 

A No, I don't. 

Q Okay.  All right, now you say you weren't at that meeting, but do you know who 

was? 

A I know one -- two, Walter Luchsinger, Louie Adkins, that I can say for sure.  

That's what I'm after.  I don't want to name somebody that wasn't there or I can't -- 

Q Now, did you know about that meeting at the time that it was going on or did you 

learn about it later? 

A I heard about it shortly after, and when we organized, we -- I don't know -- a lot 

of these things maybe should have kept, I don't even remember what my union 

card number was, but we stacked them, and then some guy that came in maybe 

first, he got way up in a number, which maybe shouldn't have happened.  We 

didn't -- whether we put them up in alphabetical order and just took them off the 

stack and wrote up the -- we didn't know that much about bookkeeping at that 

time.  But some fellas say well I had such and such a number, well that didn't 

mean anything for the simple reason that I don't think there was anybody out at 

that time to take advantage of say and I was first and what have you.  I never 

heard of anybody, but I do know Luchsinger and -- for sure Luchsinger and Louie 

Adkins were. 

Q Now, at this time, what was your -- what was your relationship with Luchsinger?  

Did you know him at all or work with him? 

A Oh, he worked on trim line.  I -- now, when we talked even today, there's a wall 

between what we call north and south side today.  There was a wall between the 
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body shop and the trim shop at that time in the building due to I would say noise 

in the body shop more and circulation of air.  There was a vast difference.  If you 

had, let's say, a large vent in -- to take the paint fumes out, that creates a vacuum 

within the shop and that was probably the reason for the wall between.  And there 

was a lot of -- and you didn't get the time to say go from the body shop and talk 

with somebody in the trim or it was a no-no for  -- 

Q So you didn't really -- oh, go on. 

A -- no-no for going from say to the north side or the south side or from Fisher Body 

over to Chevrolet.  Even say during the noon hour.  I don't know today what they 

do or how they operate or whether they go back and forth very much or not. 

Q So you really didn't know Luchsinger then? 

A No, I didn't know him personally.  I knew of him, yes. 

Q Now, what about Lou Adkins? 

A Yes, I knew Lou.  I -- I think what happens when you organize, it brings people 

together more and you know more people naturally.  But where Louie on trim 

shop wouldn't pay any attention to me over in the body shop otherwise.  It's drawn 

people together more. 

Q Now, and here what was your work at the time?  Now, you weren't hanging doors 

anymore, right?  You were -- 

A No, no, I had gotten off when we organized and I went from door-hanging to 

putting on what they call aluminum molding and then metal finishing, and then 

the supervisor over at the door line and then I went back to metal finishing.  And I 

had gone to school, vocational school, I'd say three times during my life -- even 
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during Oldsmobile, and took up some machine work and welding because it was 

something if I ever left there even I could use outside of that.  I thought a great 

deal of going into something for myself, machine work or a welding shop of some 

small type at one time.  If I ever felt that I would leave there, but and so it was 

something I was in -- and I was interested in different things and building 

something and that was why I suppose I went to vocational school about three 

times.  One fella asked me what I was doing up there.  Well, if I can get a pointer 

or two, fine, and that's what I was after. 

Q Now, you say you were -- so you were a metal finisher then? 

A Yeah. 

Q And now just what exactly on -- on, you know, what did you finish?  What work 

specifically on the car did you do? 

A Well, metal -- in the, what we call body in white or the raw metal before it's even 

painted when it's put together and there's in shipment of stock or handling or in 

flaws and you have to smooth them out in other words, ding them out, smooth 

them out, buffer, file, or sand.  Today they use more like machine work.  I've 

helped build machines to help -- we built in our jig shop in let's assume in 

producing say a car roof has a ding or and we have -- it's this belt sander was 

polished as the car went over, it was sanded enough to highlight the high spots or 

low spots to help the inspector or the individual who was working.  And we built 

this -- it didn't turn out too good afterwards.  They used it for about a year I guess.  

But there's different ideas of how to do a thing. 

Q No, that's good.  Now, so how -- how did you first get involved then?  You know, 
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who approached you and which -- you know, when did you go to the meeting and 

you know what happened? 

A Well, I think -- I went right up and signed up.  I don't think anybody -- of course 

we talked like a group about why don't we organize or something like that, but I, 

of course being somewhat interested in organized labor from way back, farther 

than that before we did, I just figured it was coming.  That's all there was to it.  

There was going to be a day when we had to have it.  And I just went up and 

signed up and went to meetings and talked to people and pretty soon the first 

things you know -- and at that time with not being organized as a whole 100 

percent or something, you didn't have the people to go ahead, so the officers -- 

you were elected as committeemen.  The officers were committeemen at that 

time.  Today, you don't have that.  You've got 100 percent organization.  You 

have more people interested.  And I think education, we've had school, we've had 

teachers come in here from Madison to teach a group of the employees that would 

come up.  I think if you have volunteers, you have better luck than you would say 

-- I wouldn't say you would have that in public school because you wouldn't have 

as many volunteers to go to school.  But that's where you get people interested. 

Q But do you recall the first meeting you attended? 

A I think the first meeting was in Beverly Theaters that I attended.  We had 

meetings at Beverly Theaters, we had the Apollo Theater.  There wasn't anything 

in -- in the city at that time to have a large group.  We had to rent a theater.  We 

took the strike votes there.  We had to because even today, they like rent schools 

for a larger meetings, which -- you know, they have room up there but they still 
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don't have room for -- we'll say what brings people out is something that's 

outstanding.  Otherwise, the officers and a small percentage take care of 

everything because one thing that brings them out  that's a -- we'll say an absolute 

strike vote.  This one they had was a vote to give them permission to strike for a 

different proposition.  But they give them permission to take a strike if necessary.  

And a lot of people read that in the paper, well they're going on strike, well yeah.  

They don't stop to analyze or don't know what's going on.  It's the same thing with 

even -- with even our pension.  I was talking to a fella outside of the shop the 

other day and they were talking about pensions and I said -- he was telling about 

how good it was, how they do and how much -- and I said well the pensions don't 

-- a lot of people don't realize -- the public don't realize it.  Like when you're 65, 

you're cut down say approximately what you would draw in social security.  We 

were talking about maybe this retiree and I was about retirees as a whole and I 

said there's an option in there that is voluntary to take for your wife.  I said I took 

it.  A good many, 50 percent at least take it.  And I said well we get an increase 

the first of the month, 50 cents this year per year of service.  Well, when you 

analyze that, that's all figured up in them and they take 9 percent out of mine.  My 

wife is two years older than I am, so they take 9 percent instead of 10.  And if 

your wife is younger, then they go the other way.  Then, after each time that you 

get an increase, they take that percentage of the total for insurance for the option 

for her.  I said the option today cost me a dollar a day.  So a lot of the public don't 

realize how much is taken out of your check. 

Q Now, well how long was it after that  meeting at the Lien Garage do you know 
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that you -- that you joined and that you attended a meeting? 

A Well, I would say right shortly after because the minute that happened, they knew 

it was here and they was going to proceed and go ahead with it. 

Q So did you attend the first meeting then after that -- that meeting, do you know? 

A Thinking back, I think I did, yeah.  I --  

Q Now, was this the one -- was this held at the Beverly Theater? 

A If I remember right, yes. 

Q And do you recall about how many people were out then? 

A Well, we didn't have too many -- of course for something like that, we -- I think 

we had a fairly good sized call.  I couldn't quote a figure, but it just kind of 

multiplied and eventually I think people were somewhat leery, a lot of people of -

- well, they put a lot out there, and they're probably afraid of the job because they 

could have -- a good many people were fired because they joined the union in the 

first place.  It's -- and there again, those are the things that you remember, things 

that shouldn't have happened.  Just because a man -- you might say that was his 

opinion of what should happen, and there's no reason why he should have been 

penalized for it.   

Q Do you recall anything about that first meeting that you attended, you know, what 

went on there and what was discussed?  Were there any decisions made? 

A No, no, I don't think there was any out and out decisions.  I think it was more a 

feeling of discussion to more or less get the thing started.  I mean there was like -- 

there was no official business done the first one. 

Q Do you recall what the people of that meeting were saying about why an 
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organization was needed and what the problems were? 

A Well, it was a matter of -- from what you -- think back -- see we had no hired -- 

this was done mostly by the local people.  It wasn't done by -- we had outside 

speakers at times after we was organized, but we didn't at that time.  And I think 

the mood of the people here compared to we'll say Kansas City, west coast, the 

type of people here was a lot different than on the coast, an awful lot different. 

Q Now, well what were the most important differences, do you think? 

A Well, the attitude.  Most of the people from here, we always call them -- I don't 

know what went on as far as probably some of the other farm boys, but there was 

a good people came from -- from the farm and the surrounding territory here.  

And I don't think too many of them had been down around where there had been a 

lot of rough and tough activity.  When you have to go around with a gun on your 

hip, that isn't right.  I've been down in Chicago. 

Q Oh, I see, okay yeah.  

A And I just don't care for it. 

Q Do you recall any of the people who were at -- any of the people, let's say from 

the body shop, that you might have known that you went to that meeting with or 

who were also at the meeting very early? 

A Well, there was quite a few out from the plant as a whole.  Like we was talking 

the other day, I think probably there was possibly more from the, what they called 

the trim side, from the body shop at that time, but we had some very dedicated 

people in -- in the body shop and the plant as a whole as far as that's concerned.  

But -- 
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Q So but you don't remember any of the names of the specific people who would 

have joined real early about the time you joined? 

A Oh, probably outstanding Jake Vorath, Lars Johansson, his brother John, there's a 

good many of them.  

Q Okay. 

A But to go back and -- 

Q No, that's good.  You know, I want to get any of the names that you can 

remember.  Did you play any -- did you help to recruit these people from the body 

shop at all?  Did you -- you know, were you involved at al in getting them to join? 

A Sure, but see you weren't allowed to do anything within the plant, of course 

you've done it on the sly.  But we had our blanks to fill out for membership and 

we would talk with different ones and sign them up, yeah.   

Q Now, you say you did it on the sly, well you know, how could you approach 

people in the plant and you know not be caught at it? 

A Well, there was maybe -- maybe some supervisors overlooked some things that 

went on, but you would somewhat get a many over in the corner, maybe in the 

morning before you went to work, or maybe at noon or talk with him off and on 

during the day and finally get him to come in.  And it was just like the first 

agreement, no union buttons you could wear.  Things like that were outstanding, 

but the biggest share of our people, I think, that fronted the union, the truth was 

no one was signed up at the plant.   

 

Q So you'd say that that restriction against organizing in the plant was widely 
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violated? 

A Yes, it had to be.  Only you couldn't go out as an individual.  Of course you could 

have I suppose and contact them afterwards, make an appointment to see if they 

was going to be home and it was an awful lot easier in the plant.  We'd done quite 

a bit. 

Q Well, did you ever get caught at that? 

A I was told about it a few times, yes, but never anything done.  And actually to 

catch you, I suppose they'd have to-- maybe I was fortunate to the people I talked 

to.  They could have say turned me in even I suppose, but that would never 

happen. 

Q Were you aware of any instances where that happened? 

A Not that I recall, no. 

Q So you didn't have to worry then too much about your fellow workers turning you 

in? 

A No, no, even some of those we knew weren't interested.  You talked to them, sure, 

but they wouldn't -- they didn't come out and oppose it enough to turn your in or 

something.  They were people you worked with probably quite some years. 

Q Of -- now speaking here about the people who weren't interested a little bit, what 

kind -- who would not be interested in that?  It seemed like you considered it a 

natural thing to do.  It seems looking back on it that it was a natural thing to do. 

A I think -- 

Q Now why -- you know, what reasons would there have been for people not to get 

involved? 
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A I think there was fear in some people's minds.  They could lose their job.  I think 

that was the main thing.  I think they was afraid to get fired or laid off.  They 

knew things that had gone on in the past before we ever talked about organizing.  

They didn't forget those things either. 

Q Now, did you run into workers who were really anti-union, who said they didn't 

want anything to do with the union, it was a bad idea?  Do you remember that 

very much? 

A No, but there was some that came and joined us -- the company union, GM 

alliance that they didn't seem to campaign very much.  I never -- I never seen too 

many.  They probably knew certain people that would stick with them and that 

was about their limit.  It was a very small group. 

Q Yeah, I want to talk about that a little bit more later.  When you approached 

certain people, you know, you said you talked to people maybe before -- before 

work or after, during lunch hour sometime.  Who did you approach and how did 

you decide -- how did you decide to approach certain people?  What -- you know, 

why did you approach certain people and not other people? 

A Well, I think when working amongst a group, you -- you probably know the 

people pretty well and their personality and how they felt about things.  And you 

just get to talking about things that went on in the plant and would branch off 

maybe into organized labor and then you would ask them why not come in and be 

one of the boys.  And you couldn't get up on a box in the shop of course.  You 

probably would have been fired over it, but we knew our limits.  We tried to 

operate that way. 



JAMES JOHNSTON   
September 2, 1976 

96 

Q Now, you say you knew the limits.  What were the limits? 

A Well, as I say, you couldn't get up on a soapbox and get a group around you, that 

was for sure.  It was mostly you contacted an individual until you finally got 

organized.  You tried to keep it as peaceful as you could without being too loud 

about it, even talking with people in the plant.  Keep it on a fairly peaceful 

manner, quiet manner, don't -- I -- I do know that in other plants, I know in 

Oakland at one time, some of them got pretty loud about it and they had -- they 

had started to organize when I left there and I was in there for eight months, I 

think, all total.  But they -- 

Q In your recruiting efforts, do you remember any -- when you were trying to get 

people to join, do you remember any people that you were particularly happy to 

get join, maybe you had to work hard on them or something like that?  Do you -- 

any real successes? 

A Outstanding, no.  I tried to treat each one as the same or an individual.  I -- I -- I 

didn't try to -- remembering back that far, I didn't try to get any one individual that 

would stand out in that.  I tried to somewhat operate pretty much alike on 

everybody.   

Q Now, you seemed to indicate before that the body shop was maybe a little harder 

to organize than the trim -- trim line or cushion department or some of the other 

areas?  Is that -- is that right? 

A Yes, it -- I don't know why.  In a way, it was harder work in the body shop than 

the trim line for anybody that knows the automobile industry. 

Q I was going to say that that --  
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A You would think, yes.  But we had -- but the day of the big strike, we had enough 

to bring it down right quick, same as the other side.  I mean when it came down to 

that, I -- I think there was enough.  It was done just that way, that quick and so 

was the other side.  So I don't think -- there was a sufficient amount of dedicated 

people that -- 

Q Now, who were the dedicated people in the body shop? 

A Oh, we had Lars Johansson, we had John Goethe, that's one that just came to me.   

Q Good, now what was that last name? 

A Goethe, G O E T H E, Goethe.  And Lars Johansson, John, Jake Vorath.  I worked 

with a fella by the name of James Ferwerda. 

Q Now what was that last one? 

A James Ferwerda.  He's dead now. 

Q Could you spell that?  I'm afraid that if I have to go out later on, I won't -- 

A He was in Beloit, F E R W E R D A, Ferwerda.  His wife lives in Clinton and is 

very active in the democratic party over there today.  Jim and I were working 

together.  But I had -- I worked on the what we called the lower end of the plant.  

The body start up there and we was on the lower end and that's where they went 

to paint and trim, and that's where I was working.  When they come to -- we'll say 

the big strike, I felt that that  was the end of that.  It'd be taken care of when that's 

the end I was at.  But we had -- people distributed throughout enough, so we 

didn't have too much trouble.  We had a few that we had to go and talk to.  The 

lines were all down and a few we talked to.  We had to tell them.  We had to talk 

to a few to keep them from going a little too far.  We pulled a few off the job, 
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sure.  But we tried to keep the rough stuff down.  We weren't -- 

Q Well, you say people wanted to go too far, just what do you mean?  What kinds of 

problems did you have to deal with? 

A Well, I wouldn't say go -- if somebody didn't belong to the union and didn't want 

to quit work, don't go down and beat him up.  Tell him -- talk to him and tell him 

to come on out with us.  And we finally emptied the plant without too much 

trouble.  We had a little -- a little afterwards, not to any great extent, not like I 

would say some of these plants had.  Of course, now like here, the people know 

what went on.  I hear what goes on in say Detroit or something.  Maybe some -- I 

don't think too much of it was ever exaggerated because it was in the papers.  I 

don't think they'd blow it up too much.   

Q You know, back to the early meetings you went to, do you remember who ran the 

first meeting you went to? 

A To be honest with you, no.   

Q But do you remember if there were any AF of L -- AF of L organizers who were 

in at any of these meetings? 

A No, we go back -- I don't know whether they brought in any at that time.  When 

we got into -- I can't recall way back that far who was -- who was the first -- I 

think most of ours was done -- eventually we got, say during a strike or 

something, we got people in from the CIO or the AF of L, but when we first 

started, I think we more or less started from the individuals themselves.  And 

maybe in the back room, there was some, but then of course afterwards, we went 

backwards about getting somebody in because these people were probably 
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schooled in organizing a group more than -- and we have a good many people.  

Louie Adkins, Dan Gregory, van Horn had gone with the international for a short 

period of time, Elmer Yunnie, they went out on the organizing end and contract 

negotiations and what have you.  It was one thing about the auto workers, the 

delegates to me, come right from -- right from the -- you might say the conveyor.  

They come right off the -- working off the plant floor.  That's what, to me, is the 

democratic part of it.  I -- I hope we never go to a setup like the AF of L has, 

business agents, because that just don't appeal to me.  I was never opposed to -- of 

course, the AF of L and the CIO and the trouble we had here made a lot of sense 

amongst the people, but when we come back from the convention in Detroit and I 

felt this way, from what I'd seen down there and analyzing the thing, that the CIO 

was the thing for the autoworkers.  We have -- we even operate today at the plant 

here we're saying in skill trades.  Sure, you have your plumbers, you have your 

electricians, and some guy -- in our portion in the jig shop was a -- was a -- in 

other plants, you would make machine -- say you were a machinist, you'd 

machine the parts for this and somebody else would assemble it and for Lord's 

sake, you'd be in another -- another group.  But here, we operate and still do to a 

certain extent, the machine that we've done our own laying work, mill work, and 

so on and welded our own and you couldn't do that in other plants.   

Q Yeah. 

A And even the superintendent was from Detroit and he said we can't do that down 

there.  He said, I wish we could operate that way, but they can't.  Here, it's been 

set up that way and they've operated that way all the time.  Of course, in making a 
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fixture, you'd have to go and get a welder, you'd do all the machine work.  

Q Now, I wanted to ask here again about more on these early -- the early people 

who joined the union.  You know, the early group that was committed, I don't 

know how many there would have been, maybe less than 100 even, but the first 

group of people who were committed to the union in Fisher, did they have 

anything in common that you recall? 

A I think they -- as far as organized labor was concerned? 

Q Well, any characteristics, any traits, just any -- what do you recall that might have 

bound these folks together? 

A It was -- I don't think there was -- the only thing that I could see in going back 

over the -- like the group that formed and the first part of the organization on for 

the first few years, well, a good many years afterward, was -- they both had the 

same thing in mind was the organization.  I don't think there was any -- there was 

just a group that worked there that felt that they should be organized as far as I 

could see.  I don't think there was anything that -- 

Q Yeah, all right. 

A -- went any farther than that. 

Q Yeah, that's -- that's kind of the impression I get so far.  So we've talked about 

ethnic background before and you didn't seem to think there was any ethnic , you 

know, nothing that held them together along ethnic lines or religious lines? 

A No, no, we have -- well, when -- me, of course, I don't -- I've got friends that 

belong to different churches and different ethnic groups, but we have Catholics in 

office, we have Catholics in the organization, we have Protestants, so that don't --  
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Q Right. 

A -- don't bother people.  

Q Well, that's what other people have said.  Now what about experience in terms of 

number of years of experience in the plant?  Could you make a generalization 

about the early people that organized the union?  Did they tend to be more 

experienced or were they newer people?  Just what was the picture there? 

A I think it was -- well at that time, of course, the plant started here and they started 

to build cars in '23.  There were a lot of tractor people even that came in, 

transferred over, were GM people of course.  And they all -- they all seemed to -- 

they just don't -- you might find -- you might find even tractor -- when the tractor 

people came in, they came right over and worked and went back.  The 

organization wouldn't go back that far.  The idea -- 

Q No but -- what, the people who organized, many of them went back early in the 

days of the plant then?  Are you saying that the -- are you saying that the people 

who organized the union were a pretty experienced group of workers there? 

A Well, mostly the older people.  I don't think even -- of course, when we talk about 

older people, we were a hell of a lot younger then. 

Q Right. 

A It was the older -- I wouldn't say maybe the oldest people, no, but somewhere 

down -- and it wasn't the youngest ones.  I don't think the younger people did.  

They -- we were much somewhat of the same age group I think if you go back to 

Chevrolet, van Horn and Louie Adkins and myself, somewhat within the same 

group. 
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Q Late 20's, early 30's then probably? 

A Yeah. 

Q Now you say older workers, did they tend not to join the union, say workers in 

their 40's and 50's or what -- what do you recall about that? 

A Yes, but some of them were pretty -- maybe they didn't come out and say run for 

an office or want to be in office or something so they left that up to the -- I would 

say the middle-aged group that worked there.  Not middle-aged in life, but 

middle-aged within the plant. 

Q Sure. 

A We -- I don't know, looking back probably over all the officers and everything, 

people that were at the head of it were somewhat -- Louie's about five years older 

than I am, so it was within a range of a few years. 

Q Yeah, that's the impression I had too. 

A I don't think there was any, no. 

Q What about the residences of those who first became involved in the union?  Were 

they Janesville, outside of Janesville, on the farm?  Can you make any 

generalization about that? 

A Biggest share of them were living in Janesville.  I don't think -- you might -- after 

a while, but I think the first ones, the biggest share of them were residents of 

Janesville. 

Q Uh-huh, yeah. 

A Biggest share. 

Q Now, I've heard -- I've heard it said that of -- that perhaps those who lived on the 
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farm and worked at the plant or lived out in the small towns, that these were the 

people who were most people to organize, was that your experience? 

A Oh yeah, yes.  People that were out -- I don't know why, maybe they hadn't been 

around enough to -- and get a unionized vacation the idea and the principle of the 

thing.  News didn't travel then like it does now. 

Q Sure. 

A And even in the papers and radio, but we've taken a lot of people probably had 

never been -- when they was 30 years old, never been out of the city of Janesville.  

And here I had been -- well I wouldn't say all over, but I'd been around enough so 

you could realize how the other half lived.  And a good many of these people that 

maybe lived in the small town where there wasn't much even political arguments.   

Q You know, is it possible that -- and you might have noticed this, but were the 

early members of the union, the early activist, were they -- did they tend to be 

people who had been around as you say?  Now, I know Lou Adkins had been 

around his time and you had been.  Was that a -- was that something that might 

have -- that might have -- that you might have had in common? 

A I think that has a big bearing.  I would call it somewhat education.  It's 

educational for the simple reason that I say, people that never got say out of 

Evansville or Milton or even some never left Janesville too far, you are with the 

more conservative group all the time.  And -- 

Q Thinking back again, I know Harry Johnson on the Chevy side had been down in 

Chicago. 

A Sure, Harry's been around. 
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Q Yeah, the more I think about that, the more that might have been a part of it. 

A It has a big bearing on your thinking and what you think should be done.  There 

was no question about it. 

Q Now, what about pol -- what about the politics of these people who first joined the 

union?  Did they -- were they by that time all democrats or were there -- was there 

a mixture of political backgrounds?  Just what do you recall? 

A No, I think even on the overall picture in this country, you'll find that the -- a lot 

of these people have had to be converted over, not on their own.  I, more or less, 

like talking with you, mine had been somewhat on my own theory.  But a lot of 

these people had to be talked to.  Different things that have been -- has to be 

brought out and showed to them or proved to them even that, to my estimation, 

you can't take a complete right or a complete left.  I think we have to follow that 

middle of the road. 

Q But you don't -- you don't seem to remember then that these people weren't all 

democrats at that time? 

A No, no, no, they weren't' all democrats.  A lot of them had to be.  Maybe a lot of 

them didn't vote or didn't just forget it, you know, they wouldn't go and vote for 

anything.  You -- you have today Republicans and democrats.  You've got to talk 

to them to go and vote.  I think we're -- 

Q So what, even among these first people that joined the union then, you'd say there 

were a lot of people who just weren't active politically at all even to the extent of 

voting? 

A Oh yes.  And you have to -- you have to -- there were a lot of them that had to be 



JAMES JOHNSTON   
September 2, 1976 

105 

educated or talked to or convinced to vote a democratic ticket.  I -- I don't know.  

You've got a lot of Republicans that are middle of the road people, probably 

independents are middle of the road people.  Then of course you've got a lot of 

them that are right wing, which I don't think this country is ever going to be ready 

for. 

Q Okay.  Well we'll pick this up -- we'll pick this up another time.  We're almost out 

of tape here again today.   

(Interview concluded.)
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is September 16, 1976.  We're continuing the 

interview with Mr. Jack Johnston.   

Q Today, this is the third session with Mr. Johnston.  I wanted to begin today, Mr. 

Johnston, by asking just a few more questions about the organizing that you did in 

the years before 1937, before the sit-down strike.  And I wanted to begin by 

asking in your view and from what you recall people saying.  What were the most 

persistent grievances that workers seemed to have during those years?  What were 

the things that, when you had meetings, that people were complaining about time 

after time? 

A Well, the biggest share of it of course was the work load at that time.  Well, you 

still have that problem.  The amount of work, what consisted of -- what a fair 

day's work would consist of because there's an awful lot of difference in 

individuals when you've got to arrive more or less at a happy medium and I think 

the work load was the biggest issue in organizing.  And conditions within the 

plant such as if you don't want to do it, somebody's outside to come in and do 

your job.  You had those threats that hung over your head all the time, so you -- 

that was one of the biggest things that I ever saw that you -- you didn't -- you 

weren't allowed to -- well you were allowed to say things, but you were probably 

criticized or penalized for many times.  You had to take a position well I'll do a 

fair day's work and that's it.   

But I found that even looking back today, people that were over ambitious 

themselves as individuals, they're not in too good of shape today.  I think if a 

person goes into a plant and does an honest day's work, that should be sufficient.  
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That was always my attitude.  I -- that was the biggest thing that I think organized 

the people. 

Q So you said -- you think that even today that those people who set too great a pace 

for themselves, that they're -- that they suffered for it in the end in terms of their 

own health? 

A In -- they will, yes.  You can't -- I've had men down there that are friends of mine, 

people I've known for years and you go and talk to them.  I don't want to put the 

men in a position where he wouldn't do a fair day's work, that isn't the point, but 

there's a lot of these people that don't look ahead.  You cannot travel at that speed.  

It's probably within their own system that maybe causes it, but you've got -- I've 

talked with these people and tried to get them to slow down.  And this isn't only 

within the plant, they're the same say outside the plant.  It's human nature, and it's 

something that you can't because I know several right now that were that way and 

I'm sure you've probably got people the opposite.  They go into a plant or work 

any place and possibly don't want to do a fair day's work.  You've got that point 

too.  But I don't think people that are in that condition that overwork should be 

used against anybody else.   

Q Right. 

A To me, it isn't right.  You've got to look at human nature from all ways. 

Q Well, now do you think that the company was actually pushing people to a pace 

that they couldn't sustain or is this -- is this largely individual workers who were, 

you know, for their own personal reasons working faster than they really should 

have? 
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A You've probably got some of each.  The company would use it too.  I've seen 

cases where it's happened and to me, it just isn't' right.  You cannot control an 

individual and keep him at a certain pace inside the plant or out.  Those things are 

something that you have to contend with. 

Q Now, how did you determine what -- what was a fair pace for you? 

A Of course, jobs are timed.  You used to work piece-work.  I think that's what gives 

someone the idea that if he would go in there and work harder, he could make 

more money, which didn't happen for the simple reason if one man had made 

much more -- very much more than another, then the corporation would cut the 

highest one down.  They always did.  And it got to a point where the people, I 

believe, couldn't -- they felt themselves they didn't want to take that system 

anymore.  You're still timed on an operation even on day work.  You've 

eliminated piece work, but you're still timed on each operation, but I have seen in 

the last shop I was in, you would get a print and it would give you say the number 

of hours that will say it took so many hours to make a fixture.  And sometimes 

those figures were so far off, it was pitiful.  I don't believe that an individual can 

sit down and figure out on a piece of paper -- because too many things enter into 

making something that may affect one -- both ways.  I've seen the prints come out 

and I would look and you'd figure well that figure's way low in hours.  Another 

one would come out and you would figure just your own -- from your own 

experience how long it should take, and some of them are just the opposite.  

There's too many things that enter into human nature that it just -- it just don't fit 

in. 
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Q So it seems -- you seems to believe then that it was actually working conditions 

more than say wages that precipitated the development of the union, is that fair to 

say? 

A Wages, I think, were second to that, personally.  I believe that working conditions 

was number one and wages would be second because there's a good many of 

those people that knew themselves as individuals.  They couldn't stand that pace.  

And there was a good many of them quit.   

Q Is that your personal view or is that your observation of your fellow workers as 

you recall or both? 

A I think that'd be an overall picture of the group.  I -- there's too many incidents 

where you see certain things happen that happens to somewhat stick out in my 

mind.   

Q What about the desire to establish seniority?  Where does that -- where does that 

fit in in the reasons for organizing? 

A Seniority would come down say in third place for the simple reason that there was 

too many times where men were let go, maybe fired outright or weren't hired 

back.  They never used seniority until after we organized.  And people they knew, 

friends of theirs, of officials or supervision or officials, they would hire their 

people, people they wanted.  And there was good men let out, and there was 

probably what you may say poor workers let out also.  But to me, it -- you pretty 

near had to establish seniority within the plant for the simple reason that those 

things went on. 

Q I have heard a couple of people say that seniority -- as far as they were concerned, 
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seniority or the establishing of a hiring system that was fair and equitable, that 

that was the most important thing in their minds even ahead of working 

conditions or ahead of wages.  Now did -- did they represent as far as you recall a 

significant segment of opinion in the early days of the union, or is that a fairly 

isolated point of view? 

A Well, seniority -- you've got to -- you've got to look way ahead.  Working 

conditions, to me, that's going to affect you later in life.  Seniority will too as far 

as your job is concerned.  But working conditions will affect you physically, so 

therefore, that's why I put working conditions first.  Probably wages and seniority 

would come in maybe on the par, but seniority was a main issue, there's no 

question about it.  I don't think personally it should come first. 

Q Okay.  Now, when you speak of working conditions, are you speaking of simply 

being driven too hard and being worn out, or are you speaking of actual specific 

hazards to your health? 

A Well, it was sort of -- everything came in, safety, and there were certain hazards.  

We have state men come in and test the air.  You didn't have the ventilation then 

that you have today because that's something we went after to have it remedied.  

You could look down through the plant, which is quite wrong especially when the 

sun would shine and you could see all the particles in the air.  You have working 

conditions within the plant that the average person doesn't realize until they got 

into some of this.  We had people off sick, you couldn't figure out why.  They got 

lead poisoning from sadder.  And those people then finally -- you had to have an 

examination if you worked in that, you had to have a checkup once a month to 
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check on whether you had lead poisoning or not.  It was just one thing that sticks 

out.  But the air was full of particles, you could see it, just like a microscope all 

the way down through the plant.  You -- you're bound to have some of that. 

Q Now, you say that state men came in.  Who brought them in and when did this 

happen, do you recall the first time?  I know now that's a regular thing, but when 

you first had it. 

A Well, the union got under the state and the corporation to have -- have this.  

There's a lot of things that I don't think anybody knew.  Take lead poisoning with 

the sadder men.  They put on the sadder on the joints, and you work in that all 

day.  The fumes -- different fumes and even the welding conditions, you worked 

in that smoke all day.  It's comparable to maybe the coal mine black lung setup 

and so on.  And there are safety features that we had to have remedied that they 

wouldn't take care of and they still have some.  There's no question, they always 

will have.   

Q I'm interested in this quality of the air.  Now, just when, as far as you can recall, I 

gather this was -- the union insisted in bringing state inspectors in, is that right? 

A Oh, yes, yeah. 

Q And do you remember roughly when that first happened? 

A Well, the actual year, I probably couldn't state.  I don't think there was much done 

before we organized.  

Q So, well would this have been in the very early years?  Would this have been -- 

was this one of the first things that the union tried to do or did this come along 

later? 
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A Well, it's one thing -- not too much later.  I think we was after a lot of this shortly 

after we organized. 

Q Oh, okay.  That's what I was after.  Okay, because I haven't heard anyone talk 

about this specific effort on the part of the union yet and that's why I want to get it 

nailed down if I can.  Now, what do you recall was the result of that?  How did 

the state people -- you know, what kind of tests did they take and what were the 

results if you recall? 

A Well, actually, I don't know the tests too well, but you had a paint department that 

had the same conditions, fumes, and what have you.  They're dangerous to work 

in.  I've -- I found that out from welding on a different operation.  I was never in 

on the tests as an individual to take the test, but it got so that we had people that 

were all sick that did get actual lead poisoning.  It's something that you can't get 

out of your system.  It's like black lung.  It's one of those things that has to be -- 

but most of these tests, I think, were given by the company doctor.  It wasn't -- 

you weren't sent out to an individual hospital or a doctor outside. 

Q So they were checking individuals rather than actually taking samples of the air 

and testing what was in the air then? 

A Well, the state came in to test the air. 

Q Oh, they did?  Okay. 

A Yeah. 

Q That's what I was wondering about. 

A They had their equipment.  They would come in and test the air, which if you 

breathe that day in and day out, it did affect you. 
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Q Did they give a report, do you recall, of what was in the air and what potential 

dangers there were? 

A Well, the only operation that I remember much of we'd get and report back that 

maybe from the state that reports as a separate item, I can't quote, but we would 

get a report that -- and due to those reports, that's why these people had to 

checkup periodically due to so much of that in the air.  This was buffed, the 

sadder, and afterwards, it was like a dust and then they work in those torches with 

the fumes.  Fumes affect you just as much as the dust itself, you know.   

Q What do you recall as being the -- to shift topics here a little bit, what do you 

recall as being the reaction of the company to the early organizing efforts of the -- 

of the union?  Let's -- let's say still before 1937? 

A Well, going back, I don't -- General Motors knew -- and all automobile industries 

knew it was coming.  They were organizing when I was out in California in '33.  

They didn't organize, they were talking to the people.  That's when they were on 

soapboxes, but I think these people knew -- I mean they're smart enough, they 

should have known.  They did know because there's certain things that happened 

that proved afterwards that if an individual would stop and realize what happened, 

different things that happened, they knew what was coming. 

Q Were they resigned to it then or were they hostile toward people who were 

involved in the union? 

A I would say -- I would say they were somewhat hostile to them because they -- we 

didn't have too much trouble there.  We have a different class of people than you 

have say on the east coast, west coast.  I've been all over and Kansas City and 
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California, and -- 

Q You're speaking of the workers here or -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- management? 

A No, no.  Well, probably management too, but the first meetings that we had, say 

with General Motors as a local here, they took a stand that even after the first 

strike that we didn't get anything.  They took that stand.  And we were told that 

outright.  You have to build this thing from the bottom up.  We couldn't - - a little 

at a time.  We'd get this, we'd get that.  As far as going out on strike, nobody 

benefits, the same with the strike today.  There's nobody -- the company don't 

benefit and the people don't benefit, but it's one of those things that you somewhat 

has to happen to.  It should go back even -- even the depression today that we've 

been through, things that organized labor got.  They got unemployment insurance, 

they got sub-pay, Medicare, social security.  And if you hadn't have had those 

things today, you'd have -- that you got during the democratic administration, you 

would have a bigger depression today than you had in 1933.  People don't stop to 

add all those things up.  You just -- it just stands for reason. 

Q Do you recall any workers being fired for union organizing? 

A Well, there was a good many that was threatened, but we probably had some 

individual cases I can't recall.  We probably had one or two here and there that 

were let out for actually organizing. 

Q But you don't recall any specific cases of that? 

A No, I don't. 
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Q Okay.  What about public relations activities on the part of the company?  Do you 

recall any of that, you know, did they take out ads in the newspaper or -- or 

conduct -- maybe have speakers go to clubs and talk anti-union?  Did they make 

any public relations effort against the union? 

A There was some here maybe for in the paper or something against -- against the 

people that worked there for not organizing.  But even today, the last strike we 

had here, they say everybody is hurt and the City of Janesville was hurt in the last 

strike.  And that's why I say in our society, you've got -- the people have got to 

have a job and work and that's where the government gets its money.  They don't 

get any income taxes if they aren't working and it hurt the City of Janesville.  Our 

taxes went up here after the strike, sure.  I've got my receipts to show it.  The 

didn't -- the city don't get the money if they aren't working.  If they're out for a 

month, it hurts the city of -- any city regardless whether it's the city of Janesville 

or any other city.  It hurts the state.  So therefore, if you've got 4 percent 

unemployment, it isn't the best either, and it certainly isn't the best if you've got 8 

to 10 percent unemployment.   

Q Now, you've mentioned before, I think this is in a conversation off mike that there 

was a company union.  I think -- I think that you were a member and officer of 

that group somehow?  Now, just what was the story there? 

A Well, there was the first election held in the -- the only election, let me put it that 

way, that was held within the plant.  And the maintenance put up booths with 

canvas over them and they had the election in the morning and another gentleman 

and I, a guy I worked with, the night before I said well somebody ought to run for 
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committeeman on the GM Alliance.  He said okay either you or I run.  So we 

drew straws.  I drew the short straw and I had to run, so the next morning when 

they were campaigning, I was the committeeman of the Local 95 and then also 

was a committeeman with the GM Alliance.  I signed no papers to join it in any 

manner, shape, or form.  I never did belong to it, but I was a committeeman.  

Q Who was this other guy, by the way if you remember? 

A A gentleman by the name of Jacob Vorath.  He isn't here.  I don't know if the 

gentleman is still living or not.  He's out, last I heard, on the west coast 

somewhere. 

Q And roughly when was this, do you recall? 

A I'd say '37. 

Q Was this after the sit-down then? 

A After, yeah.  After the -- yes. 

Q Were -- did you ever attend any meetings of this group? 

A Not the local -- of the GM Alliance as a group.  I did meet as a committeeman 

with management with them. 

Q Oh, okay.   

A All the names on that committee, I couldn't recall either.   

Q Well, now what did -- what went on in these meetings?  You know, what would 

management say to you and how did they -- how did the committeemen react to 

it? 

A Most of their complaints were maybe sweeping up the plant and that was about 

the limit. 
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Q You mean the company's -- 

A Yeah.  Even the individuals in the GM Alliance, the officers, keep the plant clean 

or something.  That was about it.  They didn't go after anything you might say. 

Q So they didn't talk about other conditions, working conditions? 

A No. 

Q They didn't talk about wages or --  

A No. 

Q What about seniority, did they ever talk about that? 

A No, no, no.  That was -- of course, seniority was a main topic for the autoworkers 

for the simple reason of the things that went on.  One thing we had to have was 

seniority.  Senior -- working conditions, seniority and pay, I don't think you start 

with -- wages were mentioned too much in the first few meetings.  I think we 

were -- our main thing was working conditions and seniority and then came pay 

and then maybe on an equal par with seniority or something.  But -- 

Q You're talking here about the union meeting? 

A Yeah, union meetings, 95.   

Q Now, before -- I don't want to get too far away from this Alliance business here 

yet for a little bit since we're talking about it.  What happened in those meetings?  

Who led the meetings and who did most of the talking? 

A Well, they had elected officials and -- and they -- as I say, I didn't go to any of 

their meetings, but with meetings with management they had there. 

Q Yeah, that's what I was wondering about, right, yep. 

A But there was never much done.  It just wasn't there for that purpose. 
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Q Well, what was the purpose of it as far as you -- 

A Well, keep the people from joining Local 95 is all it was done for, which didn't 

succeed at all.  It just eventually eliminated on it's own.  It's just out. 

Q Well, how many of these meetings did you go to with the Alliance committeemen 

and management? 

A I don't think over probably two or three.  The Alliance didn't last long.  It just -- 

Q I mean are you talking of -- when you say it didn't last long, are you talking about 

weeks, months, years? 

A I would say six months and that was it, about the limit thinking back.  I sat in -- in 

the first agreement, the gentleman's name I can't recall, came in here from Detroit 

for the company.  And sitting in with the Alliance, the first statement that he 

made, he didn't get a damn thing out of the first statement he made.  That was our 

first agreement.  And then of course, I went and sat in with the Local 95 as a 

committeeman. And there was a little different attitude taken then by these 

people.   

But the corporation and the officials here knew that we were well enough 

organized to -- we had things under control.  One thing that our group did not 

believe in, when we were talking before about radicals, which could cover a 

multitude of things I suppose.  Radicalism to me is the destruction of life or 

property.  That's something I don't believe in.  We kept things at a minimum here.  

We would talk to our people and we wanted no destruction whatever for the 

simple reason that we as a group didn't believe in it.  If it came to a point where 

we had to, that'd be a different proposition, but it wasn't necessary.   
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Q I know you -- I recall you talked earlier about the need to control violence and I 

made a note to ask you about that.  Since you brought it up here, were there many 

-- were there members of the union who were inclined toward -- toward -- toward 

violence?  Was that a real problem that you had to contain people who wanted to 

take more violent measures? 

A No, I don't think -- as I say, the group of people and the type of people we have 

here, we didn't have too much trouble.  I think if we just sit down -- we tried to 

nip it in the bud before it happened, but we were leary it was possible.  An 

individual could take it on himself.  It's just like in any other thing.  We just talked 

to the people and told them we didn't want any damage done or anything done out 

of the way.  As long as you can do it some other way, why?  I -- 

Q Now, were you aware at any time or did you ever observe any instances where 

violence did break out or where too much force was used or something like that? 

A Oh, we might have had one or two individuals we had to maybe talk with 

separate.  I -- I don't know of any trouble that we did have.  We were told there 

was some, like cutting of cushions or something of that sort, but there was very 

little of that done.  So we  -- we were pretty fortunate, I think, in keeping it at a 

minimum if there was anything out of the way.   

Q Now, you mean here the company would tell you about sabotage instances? 

A Yeah, but the only thing that I remember, there was a cushion or two cut or 

something, but outside of that, no.   

Q What about in the efforts to get reluctant workers to join the union?  Were -- was -

- were you aware that force was ever used to sort of encourage others to join? 
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A I don't think we used too much force.  We went more from the common sense 

angle I think.  We might -- you might have found a case here or there where -- oh, 

there wasn't too much rough stuff thinking back.  You might have got into a little 

strong argument with an individual or something, which me -- to me, wouldn't 

mean that was anything rough to get them to join the union.  We had sufficient 

amount of people even afterwards, after we were organized.  We knew we were 

set.  We had people that wouldn't come in.  It wasn't mandatory at that time, of 

course, to belong to the union.  It took some time to get it closed up. 

Q Well, I suppose that's why -- the temptation would have been there to use force 

because it wasn't mandatory.  You know, there might have been a tendency to use 

force, but you don't seem to recall much of that? 

A No.  We -- we might have gone to different individuals to get them to join even at 

that time, but not -- we didn't use force to get them to join. 

Q Now, I've heard it said that occasionally a worker who's reluctant to join the union 

would be -- be given the cold treatment, get the cold shoulder, do you remember 

that going on? 

A Yes, yes.  You might -- you might say -- to me, that isn't rough treatment.   

Q Okay. 

A No, we had individuals that wouldn't join.  Even when they got a closed shop, 

there was probably some people that didn't want to join, but I can't see anyone 

free-riding as an individual and obtain the same things that we did without some 

effort even if it was only pay his dues.  I can't see that.   

Q Well, now how frequent a thing was this cold shoulder treatment? 
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A Oh, sometimes it would go on and you got -- it took time, and you got to -- 

amongst some of the retirees, you go back and talk to some of these people, you 

had to talk pretty hard to.  But when they found out that we had obtained benefits 

for the people, they more or less came along without -- you had to talk pretty 

strong maybe for a while to get them to come in and -- come to meetings and get, 

we'd say, an education because -- 

Q Now, when you say talk strong, just what do you mean?  What kind of language 

are you refer -- are you -- 

A Little sort of shop talk I wouldn't put on here, but you take -- you'd have to point 

out to an individual the benefits that we had already obtained and benefits we 

expected to obtain in the future.  I think -- personally, on an overall picture, I -- 

sometimes, you may think you're a little bit prejudice, but where would labor be 

today without -- if they hadn't organized? 

Q How did you -- how did you get information about the United Auto Workers, 

about joining, about how to organize these sorts of things?  What -- what were 

your most important sources of information? 

A Well, when we first organized, it was immaterial what -- we wanted an 

organization regardless of whether it was AF of L or CIO.  When it came down to 

obtaining something, we had to lean toward the CIO because we felt in our own 

mind that we could obtain more there.  And we didn't care for a -- a setup under 

the trade union.  We were as a group, that was our interest more than anything 

else.  We didn't -- and we have in the CIO -- if we were under the AF of L, we 

would have carpenter's local, we would have a plumber's local, a welder's local, 
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engineer's local.  This way, they're all under one.  We all felt that we were better 

off that way than -- in which proved we were right. 

Q And yet you were originally organized by the AF of L? 

A Under the AF of L, yeah.  And then they came -- the big trouble, argument -- it 

caused an awful lot of dissension amongst the people.  I know Van Horn and I 

talked about it last week.  I think whatever we'd done, whether we were one way 

or the other, we would do the same thing if we had to do over again.  We had 

individuals that were pretty strong AF of L people.  We had -- some of us were 

pretty strong CIO people.  But I think if you stop and look at an overall picture 

and do some pretty deep thinking that we were better off under the CIO. 

Q Now, who was -- you mentioned there were some pretty strong AF of L and some 

pretty strong CIO people.  Now, who were in these two factions?  Let's take the 

AF of L people first.  Do you recall some -- well let's say first of all, some of the 

people who are in leadership positions who -- who preferred the AF of L? 

A Well, I think the leadership in an overall picture was pretty much -- yeah, we went 

to conventions in Detroit, an AF of L convention and a CIO convention.  You 

could see an overall picture, a difference in the attitude that the delegates took, a 

difference in the amount of people that were at the AF of L, they didn't have as 

many as -- the CIO had probably three times as many and you could see the 

overall picture of the average autoworker in this country.  They felt that the CIO 

was the better of the two. 

Q Now, these -- these conventions in Detroit, roughly when would have this been? 

A Later on, probably in the '38, '39 period. 
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Q So this was after the '37 sit-down? 

A Yeah. 

Q Now, I understand that Wes van Horn, for a long time, supported Homer Martin 

and the AF of L faction, now is that as you recall? 

A Yes, yes, as an individual, but I talked to him the other day and I think any of us 

would probably take the same stand if we had to do it over again.  There were 

several of us that felt afterwards, you didn't know.  We were at the point here of 

withholding our -- withholding our tax to the international.  It was even discussed.  

Of course, if you did withhold tax, say to the AF of L, they could withdraw your 

charter.  We didn't want that.  It's too bad that we couldn't have done it for the 

simple reason that we didn't know which way we was going to go.  I know Van 

would sit down to discuss different situations, but when a person, in the end, it's 

just like any other situation.  If you were wrong, admit it, so what?  I think that's 

the only reason between -- arguments between people or disagreements.  I 

wouldn't call them arguments, it's probably a disagreement between people if you 

can sit down and talk it over and iron it out.   

Q Now, the 1937 strike was actually handled, at least at the national level, by John 

L. Lewis the CIO? 

A Yeah. 

Q Is that -- 

A Yeah. 

Q And yet the people here participated in that strike even though there was -- there 

was considerable sentiment at that time yet for the AF of L, is that -- how did that 
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happen? 

A There was still that thinking in there probably to a certain extent, but when it 

comes to the big strike, we started to -- we started organizing probably before -- I 

came back in '33 and we started up in the fall after the World's Fair and we started 

in shortly after that talk about mostly things that we had -- some of us when the 

plant was down, weren't here.  Some were in Kansas City.  I was in Kansas City.  

I went to Oakland, California, and things that you heard and listened to and 

studied and we started organizing shortly afterwards, which it took quite a while. 

Q Now you started organizing actually before the CIO had been formed at all? 

A Oh, yeah.  And different -- it was -- what we were interested in and we find out -- 

you find out later as a local, you were lost.  You couldn't get any place as a -- 

we'll say in the local unions if 10 percent were organized, you couldn't get to first 

base.  You had to organize as a whole, so that was what we figured the CIO 

would take care of on the overall picture.  We had to.  You couldn't -- you 

couldn't organize as an individual plant, that was out.  You didn't -- you wouldn't 

have pressure enough to -- or say enough to get any place.  You couldn't get to 

first base.  

Q Now, John L. Lewis began to organize the CIO in '35, '36 I think it really picked 

up steam.  And Local 95, now I read a document it dated 1940, and that was the 

first time that Wes Van Horn actually committed Local 95 to the CIO, so there 

was a period of about five years there when the CIO was formed and organizing 

and yet Local 95 didn't -- didn't join.  Now, as far as you recall that, why did it 

take so long for this local to eventually affiliate with the CIO? 
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A Well the autoworkers as a whole took some time, not to say just as an individual 

plant.  It was a problem, I'll grant you that.  I -- but I think the biggest percentage 

of the people, as I say when you go to conventions, you see what was happening.  

From then on, there was no -- there was no argument.  I -- I can't see getting into 

something like that and losing friendships for life with people.   That wouldn't be 

my conception of a setup.  I -- I may have taken a stand for the CIO because I felt 

that it would be better for us, but if man was for the AF of L, why -- why get into 

a deep argument?  I don't think it -- I didn't think it was necessary. 

Q Well now were you -- did you, personally, favor the CIO before Wes Van Horn 

did? 

A I would say yes. 

Q Okay.   

A But there was things possibly that he knew that I didn't know.  It's the same in any 

situation.  It's -- but in the end, I don't think there was too much dissension 

amongst the people after we went back to -- or went into the CIO for the simple 

reason that we were all fair-minded people and some -- I know some of us, a good 

-- big percent of us weren't out after a job.  That wasn't the point.  You might take 

in some locals.  Some individual may be after a job for himself, that's only human 

nature.  A good many of us here weren't.  

Q So you never had any aspiration then for any union position? 

A No, no, I would rather operate say just here, myself, as an individual in my own 

way and that would be it.  I never cared for -- I didn't, couldn't see me traveling 

myself, being away.  I was -- we were away enough as it was right here in order to 
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get -- we spent an awful lot of time -- our own time and money at that time to get 

the thing started.  We would draw up our -- after we organized local union bylaws 

and sat several nights two and three hours to draw up our own -- set up our own 

bylaws for our local union.  We had some instructions maybe from the 

international, but we went through this more or less as individuals.  Our -- our 

bylaws were set up and so much money went in the strike fund, so much 

educational fund, and so that's why we have what we have today in the local 

union hall.  Young people down there have carried it on.  See, I was 30 at that 

time.  Maybe -- Van Horn and I were about the same age.  I don't think many of 

us had too big an education.   

Some were -- a few a little older, probably some a little younger, but I'm 

one to believe in -- and I felt right along when I left it, I felt that bring some of the 

younger people up.  It's just like politics.  I can't see a man staying in after a 

certain age.  I wouldn't state an age because there's a difference in individuals in 

their ability, but I wouldn't care to leave the young people out.  I think they should 

be.  That's why we have Black Lake, that's an educational program.  It's a 

wonderful thing.  Some day I'm going to go up there not to our setup, to -- you go 

Friday on the bus and you come home Sunday on a bus.  That isn't long enough 

for me.  I want to spend more time.   

Q Right, I don't blame you.  I get the impression when I hear you talk about bylaws 

and general organization work that you were involved in that you were pretty 

much on your own and that you did these things without too much either guidance 

or interference from the international.  Now, is that -- is that an accurate 
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impression or what would you -- what do you recall about that? 

A Here's a group of people that want an organization and we wanted it run over and 

above board.  There was no question about it.  There was no -- we never had any 

financial trouble here.  And you -- you want to operate it -- of course we read, we 

studied, but we wanted it over and above more in the ways it should be operated.  

The only thing, say, when you drew up local bylaws, you had to send them in 

after they were all typed up and had them okayed by the international.  When you 

talk -- when you talk about -- 

Q Now, was that just a formality?  Were they automatically approved or did the 

international make -- frequently make changes in recommendations? 

A Oh, yes, yes, yes.  But we were pretty careful.  I think we come out okay.  I don't 

think there was too much eliminated from our bylaws.  They were -- they might 

have been a word or two here or there. 

Q What kinds of issues would there have been in the bylaws?  What kind of 

problems would there have been there that you recall? 

A Well, you have to have -- we say something iron clad.  A certain percentage of 

our dues went to the international, then a certain percent here.  We paid a dollar a 

month to start with, dues.  Then it eventually went to a dollar and a half.  And at 

that -- you had to take a look ahead and take into consideration what's going to 

happen like tomorrow.  So you would say well work on a percentage base then, 

and a certain percent of our money was put in a general fund, a certain percent in 

the strike fund, a certain percent in our educational fund.  We had teachers from 

Madison come down here with classes.  We had some wonderful people come in 
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and we had classes maybe once a week or once a month from the University of 

Madison. 

Q Now, was this in the very early years going back into the '30's as you recall? 

A Yes, '37, '38, anywhere along there.  We -- there was a good many of these things 

that we say we weren't -- you could pick up a book and read say certain things.  

There were -- you might pick out the things that you want to -- that stand out say 

in your mind and you want to remember, but when you can have a teacher come 

here and you -- he may give you a pointer in between that you may never think of.  

It's just like going to a welding school, a machinist school, or something of that 

order.  You learn the fine points and that's what counts.  You -- but our bylaws, I 

think, were pretty -- I don't think -- of course, there's been additions to them since 

the certain things come up.  I don't know if you're able to get into the Madison -- a 

good -- a good many of our records are probably up there. 

Q Right, right.  I've seen -- I've seen some of them.  You mentioned reading and 

studying, what did you read and study? 

A Now, you mean -- 

Q No, back then.  About -- about union and labor -- unions and labor organizing. 

Q Well, when you're out of school that long, we'll say you forget say a lot of things 

in forty years now and you forgot a lot more, but even in conducting a meeting, 

you should know offhand without reading out of the book of Roberty's Rules of 

Order and -- and we got bylaws from other locals when we drew them up and 

segments in there that we didn't care for, we left out.  Things that we wanted, 

thought of, we added in.  I don't think the basic bylaws have been changed much.  
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There's been additions but not changes in the basics.  We were operating 

somewhat pretty careful.  

Q What about labor history?  I guess I'm a historian and I'm interested in whether at 

that time you were, you know, you read any labor history or were exposed to any 

history o the labor union such as it was up until that time? 

A Well, not too much.  I think between work and organizing at that time, our time 

was pretty well taken. 

Q I can understand that, yeah. 

A We did, we spent -- yeah.  And our conventions were mostly held on -- or our 

meetings, we tried to hold them on weekends to keep down the cost of the local 

union, we tried not to over spend or spend any more than we had to.  We had to 

be little careful.   

Q Did -- on this business of labor history, did you -- did you have any heroes as far 

as the labor movement was concerned and labor organizing was concerned?  Back 

in those early days, were there any people that -- that you looked to as models, 

either people that were living at that time or people who had come before? 

A Well, I don't think I read probably too much history on labor even at that time, but 

-- 

Q Well, I'm thinking of people that you might have heard about or, you know, just 

read newspaper articles about maybe.   

A Well, at that time, of course, Homer Martin, John L. Lewis, all these people were 

more or less in the news that you'll read, but as far as going back and studying 

labor history, the only points that you would maybe have a main point here or 
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there that you felt in your own mind should be done.  I -- I don't think I had any 

one individual that I -- I thought John L. Lewis was on the right track.  I -- in 

reading and what have you. 

Q Yeah, okay. So you did have a positive reaction to him? 

A Yes, yes, I would say yes. 

Q Well, what about Homer Martin? 

A Yes, and then until -- until we got into the AF of L and the CIO argument but I -- 

there's a good many people that hold some of these things against an individual 

where they shouldn't.  There was too much involved one way or the other.  But 

me, as an individual, I couldn't see having a -- a local union that involved too 

many different locals in our setup.  Parker Pen has them, they have the rubber 

workers and the machinists.  It's something I don't believe in.   

Q I understand that.  Do you recall any AF of L organizers who were sent in here 

and who -- who had an influence on the local? 

A Well, we were out here where we -- we were -- you might -- I wouldn't say we're 

too far away because you're closer together today because you can fly in or what 

have you, but we -- we got -- we got the AF of L organized.  Dave Sigmund was 

assemblyman.  We got -- Van Horn and I went and talked and we got him in here 

to organize Parker Pen.  We -- it didn't make any difference to us.  Of course, the 

CIO wasn't to the front too much at that time, but they were just starting.  But to 

me, what difference would it make?  I wasn't acquainted say with the Parker Pen 

setup as far as the work within the plant.  As an individual, somebody might have 

known, but I don't think any of us tried to talk Parker Pen into going into the CIO 
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afterwards.  That's their business.  That's their plant.  They were organized.  That's 

what we was after. 

Q Okay, good.  We're going to have to switch the tape over here.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

MR> IMHOFF:  All right.  This is still September 16, 1976 and we're 

continuing the third session with Mr. Jack Johnston.   

Q Mr. Johnston, you mentioned on the other side the -- the role that you played or 

that Local 95 played in organizing the Parker Pen local.  And who -- I was 

wondering just how you made contact with Dave and could you spell his last 

name first of all?  Maybe we ought to do that if you recall? 

A Dave Sigmund.  He was a representative and politician in Madison.  We got pretty 

well acquainted.  No, we just --  

Q He was -- he was the assemblyman from -- 

A Not this district, no.   

Q He was from another district? 

A Right, but he was an organizer for the AF of L, there we go.  And we got -- got 

him down here and the people in Parker, I don't remember their names.  And we -

- we would get them in here to -- I think Van was the one that pushed it quite a bit 

and got them in here to talk to these people and we just left them alone because 

that's their problem.  They organized it themselves through an organizer and a 

representative. 

Q Now, who made the contact with Mr. Sigmund to encourage him to come down 

here, do you know? 
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A I believe Wes did, Van Horn, I'm pretty sure because we would do it through our 

local office.  But I think Van was the main one that got him in.  But we felt that 

there was different places, especially Parker Pen, that was probably, at that time, 

was the next largest employee here.   

Q Were there any other instances where Local 95 brought in organizers or 

encouraged organizers to come in to organize other groups of workers? 

A Well, we -- we have since gave them different plants, Jatco, Fox Body, Puff 

Shade (phonetic), there was individual cases where -- other cases where we even 

got -- went to Fort Atkinson, Cranberry Package, help them get started.  We went 

over there on the picket line, Van and a bunch of us, and parade and help them get 

started.  But here in town, like us General Motors and Parker was the largest 

employee. 

Q Which union was this in Fort Atkinson that would have come in there? 

A I think it went the AF of L, of course, CIO was -- didn't have their probably feet 

on the ground yet at that time and that's the reason we got in.   

Q How were you received at Fort Atkinson, do you recall anything of that? 

A From the people in the city or -- 

Q Well, both.  Well, I can see that -- you know, I can at least see the possibility that 

when the union organizers from a place like Janesville go over to Fort Atkinson 

back in the '30's that you might have had a little rough time. 

A Well, I wouldn't say myself on any -- Van might have been on some of the 

meetings with the officials with the local union, but I wasn't -- but we was over 

there on the parade.  We had an instance or two in town that maybe didn't appeal 
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to us.  The people themselves that had maybe never even worked there, you'll 

have that.  But it was -- we went up to the park and we had a speaker in and things 

went off pretty good.   

Q Now, this was in Fort Atkinson? 

A Yeah. 

Q Okay.  Since we're talking about community reaction, I wanted to ask too about 

the reaction of the general community in Janesville back in the '30's to the 

organization of the UAW here.  What do you recall about -- about how people in 

Janesville outside of GM reacted to the union? 

A Well, there was a good many individuals that probably felt w weren't doing the 

right thing, that we didn't need it and what have you, but I think a good many of 

them have been convinced since that the right thing was done. 

Q Now, what evidence do you have that many people didn't -- didn't think it was 

necessary, didn't support your efforts?  Did people say -- what did people say to 

you at that time? 

A What are you doing that for?  Or why do you need it and what have you?  I don't 

think that people outside of the plant or plants know the conditions inside.  They 

don't because you could tell them things that happened down there and they'd 

think you was crazy, and it's just one of those things.  I don't think the average 

person knew what went on.  And of course we were criticized for the strikes 

mostly.  As I say, the city don't benefit, and the people don't benefit, and the 

company don't benefit.  It's the same thing -- with the war, there's no reason to me 

why people can't sit down and iron things out.  That's my outlook in life.  I don't 
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care what the issue is.  A lot of people right today, they give maybe Nixon credit 

for bringing the boys home, I don't.  I'm going to be honest with you.  I give the 

young people credit.  Now, if these people hadn't have gone out and opened their 

mouth and were against it, we would still be at war.  Maybe I'm wrong, I'm pretty 

strong that way I feel.  And a lot of people say, well the good old days, who wants 

to go back to those days?  I don't.  And they criticize young people.  There's a lot 

of older people that should be criticized too, maybe myself.  But when it comes to 

ending the war in Vietnam, if these people hadn't have gotten up, had guts enough 

to get up against it, it wouldn't be over yet.   

Q Yeah, yeah.  Do -- do you recall any people in Janesville at that time who, outside 

of GM now again, who supported the union, who actually encouraged you and 

assisted you when they could? 

A As an individual? 

Q Yeah. 

A No, no, not that I know of.  Of course, today you can go out and talk to retirees 

today or even young people at the plant.  They thank us for organizing and 

retirees today, they say Jack, I never thought we'd come out the way we did.  

That's just the expression they used.  And within the plant on -- on -- and you feel 

with like Social Security, and I never thought much of having anything out of my 

check, but I look around the plant and I thought well, why not.  And you'll find 

that it's been a wonderful thing.  Within the plant, there would be people that 

won't work every day in the week, not that they're sick or something, they just 

don't want to work that steady.  That's the trouble you have today.  I think maybe 
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I'm wrong, I haven't analyzed this setup they want today with time off.  It's 

accumulated, work time will make the time off as I understand it.  In other words, 

if your work steady, you accumulate maybe time over a period of a month.  I don't 

know how it's going to work. 

Q Yeah, I'm not sure. 

A It will put more people to work. That's why the reason when I retired at 60, I told 

them this, they didn't want me to retire.  And I said, well give some young guy a 

job.  I could have gone to work the next day at something else, but I don't want 

that.  If I can get along on what I've got coming in, I think a good many 

individuals feel that way, but you do hear retiree's meetings, a lot of them -- of 

course, a lot of this is eaten up by inflation, but we couldn't get the cost of living 

increase for the retirees, but our fund is set up and it's invested fund and it's 

paying enough so we got -- had practically the same thing.  We've gotten an 

increase off it pretty near every year, some, maybe not enough to compensate. 

Q So you know you were saying before that a lot of people now talk to you and 

thank you for organizing the union, but they didn't have that attitude back in the 

'30's, is that -- or people in Janesville didn't have that attitude? 

A No, no.  I don't know.  I still think that the people in Janesville are -- well you can 

talk about conservatives.  Sometimes, I wonder what the word means.  Most of 

the people here are probably, if it means what I think it does, they were 

conservative, but you can't -- everybody don't think alike, it's a good thing.  It's 

just like everybody don't want to go say on a vacation to the same place because 

it'd be too damn crowded and it's the same -- everybody don't think alike in 
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organized labor or a lodge or religion or what have you.  Maybe it's a good thing -

- it is a good thing.  And -- 

Q Well, did you really feel at that time that -- did you feel isolated living in 

Janesville or did you feel that you were outside the mainstream or wasn't it that 

serious of a thing?  I guess I'm trying to get at just how serious was this?  Here 

you were involved in a union, it was very important to you.  Very few other 

people seemed to support you in the community, and how did you react to that?  

How did you feel about that? 

A Well, when you converse with say your own people, people that you work with or 

in some other plant as a working man, maybe you don't get -- the only thing you 

get is the thinking of your own group, but you have to analyze, or study, or read 

the thinking of other people.  You can't just use your own.  It's the same in 

politics.  You can't listen to one side and then say that's it.  You've got to listen to 

all that and draw up your own opinion.  But I don't think -- I never felt that I was 

say looked down upon or anything for -- 

Q Yeah, that's what I was wondering. 

A No, I don't.  And you have individuals that I say come around and thank you 

afterwards or at least say it was a good thing or -- I don't think -- 

Q You don't -- you don't seem to harbor any resentment against the people who -- 

A No, no. 

Q -- who would have opposed you at that time? 

A No, I wouldn't.  As I say, we had people down there even that we had quite the 

time convincing.  You do it through your own way, your own method.  You just 
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can't convince everybody at once, there's no question about that.  There's probably 

a lot of them today that you can't convince. 

Q Why -- when and why did you -- did you become vice president of Local 95?  Just 

how did that -- how did that happen? 

A Well, in electing the officers -- officers within the plant, I -- I don't know.  I 

suppose there was -- I couldn't name any people that actually nominated me for 

the job as an officer.  And when you were officers, at that time you pretty near 

had to assume before you went in that you were going to be a committeeman 

because there wasn't too many people that wanted those jobs at that time.   

Q So these were not sought after jobs then?  There wasn't a lot of competition for 

these jobs? 

A No, no, no, there was no compensation. 

Q No competition I said. 

A No, no, there was no competition, there was no compensation.   Only for your 

own individual satisfaction, let me put it that way.  There was no -- and I don't 

think even of course today you talk about compensation, there isn't any today, but 

there's one thing about the CIO compared to AF of L.  Your representatives at a 

convention come right off from the line, people that work on the line.  They're 

elected as a delegate to a convention.  You don't actually have -- a good many 

times the officers go, a lot of them should go, committeemen go.  And as 

committeemen leave the job, there's other younger people that come in.  And it's a 

good thing.  But when your people that represent you come right off the -- out of 

the working people, they're not people that are elected to a job or seek a job, that 
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to me is the best representation you can get.  

Q So you would not feel comfortable then with a full-time -- with full-time 

presidency or full-time officers? 

A No, no, no, not me.   The thing even today that I miss as far as the plant's 

concerned, I'm glad I was able to retire and get by fairly good and halfway decent 

help.  But people have got to make up their mind before they retire what they're 

going to do.  You can't just tomorrow say I'm going to go out.  Any doctor will 

tell you, medicine yes, this will appeal to a lot of them.  You can't get away from 

it.  Doctor tell you I can help you 10 percent, you do the rest, which is about what 

you have to do on retirement. 

Q Now, you know, okay the union officers were not sought after, there was no 

compensation for serving, now why did you decide to take the vice presidency 

then? 

A Well, I think you -- you've got to have a feeling that if you can help or do 

something to push this thing along and help organize it, it's more of a satisfaction 

than the compensation.  I wouldn't care for anything out of it.  You are, at that 

time -- of course even today I suppose these fellas spend a lot of time away from 

their family maybe, which isn't right, and it's just one of those things that you 

have to give up.  You tried to -- more so then, because like I say, things move 

slower at that time.  They took more time than it does now.  And you just had to 

stay in there and keep at it until you figured you'd come out with what was fitting 

and proper.   

Q Did anyone at that time encourage you to run or take the office, do you recall? 
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A Not that I recall of any one individual.  We had -- we had representatives from -- 

officials from the body shop, we had officials from the trim shop.  I think the 

body shop was maybe a little bit lame or slower maybe than some on the trim, but 

we had people in office from both -- we called it trim and body shop at that time.  

That's somewhat eliminated now, but I never could see too much difference.  I -- I 

don't know.  You'll find that in a group of people, each individual has his way of 

expressing himself.  Some people are way  out and loud and others got a different 

attitude or level to work from, and I -- I don't know.  We've had a good many 

representatives from the body shop on the local, trim shop people, people from 

the paint department, and nobody, even at that time -- actually, you might have 

had an individual that may be oh a little more forward than another, but I don't 

think it was anything.  Myself, I don't even know who nominated me for it.  I 

probably was elected as the vice president -- most of the votes might have come 

from the body shop, people that knew me, people that I had talked to.  I never 

went out and campaigned for the job.  I never -- I never felt -- they do now. 

Q Well, was somebody up against you, do you recall? 

A That I don't remember.  That was forty years ago.   

Q Right. 

A But -- 

Q And do you recall when the first year was that you -- that you served? 

A It must -- it was before -- long before the big strike, must have been -- of course 

we started organizing in '34.  It was probably along '35 or '36 when I went in. 

Q Yeah, well that's a matter or record, I know it's in the minutes somewhere. 
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A I wasn't one of the first ones. 

Q Now who -- which presidents did you serve under then? 

A Van and I was in together. 

Q Okay.  All right.   

A But you're going to have difference of opinion in every walk of life.  That don't 

make any difference. 

Q Now, what had been the relationship between you and Wes Van Horn before he 

became president and you vice president? 

A Well, I'll tell you at that time, I knew him and he probably knew me from working 

there, but that was about all because you didn't get a chance at that time to over, 

say, and talk to somebody for ten or fifteen minutes.  You didn't get that relief all 

the time.  Now today, even though you weren't on union business within the plant, 

you could go over there and talk to somebody. 

Q So you -- you didn't know him all that well? 

A No, no, no.   

Q Was that a typical situation for even the union leaders not to have known each 

other that well before they got together in the union? 

A Yes, because when you take that many people say going out, used to get done at 

the same time and then they staggered the body shop.  The body shop got done 

first, and then trim.  It was due to emptying space in the paint department.  And 

then the body shop would start earlier in the morning to pick up that 15 or 20 

minutes, whatever it is.  They've got away from some of that due to technique, but 

you wouldn't -- you probably wouldn't see people in the trim line. 
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Q So you wouldn't even see them when you were coming into work? 

A No. 

Q Or when you were leaving later on? 

A No. 

Q That's very interesting. 

A No, you wouldn't because it's 15 or 20 minutes there.  They've gone home and 

unless you knew them say on a few here or there throughout the trim, myself 

being in the body shop, you probably wouldn't see them people once, twice a year 

unless you was up town or mingle with them outside of -- outside of the shop.  

And you see more as things go on.  You see more of that today, say retirees, we 

get together.  There's a lot of us that get together outside of the retiree's meetings 

today, which you never -- which never happened before.  We've had three or four 

couple up here and we play cards and we go to their place.  And then we meet 

once a month.  And I think you socialize more now than you did years ago in the 

plant, even the fellas within the plant that are still working. 

Q Now, were you aware at that time, that this was a problem for you, that you just 

didn't have that much opportunity to get together and didn't know each other that 

well?  Were you aware at that time that that was a problem or is this something 

that you've thought about looking back on it? 

A Well, we used to get together with different ones that we had gotten acquainted 

with, dances, parties, and what have you, but I think you -- after you once 

organize, you get to know more people and you more or less do get together 

more.  After you organize, you -- you've met these people and it's -- it's a 



JAMES JOHNSTON   
September 16, 1976 

142 

problem.  I knew more people down there, of course, than my wife did.  Well, 

when you retire, you have these meetings, now she's gotten acquainted with all 

these people that I worked with.  And you do, you -- you get acquainted with 

more people after you get out of there than when you were there. 

Q So your social life actually became more active after you joined the union, is that 

-- is that what you're saying? 

A Yes, yes, oh yes, yes.  You got acquainted with more people and you got together 

more often.  See, we don't have -- in our retirees even up to the retirement, we 

allow our widows to come.  All right, now we're -- management, they have -- the 

men have a meeting once a month at Monterey Hotel and it's just the men.  We 

don't have that.  Our wives go to the potlucks and the bachelors and the widow, 

they go, we had that in our bylaws that we drew up for retirement.  I was in on it.  

We drew up our own bylaws for our retirement.  I instigated getting the two 

counsels together and we had two local unions at that time.  And I tried -- I said 

why, here's a group of officers for say north side or Chevrolet at that time and 

Fisher Body.  And then we would meet, the two groups of officers.  Well, then 

they would all meet together for the potluck dinner.  Why -- why all that?  I said 

here, why not get one counsel?  We had to get permission from the international, 

but that was no trouble.  Now we've got one set of laws.  And then it wasn't long 

afterwards the two locals went together and we have one management today 

where we used to have two.   

Q You know, this -- I was wondering back in the '30's and speaking of social 

relationships here and people that you got together with and that sort of thing, 
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were you -- were you conscious of -- of a need to establish closer social ties with 

some of your fellow workers and union members or is this something that just -- 

just kind of happened out of the -- out of your getting together?  What would you 

say about that? 

A Well I -- I would say it's just a matter of getting together.  I don't think -- there 

was incidents, I suppose, where after we organized, we got together more, yeah. 

Q But there was no special effort made then to -- to create social relationships out of 

the union? 

A No. 

Q Okay.  All right.  Yeah, that's good.  All right, now here again to shift topics a 

little bit.  I know in a previous conversation off mike, you mentioned -- you 

mentioned buttons that workers wore or that union members wore.  Now, 

apparently these buttons, just what were they all about?  What do you -- what do 

you recall about that? 

A Well, the buttons, of course, during the -- that time, our -- I think if I remember 

right, you can look in the archives, our first contract.  It stated in there that we 

were not allowed to wear union button in the shop and I'm pretty sure I'm right on 

it.  And Van Horn and myself took it upon ourselves to wear our buttons.  I can 

show you one after a while.  And we wore them on the lapel of our shirt, and we 

were both asked to remove them.  We did.  I was called in even off the line.  A 

relief man took my place and I was called into the office and asked if I would 

remove it and if I remembered the agreement that the company and the union had.  

I said yes, but as far as I was concerned, that didn't bother me.  That wasn't much 
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of an agreement.  When you are not allowed -- especially when other people, the 

plant manager, himself, can wear an Landon, a sunflower at that time. 

Q Was that when you were in the office, he had that Landon button on? 

A And those things just happened to coincide.  And the plant manager asked if me if 

I would remove it and I said yes, but I didn't take it off until I got outside the 

office.  But -- 

Q What did they care about whether you wore a union button or not? 

A Well, that was during -- I suppose they were opposed to any organization as far as 

that's concerned, but we had an agreement -- the first agreement at that time after 

the big strike.  And they were throwing every thing in the way they could.  But we 

finally built the thing up.  We finally got permission to wear the buttons.  That 

was taken up probably at the next contract and gotten rid of.  That's why I say, 

why should there be a set of laws for people down here and another set for there?  

That goes throughout the whole country regardless of whether it's in the plant.  

There shouldn't be a set of laws for me because I'm manager or this person -- 

individual because he's working on the line.  It shouldn't be.  That shouldn't be at 

all is my -- not my way of thinking.  The buttons were -- finally then when they 

did agree, they all wore them. 

Q Okay, now well when did you first introduce the buttons and what was the 

purpose of that because apparently if it was in the contract, you must have been 

wearing them before? 

A When -- when we got the next contract, of course that was one of our demands.  

See, in the local union even today, the local union will sit down, the officials, and 
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they write up the demands that they think should be in this contract.  And then 

they go to convention and that's thrashed out.  And the thing at that time -- so one 

of our demands would have been -- or was to have permission to wear union 

buttons in the plant because we didn't all belong to the union at that time.  

Q Yeah, right. 

A We had individuals we still had to educate. 

Q Well now, were buttons worn before the '37 sit-down? 

A Well, the day -- the year of course it would be hard for me to state, but I believe -- 

I don't think so because Van and I agreed to wear ours.  We weren't supposed to.  

There wasn't anybody wearing them, so Van and I just talked it over and we said 

well we were going to go -- wear ours in the next day, and okay.  So I think we 

could take, we'll say, a little more on our shoulders because him being president 

and myself vice president because it would -- even if we were fired, it would look 

ridiculous for the company to do it than say an individual that was working on the 

line.  I worked on the line too at that time, but I mean -- and somebody had to take 

a step forward somewhere to them because you knew it wasn't right.   

Q What about that first contract?  Do you recall what some of the other provisions 

of that contract were? 

A No, I'll tell you, if I had to do over again, I would keep a day-to-day diary.   

Q Yeah. 

A I would. 

Q Well, I hope that somewhere there is a copy of that contract.  I want to see it if 

there is. 
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A If you have an opportunity to get into -- I don't know -- 

Q I didn't see it in the collection at the archives.  I went through that and didn't come 

across that at that time, so we'll have to see if we can track that down. 

A A week from today is our next potluck meeting and I will contact somebody up 

there and see what I can come up with. 

Q Yeah, that'd be good.  That'd be good.  I think maybe there is a copy of it out at 

the office too.  I'll have to check on that.  I wanted to ask now about the -- about 

the sit-down itself in '37.  And I wondered if you could just -- if you could just tell 

that story as you recall it, you know, how did it develop and what happened? 

A Well, when they took a strike vote and we were given permission by the 

international to go out when all the plants went out together, and we had a 

meeting.  You have a Fisher meeting and a Chevrolet meeting prior to that.  And 

then the night before the strike, the officers of the two locals got together and 

decided what -- just what day, what hour they would go out on strike.  And then 

the officers, president of -- Annie and Engbert, vice president from Chevrolet, and 

Van Horn and myself as president and vice president from Fisher met afterwards 

just the four of us.  We decided the hour, which would be 1:00.  And we ate at the 

time from 12:00 to 12:30.  The plant was -- the noon hour, lunch hour is the same 

time so that there wouldn't be any difference in whether the people were working 

or the people weren't working.  So we decided on 1:00, the four of us.  It was left 

up to us.  We decided on 1:00, that that would be the zero hour. 

Q And why was 1:00 chosen specifically? 

A Well, it's just like anything else, why was midnight for the Ford strike last night?  
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I suppose it's -- it's just a -- 

Q Well, that's what I was wondering, whether it was just a haphazard or whether 

there was some specific reason you had? 

A No, you'd sit down and discuss it, what should we do.  And of course you have a 

little theory and idea of what the company might figure it was going to be in the 

morning and the noon hour went by and make it 1:00, so okay.  We was that 

agreeable, there was no argument on it.  So we made it 1:00.  That's -- that's an 

exact time, I think in our side of the shop, I know Van and I -- it might have been 

a few minutes before 1:00, but it was pretty much.  And the supervisor come by 

me.  I had a watch laying on the rail.  How ya doing, Jack?  Okay.  Just around 

looking, you know, kept -- they kept their eye on the officers at least and 

committeemen.  And at 1:00 well that was it. 

Q Now, the supervisor came by and talked to you, when was that? 

A Just before, about five minutes before.  The was keeping an eye on us.  But -- 

Q Now, in -- in your planning, did you actually determine who would -- who would 

shut down the lines, who would pull the switches? 

A It would be Van and I, Van on the trim and myself over in the body shop. 

Q So you actually -- you pulled the switch then? 

A Yeah. 

Q Did you have any problem? 

A No, I talked with a couple of the fellas that I could trust pretty well and they knew 

it was coming and I said well when it comes, I'll let you know.  And I said would 

you help me out?  Sure. 
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Q Now, how did they help you out? 

A Well, when we first pulled the line, I told them what was wrong.  I was working 

on the end, actually, what they call the end.  There was like three lines going 

down and I went down and pulled the switch and stopped it, which something 

down there don't happen very often.  They knew there was something wrong.  

And then they -- some of them would like say well Jack says that's it, so I had to 

go over and shut the other conveyor off.  One of them started up again, so -- at 

that time, things were not as modern as they are now.  You probably have to have 

a key to do it, but you just walk along the line and there was an electric box there, 

220.   

And when it was started up again, I thought well that's funny, somebody 

isn't doing their job over there.  I suppose some supervisor probably started it and 

I never knew, but I just went over and pulled the fuse out.  I was acquainted with 

it enough so I knew what to do.  We didn't have too much trouble.  We was in the 

plant until probably midnight.  I showed that picture to Van Horn the other day.  I 

took it over to him.  He isn't on there, see, but he had things to take care of.  

Everybody had their job, I suppose, and that would be the time when the Gazette 

came in to take pictures.  But we had a meeting with management.  They agreed 

between city officials and management and the union that there would be no 

operating of the plant, that's what we wanted.  We didn't -- well I was -- 

Q That was really your objective then at that time, just to close down the plant? 

A Yes, 100 percent.  We -- because this was on the -- what was it, 6th or 7th of 

January.  My birthday was the 8th and I figured I'd be sitting in -- in the plant.  I 
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told my wife when I went to work that morning, I said if I'm not home tonight, 

just think nothing of it.  I told her that much because I didn't think it was any more 

than right.  Of course, there'd been talk of strike, so it's just like the Ford boys 

today.  There's been talk of strike lately, so the people know.   

Q Now, did you -- so you were anticipating possibly then a long -- a long stay? 

A Well, there was another thing, you never knew what to expect.  It was over a lot 

quicker than we thought as far as being -- 

Q Yeah. 

A Because we was on the picket line for the duration of the strike and we set up our 

-- in our office, we set up our schedule for picketing.  We knew we had to let 

supervision in.  They're paid by the month.  We didn't want -- of course, it was 

them too, trying to get what people would go back to work and hire others to 

operate with. 

Q Well, how would you -- how would you plan to survive during the sit-down?  I 

mean if you were anticipating this for several days, you'd need food and -- well 

what about -- I guess food would have been the primary need, what about food? 

A Oh, they pulled the plug for the radio and everything else on us.  We were in the 

cafeteria.  Oh yeah, they pulled the electricity out.   No, no, we would have 

survived.   

Q Well how would you -- what kind of plans did you have for getting food into the 

place?  Had you planned for that? 

A Well, we could go over the back fence.  Oh yeah, we brought in coffee and 

donuts.  We -- it was large enough so it was -- we were in a position we could get 
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in.   

Q Now, what about -- well like water, did they shut off the water in -- 

A That would be a problem.  You couldn't do it on account of your fire system 

anyway.  No, you have to have your sprinkler systems, so you couldn't shut off 

your water.  

Q So you didn't have to worry about that? 

A No, no. 

Q Are these things that you thought about in your planning?  Did you sit down and 

go -- just how did that -- did the planning proceed? 

A Well a lot of it of course was you didn't know what was going to happen.  We 

didn't know even at that time when we got together that night that we would be 

out of there, but you don't know that.  And we said well, if we've got to go out and 

get something to eat, a few of us will go help and bring it in for everybody else.  

We didn't know if we had to stay in whether they would give us permission to 

bring in food or whether we had to bring it over the back fence or -- or what at 

that time. 

Q Now, when was the strike vote actually taken?  How long before the actual strike 

was the strike vote taken? 

A I can't quote the constitution today like I could then probably, but I think it's like a 

matter of three weeks.  And you have a different setup today.  They just had a 

vote here to give -- to give the local officials permission, you have to get 

permission from Detroit to take a strike vote. 

Q I see. 
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A There's a step there to go through. 

Q Now, is that the process you went through?  You actually got permission from 

Detroit to take the strike vote? 

A Oh yes, yes.  You have to - which is all right.  We had a few little local sit-downs 

afterwards, yes, that weren't, we'll say according to the international.  It's no more 

-- 

Q Now, what about the major sit-down though, did you get approval from the 

international? 

A Oh yes, yes. 

Q How did they react when you made that request? 

A Well, I think they were -- they were pretty much in favor of it because at that 

time, we were all going out together, all the plants not just like they do today.  Not 

just as an individual operator. 

Q Right.  Now, did you actually get encouragement from the international then to 

strike or was this -- did the -- was it Local 95 that took the initiative?  Did Local 

95 take the initiative or did the initiative come from Detroit as you recall? 

A It came from the people working in the plant as a whole, then you -- the initiative.  

Then you have to get permission from the international. 

Q Okay.  

A You have -- 

Q So it actually came from there, then, it didn't come from Detroit?  They didn't say 

it's time for you guys to have a strike? 

A It come from say a conventional ball plans. 
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Q I see, okay.   

A One plant, no.  That -- that's been a thing of the past.  They used to do that.  One 

plant would go out and strike, you couldn't get any place, no.  The other plants 

would pick up -- if we went out, St. Louis would pick up our production or vice 

versa and there wasn't much you could do about it probably, but today, no. 

Q And yet at that time, I know that there was no coordinated time when every -- 

when all the GM plants shut down.  There were, you know, I think a couple 

earlier than Janesville and -- 

A Well, yeah, you might-- they might not have all gone out at just the same time, no. 

Q And yet you did have the -- did you have an understanding that all GM plants 

were going to be shut down? 

A Yes, especially the assembly plants.  Here of course there's just an assembly plant, 

there's no manufacturing unit.  The first strike in '35, Greyhound Foundry, they 

struck alone.  Well, they got their foot in the door I suppose for us.  That was 

where -- it's where they actually made the block -- cast the block.  And that was 

the Greyhound Foundry and that lasted for quite a while.  And you could see from 

that that you couldn't get what you were after. 

Q Right, single plant strikes you mean? 

A Yeah, you couldn't do it.  It was impossible.  I think that's where the CIO of 

course got their start was from they could see a lot of things. 

Q Now, who from Local 95 was involved in that decision at the international level -- 

who, if anyone, was involved in that decision?  Did you send delegates to a 

convention that made that decision or do you know who that was? 
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A No, I couldn't name offhand.  Sometimes, a lot depends upon the issue.  You 

might send two, you might send four to a convention.  Of course -- 

Q But you don't recall that specific case? 

A No. 

Q Okay.  Why -- let me ask first of all how the sit-down spread?  How long did it 

take actually to get Fisher shut down? 

A Well, it was just a matter of a total shut down.  Everybody rushed for the front 

end.  Those who wanted to go home, went because we had -- we didn't have 100 

percent organization at that time.  And the people were instructed to stay, a lot of 

them went home.  You had people that had things to do, some of them didn't 

belong to the union and didn't want to belong to the union.   

Q What's your estimate of the number of people on the Fisher side who participated 

in the sit-down and stayed? 

A Oh -- 

Q I know this is a -- 

A Probably -- just a figure that you'd have to take a flier at.  Actually, to start with, 

people that had the feeling that you were doing the right thing was probably 50 

percent of them.  You might not have had much more than that that belonged to 

the union at that time, actually belonged to the union.  I'm talking about people 

that paid their dues and people that were -- had fairly good idea what they wanted.  

But I don't think it took over a couple of minutes to shut the place down because 

all -- the lower end of the plant, it was all -- that's where the bodies wound up 

over at Chevrolet and if you shot those lines off, that was it.  
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Q Now, did most of the -- so what, about 50 percent of the workforce then ended up 

staying in the plant or would it have been less than that? 

A Probably in the end a little less than that stayed -- actually stayed yes, oh yes.  

And we had to have people outside to function for us. 

Q Yeah, I see. 

A We couldn't have --  

Q Had you -- had you planned beforehand for certain people to get outside so that 

they could assist you on the outside? 

A Oh yeah, we had to have people to get out and be out to function for us. 

Q So were people actually assigned that beforehand or just how'd that work? 

A No -- 

Q How'd you know who was -- who was going to stay and who was going to be on 

the outside? 

A Well, even after the sit-down, we could -- we could designate certain people on 

the outside because you could go home.  They'd let all of us go home if they 

wanted, but not come back in, let me put it -- 

Q Right. 

A But the only thing you could do was -- because you couldn't figure what was 

going to happen.  There wasn't any of us, I don't believe, that figured that we 

would go home at midnight.  We figured we'd be in there for a week or ten days 

or two weeks, we didn't know that to start. 

Q What did you -- what about the strike vote when the strike vote was taken here?  

What kind of -- how did that happen?  Was that a large meeting or did you just 
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have a relative few of the members there?  Just how did that happen? 

A We had a pretty good size -- we had -- we had a meeting like -- we had an office 

and we had no room for meetings so we had to rent the high school or Beverly 

Theater and we were criticized at that time because the city fathers would let us 

have the high school.  We paid for it, but I mean -- so we would rent like one of 

the theaters here.  We had a pretty good crowd.  Percentages, I can't say offhand 

or how many were there, that I don't remember. 

Q Okay, but you do recall it was a good -- it was a good representation? 

A Oh yeah.  We had sufficient amount here -- of members to -- we had a good 

turnout.  I was never ashamed.  Sometimes, it's like anything else afterwards.  

When there's something that's siding you or some issue like that, tough issue, you 

will have a big turnout.  Ordinarily, maybe you -- sometimes you'll be fortunate to 

have a corium because there's nothing of interest to come up part of the time.  

Most of your meetings were setup, I don't remember the figure.  You're allowed to 

have so many people before you could have decorum and function, but something 

like that would come up, sure, you'll have a big turnout naturally. 

Q Was there any opposition to the strike in that -- in that meeting? 

A Not that showed too much.  I think the average person that belonged to the union, 

of course you had your card, you had to have your card to get in.  We had our 

people at the door.  Of course, you couldn't -- you couldn't operate any other way 

and there was questions asked, but not -- I don't think that a person was actually 

opposed to the union would ever come up there, let me put it that way, even if he 

was a member because you had an awful lot of difference in opinion at that time. 
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Q Now, I guess what I was really wondering about were there -- were there 

members of the union, people who were members in good standing who would 

have opposed going on strike for one reason or another at that particular time? 

A I would say yes, there was probably some.  But there were -- there were few.  

There wasn't enough people we'll say to -- to make a difference. 

Q So it would have been a small faction? 

A Oh yeah.   

Q Well, what were their arguments anyway?  What problems did they have with the 

strike at that time? 

A Well, I suppose maybe some of the questions that were asked were what you 

figure on accomplishing or what, you know -- but most any before the strike vote, 

you would have a -- you would have a discussion or at least a speaker.  We tried 

to get a speaker in there, someone outside.  Maybe it was more convincing or had 

more convincing ways than say any of us as an individual -- 

Q Was there a speaker for that meeting, do you know?  Do you recall? 

A Yes, I think the big one was Homer Martin and it was in Chicago.  They got in 

Chicago on the train.  They got in touch with him, then he went back.  It was 

settled.  See, the international had a bargaining committee and they had -- had 

come to an agreement.  So then we tried right away quick to get another speaker 

in there.  We got somebody that was a little late getting started.  We was at the 

Beverly Theater that night.  And Beverly or the Meyers, I don't know.  But 

anyway, we -- we did get another speaker in because we felt that some of these 

people -- it was that close to a settlement that maybe some of these international 
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officers or regional -- what we call regional officers would know something, but I 

don't think they knew much more about it.  And it happened so quick that -- and 

some of our people were in Detroit.  Some were gone to discuss this thing.   

Q We'll have to pick this up again next time, Mr. Johnston, thank you.  

(Interview concluded.)
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   MR. IMHOFF:  Today is September 21, 1976.  We are continuing 

the interview with Mr. Jack Johnston today.  This is the third session with Mr. 

Johnston.  We're talking with him again in his home.  My name is Clem Imhoff.   

Q The last time we talked, Mr. Johnston, we were discussing the sit-down strike and 

some of the different aspects of that. 

A Right. 

Q And I wanted to -- I wanted to continue that today by asking a little bit more 

about just how the sit-down itself actually took place on January 5th.  And I 

wondered if -- if there were -- you mentioned that some workers left; some 

workers stayed in the plant.  I was wondering if there were some departments that 

were stronger than others in terms of people staying, in terms of the militancy on 

that day.  Do you recall? 

A Well, that -- that's possible.  Maybe -- it was hard to tell, but I think the trim shop, 

possible, Van Horn had a pretty good following over in the trim shop, and I think 

the trim shop was stronger and probably more of them actually stayed in. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A But it took a -- just a matter of time for the people all over the plant to realize that 

it was something we had to do.  It was a last resort, that's -- let me put it that way. 

Q I've heard other people say that the cushion department was a key area and a 

militant area.  Do you have any recollection of that? 

A Oh yes, yes.  I think -- well, probably not any more than the trim shop, but we had 

-- we had sufficient people in the body shop to support from there too in an 

overall picture.  We had just what we needed. 
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Q So there weren't any areas then where you really had difficulty pulling it off.  You 

didn't have enough people to do what you needed to do? 

A No, no.  It came off like clockwork.  It was a lot easier than I think any of us 

thought.  We thought we'd probably have more trouble.  We didn't have the 

membership at that time.  And it took some time to educate the people to realize 

that they should be organized.  It took quite a bit of time, some of them, probably 

not too long, some longer than others.   

Q You know, you've used that term, educate people, periodically, and I meant to ask 

you before just what you meant by that.  What kind of educational activities did 

you -- did you undergo? 

A Well, we had -- we had a school there.  We had teachers from Madison, and 

people would volunteer.  They still have today.  You have to have.  There's a good 

many people that never probably had anything to do with organized labor that are 

working down there today.  I -- I run into it when I was probably eighteen, 

nineteen years old, and it was something that I realized then that something was -- 

had to be done.   

Q Did you -- were you in the plant during the entire sit-down, during that -- well, it 

was roughly a twelve-hour period I think -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- ten, twelve-hour period.  Were you in the plant during that whole time? 

A Yes. 

Q And what happened?  What did people do during that -- during that time? 

A Well, we had a -- in the -- what Fisher Body side at that time, we had a cafeteria 
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downstairs and we all met in there.  And different ones -- officials talked with the 

union officials, talked with the people.  It wound up we had a meeting with the 

plant manager, and we had a meeting with city officials and union officials.  The 

thing that we was after that there would be no production, and they agreed to it.  

So, we were pretty fortunate from that standpoint of view. 

Q Were you involved in the meeting with the plant manager? 

A That, I don't remember to be honest with you. 

Q Yeah, all right.  And also, what about the -- what -- did all the people gather in the 

cafeteria or were -- were people scattered throughout the plant?   

A Oh yeah. 

Q How did that work? 

A There was some throughout the plant, and we had people stationed here and there 

so that -- try and keep things in order. 

Q Now, by keep things in order, just what do you mean? 

A Well, we wanted no trouble in any manner, shape, or form.  When you have a 

group of people like that large a group, you've got to be pretty careful.  And we 

wanted no trouble from management's side, and we wanted no trouble from our 

side as far as that was concerned.   

Q Well, was there any of that kind of trouble as you say? 

A Well, you -- you -- we heard a lot of stories, but being up front like I was, I 

suppose some of it might have been hearsay.  You did hear a little trouble, and 

there was some damage to something, but it was minor as far as this plant was 

concerned.  I think in an overall picture, we have a different type of people here 
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than you have.  We've even been told that by management.  But we had very little 

trouble here. 

Q Did you participate in the meeting -- I guess this was downtown in Mayor 

Traxler's office.  It was a meeting with the mayor and plant officials.  This was 

the meeting that I guess finally -- 

A Yes. 

Q --ended the thing? 

A Ended it, yeah. 

Q And what do you recall about that meeting? 

A Well, we stress somewhat that we didn't want any production.  That was our main 

-- in other words, to hire outside help or even some of the employees that wanted 

to go back to work.  And we had -- as I said before, very little trouble.  We were -

- and realize that you had to allow supervision in, and you have to allow probably 

certain amount of people in.  And they have throughout the course of all the 

strikes, the plant has to be taken care of in regards to say plumbing, electrical, and 

so on.  And they've agreed to electrician and plumber to take care of minor 

trouble.  That's something that has to be done.   

Q Who took the lead for the company in that meeting? 

A Well, of course me, I was on the -- on what they call the southside now, which 

was the big strike with Denny Hurley -- Dennis Hurley, plant manager.  He sat in 

on -- even on a good many of the committee meetings where they don't today.  

Management don't, as a rule, sit in on all the committee meetings as today like 

they did at that time.   
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Q Was the Chevrolet manager involved in that meeting, too, do you recall? 

A Oh, yes.   

Q But is it your recollection then that Hurley actually took the lead for GM or did 

they both play a role? 

A They both -- they both were in on it, but I think Denny Hurley took somewhat the 

lead in -- in -- pretty much divided even amongst the two of them, I suppose, but 

on an overall picture, but the main thing they -- they didn't want any trouble 

within the plant either.  Like I say, it was something that as far as I think the union 

officials were concerned was something of the last resort.  I've always felt that 

way anyway.   

Q And what about for the union?  Who took the lead for -- for Local 95 and then for 

Local 121, too? 

A Well, I think Yenney for -- for 121 and Van Horn, probably, for Local 95. 

Q Do you recall any of the specifics that were talked about during the meeting?  I 

know that's a long time ago to recall specific points but -- 

A No -- 

Q -- if there's anything that stands out? 

A Actually, I don't.  I think the main thing was that we knew the company here and 

the officials knew here that they had more trouble in other plants than we had here 

during any of this trouble, even during the -- I think it was the 1935 was the Gray 

Arm Foundry in Detroit where they made the motors.  They had more trouble in 

some of those plants than we did.  I think it's no more than right that you keep 

something like that under control.   
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Q And what about -- what do you recall about Mayor Traxler?  What did he do and 

say at that time? 

A Well, actually he had --  

Q Or City Manager Traxler.  I think I called him Mayor Traxler. 

A Well, city manager of course is in -- but I think Traxler, more or less, of course he 

has charge of the police department and so on, and they have a job to do.  But we 

had very little trouble.  I think we, as a group, got along pretty good and had 

pretty good cooperation from them, Traxler and also the police department.  We -- 

we had an instance to two maybe outside of the plant, but of course they were 

down once in a while if we had any trouble on the picket line, but we had very 

little trouble, yeah. 

Q So you didn't -- you didn't sense any hostility from the city officials then toward 

the union? 

A No, no, no, there was no reason.  If we -- if we had gone ahead and had a lot of 

trouble say here or there throughout the city or at the plant or on the picket line, 

we probably would have.  But we had no hostility.  I don't think that the city or 

city officials, including the police department, I don't think they actually liked it 

as far as that's concerned if you want to come down to terms.  But they were in 

the position where there wasn't much that they didn't -- that they could do about it.  

We had pretty good cooperation fro the police department in several instances. 

Q Well, did you ever get the idea that -- that the police actually -- I mean let's -- if 

not the chief, then the rank in file, that they were actually sympathetic to your 

point of view or just what did you -- what kind of -- did you get any kind of 
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feedback from them at all in terms of their attitudes toward the union and the 

strike? 

A Well, personally, I think we -- we got pretty good cooperation from the police 

department.  I think they were somewhat sympathetic to them.  Some of these 

people might have worked down there before.  I don't know.  We had people that 

left the plant and went on the police force or fire department or any.  We've had 

several leave to go on the police department and -- and fire department here in 

town. 

Q What about Sheriff Croake?  Do you recall him playing any role in this -- in this 

whole business? 

A No, I don't.  He might have maybe to a certain extent, but this was always all 

within the city limits.  I suppose if there had been any big trouble, no doubt 

Croake would have probably stepped in and tried to help iron things out. 

Q And how long -- do you recall how long this meeting in Traxler's office took?  

Was this a long, extended thing, or was it fairly brief? 

A No, it was brief.  I don't think -- I don't think it lasted that much of half hour.  

Q Okay. 

A And we -- we was -- we weren't in the plant too long, like you say, about twelve 

hours or something on those lines. 

Q It seems then that the agreement was actually worked out beforehand.  The 

agreement was worked out before this meeting then, is that -- is that fair because 

it seems like you really couldn't have worked that out in just a half hour, but 

maybe, I don't know? 
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A Well, there was -- actually, the biggest issue was not to try and operate the plant.  

So when you have one -- one actual issue that we wanted settled, there wasn't 

anything else that we wanted.  You couldn't settle anything other than -- the city 

officials and the company officials here could not settle anything period as far as 

bargaining.  Those things have to go through Detroit.  It's impossible for the 

company or corporation officials here to settle anything at that time.  They might 

smaller items now, but the big issues were settled in Detroit between the 

international and -- and the -- we have our own bargaining committee, which is 

elected, and our own union officials, which is elected.  They're the ones that settle 

the larger issues. 

Q Well, what happened after -- after the -- this agreement was arrived at that GM 

would not produce anything?  What happened -- what did the people in the plant 

do?  What happened after that? 

A After we went out -- home? 

Q Well, yeah, right. 

A Well, actually -- 

Q After the agreement was made and announced. 

A We went home, and you had to -- there was a time elapse there for the simple 

reasons I say, there was officials here were not permitted to.  They couldn't settle 

this for this plant and go back to work in other words.  That was out.  That has to 

be done through Detroit. 

Q Yeah, you were out for five or six weeks, I think, at that time? 

A Yes.  Any time that you -- if affects the city.  Anybody realizes it.  It's just like 
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unemployment today.  And the last big strike, of course I've been retired since 

then.  They would give a figure in the paper how to fix the city.  Naturally, the 

people aren't working, the money isn't coming to the federal government, the 

state, or the city.  It affects the city financially. 

Q What did you do during that period when the strike was on and you were out of 

work? 

A Well, of course the officials more or less was meeting practically every day, and 

we had to operate our picket lines.  We have the same set -- they have the same 

setup practically today.  They might have bettered it in some ways because all the 

people belong to the union today.  If a person doesn't appear for, we'll say strike 

duty, he don't get strike benefits, which we didn't have at that time.  There was no 

-- no relief as far as the city is concerned.  There might have been a few hard 

cases where we -- the city might have taken care of them.  There was very few. 

Q Now, what did you deal with in these daily meetings except for picket duty?  

Were there any other problems or issues you had to deal with? 

A They were minor.  It was a simple raise in the -- we had to wait some time to hear 

from the international because that's where the bargaining took place on the large 

issues.  And as soon as they were settled, then we could go in locally on the issues 

here.   

Q So it's basically a matter there of just waiting for things to happen in Detroit? 

A It's just like -- probably like the Ford strike today.  The locals won't do anything 

until the large issues are settled in Detroit. 

Q Well, did -- did workers tend to congregate around the union office a lot?  Were 
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there a lot of people hanging around -- 

A Oh yes, yes.  There was many of them.  We had -- I don't know whether you're 

acquainted up town or not, but it's where that new building is across from the 

bank on the square, Milwaukee and Main Street.  And that was the Eagle's Hall, 

and we have our office up there.  We had a card room.  The boys would come 

down and play cards, come down maybe after you get off picket line, come in and 

play cards. 

Q Was there a -- you know, you met every day and yet it seems like you didn't really 

have that much to decide.  And I get the -- the idea that maybe you were -- did 

you have the feeling that there was really a psychological thing going on that you 

needed the support of other people around? 

A Well, the people -- at that time, the officials were on the bargaining committee.  

Today, you'll have a different setup.  Most of your union officials you might have 

one here or there that's on the bargaining committee as a committeeman.  The 

union officials at that time were actually the bargaining committee.  You were 

elected, I suppose, well we had a smaller group then.  Today, you all belong.  And 

you can  have a better setup today.  You can have a group of people elected to 

take care of the strike.  And where you didn't have, the local officials had to do it 

at that time. 

Q I think, you know, off and on, we've talked about the officials of Local 95 at that 

time, the people who were actually in leadership positions.  I'm wondering if there 

are any -- were there any other people that you considered especially helpful and 

especially -- oh militant may be too strong a word, but, you know, who were 
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especially good and useful union members at that time?  Whose names might, you 

know, might have been passed by over the years? 

A Well, I'll tell you, I don't think in an interview I've talked some with Van Horn 

when I talked to him before, and there's times when maybe certain names 

shouldn't be mentioned in an interview.  There's reason s for it.  I -- I don't know.  

As I say, we had a small group, Van Horn, myself, Louie Atkins, probably and a 

few others, but you -- you had to operate the entire thing at that time.  You 

couldn't -- you couldn't actually depend on somebody else.  We had others 

probably that stepped in and helped, but a good many -- now this is forty years 

ago, and a good many of those people are gone today. 

Q Mm-hmm, yeah, that's why -- that's why I ask. 

A Yes, a good many of them.  A good many of our good union members are gone.  

You may have -- oh when we talk about people that were outstanding or -- you 

may have a fellow that has a different attitude in life, fairly quiet, an awful good 

union man.  And you may have another fellow somewhat militant that isn't the 

best union man there is. 

Q Yeah, that's why I said militant is the wrong word, but people who were, you 

know, supportive and helpful. 

A Militant can cover a multitude of sins, I suppose, just like radical can.   

Q Right, right 

A A lot of them may have classed me as a radical, but I -- there's a lot of things that 

come up that you -- issues that come up that you may stress a point on and it may 

sound different to some people, and it can be twisted around the same as in 
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politics. 

 

Q Yeah, so there are other members outside the leadership group then that you -- 

that you'd like to -- that you'd like to mention? 

A Not to mention.  I -- whether they're gone or whether they're here.  I -- I don't 

know.  I say -- 

Q That's okay.  I know, that's understandable.  What about after the -- why did you 

eventually go back to work?  What happened that you eventually went back to 

work five or six weeks after the sit-down? 

A Well, like I -- I think I said before, this thing has to be built from the ground up.  

And probably from financial standpoint, and we figured that we had gained 

something at least that we could put up with and bargain for.  We had no seniority 

at that time, one of the main issues, and -- 

Q What -- what did you really gain out of the settlement at that time? 

A I think seniority was the biggest thing that we gained. 

Q Okay, yeah.  

A As far as -- and working conditions and money would probably come in third.  I -- 

I think those are the two main issues.  But there's a lot of young people that don't 

realize and don't maybe look ahead.  Working conditions is a big item.  There's no 

question about that because it's something that's going to affect you over the 

thirty, forty years that you work there or affect you after you retire.   

Q I understand that after the '37 settlement, after you went back to work, there were 

periodic wildcat strikes, I guess you could call them, in the plant.  And I was 
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wondering what you recall about these and what they were all about? 

A Well, most of them, I think, were working conditions.  I don't think -- I don't think 

it was -- because the money and the rates were pretty well setup, and most of 

them were on working conditions.  Mostly, not -- unsufficient manpower on 

certain operations. 

Q Oh, okay.  Do you recall some examples of operations where -- where they didn't 

have enough men? 

A One operation was that we had was CV vents.  That's your front window vents 

that you used to have in.  That group was a small group.  We had others probably 

on the verge of wanting to go on strike as a group, which would hold -- if it got to 

be too large, would hold up the entire plant, which you tried to get the group 

together -- and we had to go in -- today you don't.  Today, if you had trouble 

within a group as a committeeman, you'd go in after work.  You wouldn't -- they 

wouldn't allow you to come in during the day and time off during the day.  And 

you had -- and they don't go in in groups.  And most of your committee today, 

committeemen pretty well take care of the situation.  You don't go actually in.  

We used to have to take a group into the office to try and iron things out after 

work, which they don't today. 

Q Yeah, I see.  Now, as a -- as a -- as an officer of Local 95, how did you react to 

these -- these wildcat strikes?  What did you consider your role or your 

responsibility? 

A Well, you tried to get something somewhere near what they wanted to get, 

sufficient amount of manpower, what you would say would be a honest day's 
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work for honest day's pay.  All your operations, even today, are timed.  We have 

no piece work today, actually.  But you are timed on the job, naturally.  If you, at 

that time, tried to get ten percent for a man for relief, you were laughed at by 

supervision over timing -- 

Q Now, just what do you -- what do you mean ten percent? 

A Let's take a time on the job for an eight-hour day.  And they timed -- figure it out.  

Of course they wouldn't time you for -- they time you on the job you've done and 

figure it up.  And a person has got to have time for relief, which you didn't have at 

that time, and that was a big item.  These -- this would come under working 

conditions of course.  And we tried for a percentage of your time rate. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A Timing for relief.  And today, of course, it's built up where you have so much 

time off for relief. 

Q What, is it ten percent today?  I'm not familiar with that figure. 

A Well, I couldn't say overall.  I don't think they go -- you're timed out on the job, 

but today you're allowed -- it was twelve minutes.  They've got to add up to like 

eighteen relief or something in the morning or there's -- there's a time limit.  Just 

what it is today, I don't know.  It started out with, I think it was twelve minutes in 

the morning and twelve in the afternoon. 

Q Well, what were you going after at that time in terms of relief time? 

A Well, I, as a committeeman, of course, went after ten percent.  I -- if I could get 

maybe settle for less, okay, but -- 

Q Yeah, so that would have been ten percent of the eight-hour day? 
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A Yes. 

Q So that would have been something less than an hour then that you wanted relief 

time? 

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q Okay. 

A You might not get that.  You might get a smaller percentage, but you -- you try to 

get a -- on some jobs -- 

Q So this would have been -- now I want to get it clear just exactly what this would 

have included.  This would have included your morning break and your afternoon 

break, and anything else? 

A Well, personal relief maybe in between.  

Q All right. 

A That has to come in there.   You -- because on the line, you're tied down to -- I've 

worked on the line, I've worked off the line on production.  Half the time -- forty 

years I spent in there.  And you -- when you're on the line, you don't have -- 

you've got to be there to do the job.  If you're going to go for personal relief for 

five or ten minutes, somebody's got to be there.  To me, I can't see running it.  

That's how -- it never was to me.  Some people would run.  Some supervision run.  

That's -- as far as I'm concerned, that's how -- that should have gone out long ago.  

I -- in timing an operation as a rule on off the line jobs, we got a percentage 

enough so we could take our own relief.  I mean you didn't need a reliefman off 

the line jobs.  I'm not talking about skilled trades.  You've got a leeway in there in 

the skill trades department where you don't need relief.  If you have four or five 
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plumbers or welders, there's sufficient time to go for relief or your coffee or 

whatever. 

Q There was one -- one thing concerning the sit-down that I wanted to ask and 

neglected to at that time we were talking about a little bit ago and that was the 

relationship between Local 95 and 121.  It seems that there has been some 

cooperation between the two locals that would have been required there.  How did 

that work out? 

A On an overall picture, I believe the Fisher boys were a little more, what you might 

say, mililtant than the other side of the shop. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A I -- instances of maybe -- outright I can't say, but on an overall picture, I believe 

they were.  

Q Yeah.   

A We were actually, I believe, the first to organize.  We pushed it more than they 

did, but we finally -- I think the boys got together more during the strike than 

after.  There was a wall between us.  We weren't allowed over there before.  I 

think to get back and forth more now.  But there was a wall, which was kept -- it 

was necessary, I mean as far as the building was concerned, but as far as the 

people, no.  You couldn't have their people wandering over in our departments 

and back and forth a lot.  But you didn't get a chance to get over there and talk 

with anybody.  You had to get, say, with them outside of the plant or something at 

that time. 

Q Well, it seems that that wall -- it was almost a psychological barrier as well as a 
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practical barrier -- 

A Right, yes. 

Q -- is that fair? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah, huh.  Were you personally acquainted with the leaders of Local 21? 

A Yes, yeah. 

Q And how well -- how well did you know them really? 

A Before the strike? 

Q Well, yeah before -- yeah, let's say before first of all and then during.   

A Before -- 

Q How was your relation -- let's just -- let's put it this way.  How did your 

relationship with the leaders of Local 121 develop over the years? 

A Well, I suppose I knew quite a few of the people over there.  And of course after 

we organized and started to organize, then we got together more than we did 

before naturally because we had an alternative.  We -- they wanted to organize 

just as well as we did, I think, but it was just a matter of getting the thing 

underway.  

Q Do you recall on the day of the sit-down, did they shut down right away like 

Fisher or what happened? 

A Well, I think -- I think they shut down about the same time because it was up to 

121 president and vice president, which was Yenney and Egbert and Van Horn 

and myself in Fisher.  We set the time, the four of us, and I don't think at that time 

we were far enough along in the organization period that I don't think they had too 
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much more trouble.  And if they did, they might have had a little. 

Q What happened to membership, I mean actual dues paying membership after the 

sit-down took place? 

A Well, I think the membership build up because a lot of them realized that we were 

-- should all be together and after the same thing.   

Q So you had a significant influx of members then after that? 

A Right, right, in both places as far as Chevrolet and 21 -- 21 and 95 both. 

Q Yeah, yeah.  And here, this is one of these difficult, specific questions I know, but 

I have to ask if you have any recollection about how much of an increase took 

place in percentage terms or even in -- even in numbers? 

A Numbers of members, no.  A percentage, we probably -- we probably boosted our 

membership probably anywhere from 25 to 40 percent right away, at least 25 

percent because we had a lot of people.  Maybe they were a little bit leary, but 

after this thing happened, why I think they were convinced that -- and we have 

people that it took a lot longer. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A They had to see the actual gains that we had made before they -- and those people 

turned out to be the number one union people, a good many of them. 

Q Now, are these people the people who joined right after, you say they waited 

longer? 

A They might have waited longer, yes. 

Q But you say the folks who did join after the sit-down, they did turn out to be good 

union members by and large? 
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A Oh yes, yes, oh sure. 

Q Well, you might expect that they would be kind of -- kind of slack and -- 

A Well, in activities, possible, but in -- come right down to it, they were good union 

people because they soon found out that -- that the little gains at that time we 

made even, I guess, satisfied them.  They were people that maybe had to be 

convinced. 

Q Here again, do you recall any specific individuals, people that you were 

acquainted with, who had kind of been on the fence and came in during this 

period and maybe -- maybe assumed leadership roles in the union later -- people 

who became really good, aggressive union members? 

A Well, no, I -- more -- my -- even what I said on it was more looking at it on an 

overall picture.  I -- you've got -- I've had since we've been retired, I'd rather not 

say, this gentleman is gone today and he came to me after we retired and he said, 

"Jack, did you ever think back what we went through that we would have what we 

have today?"  And I said, "No, I didn't."  He says, "I didn't either."  That's the 

attitude that some of the retired look at it.  They never figured we would come out 

with what we have today. 

Q Yeah.  In talking with other people, I've -- I've come across this -- a real deep 

sense of pride about -- about what you all did accomplish then. 

A Right, and then you have -- I've had young people come to me that are working 

down there today and thank you for what you've done. 

Q Really? 

A Sure, sure.   
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Q That's interesting. 

A And you'll have an individual here and there maybe that probably will have just 

the opposite feeling maybe all the rest of his life and still work there, I don't 

know.  He's in a position now where he has to belong to the union, but I think you 

have -- you -- when it comes to a layoff -- we'll say the last -- any layoff as far as 

that's concerned, then you have more of the people that don't think too much of 

union, and they -- because they got laid off.  And there's been times when we've 

worked short hours and kept everybody.  That's what they're after today, to keep 

more people working.  I don't know what's -- what the answer is.  You used to 

work six days a week, and you were down to five.  And we'll say the corporation 

lays off people, we had a layoff one year, just the year, I can't remember.  And our 

local union, Van Horn, myself, Atkins, and a bunch of the officials, Chevrolet 

done the same thing, we took that Christmas.  We delivered and paid for out of 

the local union funds.  We made up -- had so many Christmas baskets.  We had 

the names of a lot -- we -- it was impossible to get all of them, but we felt we had 

a pretty good coverage of people that actually needed a Christmas dinner, and we 

went to the grocery store.  And we had them make up the baskets for us, and we 

delivered them.  Now I didn't -- and the officials, we delivered baskets Christmas 

Eve until eight o'clock.  I don't remember just how many.  I can't quote the figure, 

but it was a good many baskets we did.   

Q Was this during the time of the strike or was it during a layoff? 

A During a layoff, one -- one layoff.  They've had like as high as I think if I 

remember right, that year was ten percent layoff.  It's hard to govern -- for a 
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corporation to govern production.  You can't foresee sales naturally.  They're up 

and down, seasonal.  We used to have as high as three months off on the layoff.  

Today, you don't have that.  At that time, you had no unemployment insurance; 

you had no subpay.  During the strikes, we got credit.  That's what we had to go 

for. 

Q What about credit during -- in '37, during that six-week period?  Were there 

merchants in town who were -- were some more cooperative than others? 

A Oh yes, yes.   

Q Do you recall any merchants who were helpful to you at that time in particular? 

A  A lot of the grocery stores helped us out with different things, and we -- the 

groceries stores would help out, I suppose, to a certain extent, a percentage off say 

on the baskets or -- we tried not to pressure them.  To me, if they want to donate 

something, maybe they're asked, and if they do, all right.  If they don't, all right. 

Q Yeah.  

A But you had a lot of businesses that were good.  But you have that in anything 

when you talk about unemployment insurance, social security, and a lot of 

businessmen -- people were against it.  They called it socialism.  But what would 

the city have done here if it hadn't have been for unemployment insurance, social 

security, subpay?  There'd be a lot more people on welfare, of course, than what 

there -- 

Q Now, here again, this -- in the period after the sit-down, what was the affiliation 

of the local with the international?  Just who was, in AF of L-CIO terms, who was 

Local 95 affiliated with and who did you -- who did you work with in Detroit? 
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A We were affiliated with the AF of L.  But when the -- during that time, the CIO 

was coming into the picture, and personally, a good many of us couldn't see an 

AF of L union.  I still feel that, in a plant as large as this with the employees 6,000 

or whatever, that you'd be foolish to have several different unions, carpenters, 

plumbers, and so on.  And that's -- that was my belief. 

Q Now, were the AF of L -- were the AF of L people telling you that that's what you 

were going to have to do eventually? 

A No, but that's where the CIO came to the front was through people that didn't 

want it. 

Q So you -- so you were assuming then that eventually, under the AF of L, you 

would have to break up into different trades or crafts? 

A Well, I felt they would force us to.  Maybe I was wrong.  Maybe they wouldn't.  

We didn't as far as -- as long as we were in there, but I figured eventually that it 

was possible they might force us to. 

Q Yeah, I guess what I was trying to get at was what led you to have that feeling 

that you would be forced to break up eventually? 

A To me, one -- one thing that bothered me was we was to purchase the old post 

office.  I was on the committee.  And when representation should be democratic, 

well then I guess -- and they didn't -- the AF of L didn't want that.  You know, if 

they had fifty men in the carpenters, they wanted one vote for them, us one vote, 

121 one vote and 95 one vote.  We had maybe 2,500 members a piece, which was 

low.  To me, if you're going to -- but pay for it on a per capita basis, which is 

wrong, then you shouldn't have your votes on the same basis.  But it was hard to 
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do.  I could see their side because we would have control if they set it up our way.  

And if we bought it and set it up their way, they would have control. 

Q Yeah. 

A So I could see their side of it, too. 

Q Now, you're talking here about the -- the Central Labor Council or just -- 

A Yes, the Central Labor. 

Q So it was the Central Labor Council that was going to purchase the old post 

office, is that right? 

A We would go in with them and purchase this -- and purchase the old post office 

for Central Labor Union.  On -- when it came to representation, they would have 

control, and we couldn't see that. 

Q Now, what was the -- what was their objection to -- to buying that old post office? 

A Well, we would be controlled by the trade unions.  They would have control of it.  

We'd pay for it on an -- due to the large amount of membership that we have 

compared say to the carpenters, plumbers, and so on.  But they would have the 

same vote.  The carpenters would have a vote.  The plumbers have a vote, and the 

odd-carriers, the bartenders.  

Q Yeah. 

A And he -- he -- 

Q So they all did -- they did want to buy it though, right?  I guess that's what I'm 

trying to get it. 

A Yes, oh yes. 

Q You both wanted to buy -- both of the building trades people and the other -- 
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A Yes. 

Q -- AF of L unions and the UAW wanted to buy the post office? 

A Right.  We would have bought it, but you couldn't under the circumstances.   

Q Okay. 

A And you had to pay per capita, so we had -- if you have that many members, why 

it's just impossible to do it that way. 

Q So you would have had to pay per capita for it, but you wouldn't have had control 

over it on a per capita base? 

A Right, right.  That's what they wanted. 

Q So -- so now who was it that actually made the decision on the part of the UAW 

to -- to opt out of that deal? 

A Well, I think it was the four of us.  We took our -- after we went to the meeting 

with the AF of L and after the meeting, then we took it back to our members. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A And explained it to them what would happen.  And we wouldn't have anything to 

say. 

Q So by the four of you, is this again -- 

A Two -- two from Fisher -- 121, and two -- 

Q Yeah, Van Horn and you and Yenney and Egbert again, or were these other 

people by now? 

A No, I'm trying to think.  I think Harry Johnson from Chevrolet.  Well, Harry was 

an officer and myself.   

Q Yeah, that would make sense because he was the financial secretary. 
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A Yeah, and I remember Joe Knipshield from Chevrolet and Harry O'Donnell and I.  

I was trying to think of Harry O'Donnell's name talking to Van Horn in the paint 

department.  I know there was two -- two from 121 and two from 95, and we met 

with them, but we just couldn't come to -- agree to those terms.  That was all there 

was to it.  We just took it back to our membership, explained it to them, and 

recommended as a committee of four, no -- no, we wouldn't buy it.  In the 

meantime, Chevrolet had the opportunity to purchase the old 121 down on 

Jackson Street.  They -- they purchased that out of -- well, we handled it inside to 

them -- they did with Mark Egbert on the City Council.  And the figure -- the 

amount was there and what have you, and they -- so they grabbed it off right 

away.  It wasn't -- we didn't -- 95 didn't go in with it -- on it.  It wasn't big enough.  

Of course, they enlarged it.  Now that was -- and we finally wound up with the 

Lutheran school on Academy Street, Local 95, which had a lot more room in it.  

And still, when it comes to a strike today even out in the union hall or the Walter 

Ruther Hall, and that is not large enough when it comes to say holding a meeting 

of the entire group.  No, they have to go out and rent.  They've talked some of 

building onto it in the not too distant future from what I understand.  But you -- 

Q And yet for the times that you need a -- that -- you know, a 23,000-person hall, 

it's, you know, that happens once or twice a year maybe.   Who were you working 

with from the AF of L on this business of buying the post office?  Who were your 

opposite numbers? 

A Offhand, I couldn't tell you.  I don't -- that's quite some time ago.  I don't 

remember.  Well, they had about two, two or three on the -- I -- just a group that I 



JAMES JOHNSTON   
September 21, 1976 

183 

know that was the officials of the entire AF of L group or whether it was a couple 

of representatives from the group. 

Q Yeah, that's why I ask, yeah.  

A I don't -- I don't remember. 

Q And how long was this after the -- the sit-down, do you recall roughly? 

A No, I don't.  I don't. 

Q Now, was this before -- before World War II broke out? 

A Oh yeah, yeah. 

Q Okay, so it was between '37 and '40, '41? 

A Yeah. 

Q Okay.  Now, what about the UAW's participation in the Central Labor Union?  

Had you been participating the Central Labor Council up until that time?  

A No. 

Q You hadn't been? 

A No. 

Q Yeah, okay.  And what about after that?  After this -- 

A No. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A We -- we knew all these people.  We got along, but when it comes to something 

like that, well we just couldn't see going into it. 

Q Yeah well, the natural question I guess that occurs is why not?  You know, you 

were all labor people.  You were all in the AF of L.  You know, why not all come 

together, at least for certain purposes, in a Central Labor Council? 
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A Well, they might have -- you know how you take Labor Day and the parade and 

different things, yes, we go together.  But we was probably in with them on -- on 

some doings, but not too much. 

Q Did you feel a division between trades people and -- and laborers, assembly line 

workers? 

A Yes, because I -- the biggest percent of your automobile workers are production 

people, the biggest percentage.  And production people -- you could not classify 

into a trade union the operations in production.  You couldn't do it.  Your 

maintenance, engineering departments a little different proposition.  You have 

electricians, plumbers, and so on.  Well in -- in a -- 

Q Yeah, I guess what I was wondering about was more in a social sense.  Did you -- 

did you feel any, you know, oh maybe snobbishness towards you because -- 

because you guys were assembly line workers or production workers and the AF 

of L people were -- you know, they all had trades and all that? 

A No, I -- I wouldn't.  I -- I mean that's their belief.  I can see their point.  If I was a 

carpenter, I would personally probably not want to belong to any industrial union.  

You've got to be reasonable and sensible in this thing.  You can't -- 

Q Now, I know that it was quite common for auto workers at that time to moonlight 

and to make use of some other skill that they had in their spare time, like maybe 

carpentry or electrician work.  Did that ever -- did that ever -- I can see where that 

might have caused a problem with the local brotherhoods of the electricians or the 

carpenters.  Were you ever aware of anything like that that developed, any 

problem with the brotherhood of electrical workers or the brotherhood of 
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carpenters or some other trade brotherhood over your people taking work from 

them in their spare time? 

A Individual cases, no.  You might run into a case here or there.  We had fellows -- 

especially if you work, we'll say, short hours.  I worked in on them.  For two 

years, I worked -- after the war, I worked in a welding shop.  I welded for tool and 

die during the war and -- and I helped this fellow out.  He knew I could do the 

job.  I helped him out.  He worked in the plant.  And after the war was over, he 

went in for himself.  I helped him out weekends on heavy equipment.  I had the 

experience during the war to weld practically everything or anything.  And, there 

again, the fellow I worked for, he had a chance to take the same job I did.  Well, 

he had a good job where he was at, so he said he'll recommend that I get it even 

though I've got more money.  But I worked in  -- older in the war.  Actually, one 

of the highest paid workmen in Oldsmobile.  And -- and then coming back to 

skilled trades in -- I didn't go back on skilled trades.  I was asked to come into the 

engineering department.  We had a setup where people off of -- 

Q I'm going to have to break in here.  We're almost out of tape, so we'll pick this up 

on the other side.  

(Pause for tape change.) 

MR. IMHOFF:  All right, this is a continuation of the fourth session with 

Mr. Jack Johnston.  This is still September 21, 1976.   

Q Mr. Johnston, I want to get back to this whole business of how it eventually 

happened that Local 95 did affiliate with the CIO.  Now, I know that in 1937, 

John L. Lewis was instrumental in the negotiations in Detroit and in -- in 



JAMES JOHNSTON   
September 21, 1976 

186 

developing the settlement with GM.  Now, you were certainly aware at that time 

of his work in developing the CIO, right? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay.  And yet it doesn't seem that you affiliated with the CIO immediately after 

-- after the '37 strike.  It seems there was a period of time when even after the '37 

sit-down that you remained affiliated with the AF of L, is that -- is that fair? 

A Yes, we stayed in the AF of L for a while.  It took -- it took time, I think, to 

appear -- quite a bit of time for the simple reason we had -- you had conventions.  

We sent people to Detroit and listed to -- we took -- listened to both sides.  We 

was at the CIO conventions and AF of L conventions.  But the AF of L 

convention didn't like include -- this was autoworkers.  This was not anything -- 

Q Oh right, yeah.   

A -- trade organizations outside, just for the autoworkers and only.  And I think the 

people realized that from those meeting and finally come back and that's where 

the dissension, some started here.   

Q Do you recall how long it was before you eventually affiliated with the CIO, 

made the break with the AF of L? 

A No, I don't offhand, just what year or time of the year. 

Q Now, I know I read a report in -- in a recent copy of the local UAW newsletter 

that Wes Van Horn had written early in 1940.  That was the first -- it was the 

report when he recommended finally that Local 95 join the CIO.  Now, do you 

recall that? 

A It was in -- it was in that neighborhood of time.   
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Q So it would have been around 1940 then, sometime in 1940? 

A We couldn't -- a lot of our people here wanted to withhold -- we pay a per capita 

dues to the international regardless -- even now, even in that time.  And a lot of 

them here wanted to withhold from both.  Well, we couldn't do it otherwise.  It 

would draw your charter, so we stayed -- we were in the AF of L to start with, and 

that's why we were compelled to stay there until we had made up our mind and 

could see where we belong. 

Q So once you made the break, it was really final then; is that it? 

A Oh yes, yes. 

Q Now, is that -- is that why then it -- so it took three years then before you 

eventually did affiliate.  Does that account for that three year -- 

A Well, I don't think -- I don't think you're -- the CIO probably didn't have 

organization enough.  They were trying to build up an organization to their idea, 

and I suppose it just took a matter of time before it took hold on a sufficient 

amount. 

Q Now, do you recall any CIO organizers coming out here any time during that 

period to talk -- to talk with you or with groups of workers? 

A No, I don't.  I think these people here, most of us somewhat -- of course, we 

always said we were out in the sticks, but still you had a situation here and a 

group that had to be taken care of.  I don't think that the -- you might have had 

that in the larger cities, and of course travel wasn't as easy to do then as it is now.  

Today, if you had to do over, probably a group would have a CIO organizer in 

here to talk with the people.  We had people here that a good many of them -- a 
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sufficient amount at least, you couldn't all -- what we were interested to was all 

being one group instead of say -- we'll say Atlanta, Georgia, St. Louis and the AF 

of L and us in the CIO, we didn't want that.  Van Horn didn't want it.  Van Horn -- 

when you sit down and talk to people, he didn't want -- we all wanted to be in 

one.  We knew we had to be organized internationally or we wouldn't have a leg 

to stand on.  That's pretty simple when it boils down to it.  We had to be 

altogether. 

Q Were you communicating with people in other locals around the country to see 

what their attitudes were and where they were tending? 

A Oh yes, we talked with different ones, different locals.  And of course as I say, 

went to the -- sent people to the -- two different conventions on two sides, and 

you finally got to a point where you see most of them in the CIO, and that's where 

we had to go, no question about it. 

Q Yeah.  Were there any of these other locals that you recall being especially close 

to, you know, guys you'd meet at conventions maybe or other locals that you kind 

of looked to for guidance, maybe, to see what direction they were going? 

A Individual local or two, I just don't remember.  We kind of looked at it as an 

overall picture. 

Q I see, okay. 

A More or less.  When it got to be -- what we were -- didn't want here.  And it 

caused a lot of dissension in some locals.  We had a lot of trouble because some 

people were pretty strong on their ideas, and we felt here that the least dissent and 

the least trouble we could have amongst our people, the better off we would be. 
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Q Well, what about dissension or factionalism?  Did any develop here at all or what 

happened? 

A Oh, we -- we might have had some arguments here, not too strong.  I think the 

biggest thing here was to get the thing ironed out.  It's too bad that it took so long, 

but something like that, I don't think, can be done in a hurry -- shouldn't be done 

in a hurry.  Like today in the AF of L and tomorrow in the CIO, no, I'd rather see 

it dragged out a little.  I didn't want to see it dragged out that long, but -- 

Q It seems that you had a predisposition to the CIO earlier than Wes Van Horn did 

maybe.  Is that -- is that accurate? 

A Yes.  Van and I have discussed.  He admittedly was wrong.  But I told him, I said 

Van, I can't help but feel what is past is past but we could probably still take the 

same stand as -- if it happened again today, but the main thing and the point that I 

would care to stress on it was in -- in an industrial union that we have, I think it 

brings the people closer together than it would if you had -- and harmony amongst 

the people than it would if you had say three, four locals within the plant.  That 

was my main point. 

Q Yeah, I know.  You know, you've been very consistent in saying that.  And 

looking back, that seems to be a very persuasive argument.  Now, when you and 

Wes Van Horn discussed this, what would be his counter to that argument?  What 

would -- what would he say to you?  Why was he reluctant to go along with that 

point of view? 

A Well, I suppose the industrial unions were something new, and I'd been around 

enough because I could see things that happened like even today, if the carpenters 
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go on strike on a job, you've got electricians and you've got everything, and 

there's nothing done.  To me, that isn't right.  I -- if they would -- if they would get 

together as a group or four organizations or whatever they have and try to iron 

things out together, that's -- it's a problem, I realize that.  But when you take the 

membership that today is that the autoworkers have, it would be pitiful if we had 

that type of setup because the plumbers might go out one month and the 

carpenters another month and electricians another month.  It isn't the best thing at 

all, period.   

Q Yeah, I understand that.  Who were the people in Local 95 who were pushing for 

the CIO?  Who were -- who were really maybe up front, anxious to get -- to make 

the switch? 

A Well, I think Lou Adkins was one of the main ones in the CIO.  I -- myself would 

-- I wasn't -- I didn't care to go be too forward with it.  I knew -- I had the idea that 

I was right, and if I had turned out wrong, I would admit it, same as Van Horn.  

He told me right out.  But it might have been, as I say, a little dissension here and 

there.  I think Louie was one of the main ones in Fisher as far as -- 95, I don't 

know, but 121 who was a main one that pushed the CIO as far as 121 was 

concerned.   

Q What was your understanding of why Lou Adkins was pushing it?  Why did you -

- you know, why did he take that up front position as far as you were concerned? 

A No, I think he had the same thing in mind that I did.  I think his thinking was 

along the same line.  I -- I analyze the thing, and I -- I didn't want that -- that 

many locals within the plant.  I think the CIO was built on -- of course, the 
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autoworkers built the CIO.  There's no question about that.  Oh yeah. 

Q Now, did he make very active attempts to convince you to move in that direction, 

you personally? 

A Nobody.  I just -- just took it on my own.  I -- because I say, I read a lot.  I 

analyzed the thing, what would happen if this was done?  What would happen if 

that was done?  And I just felt I didn't want -- I was never like aggressive on it.  I 

think -- oh, I talked with people on it at the shop, yes.  But to -- 

Q It just doesn't seem that you -- that that was a decision that you felt had to be 

made right then and there.  I think, you know, you made a point earlier that it was 

better to let some time pass and let the decision kind of ferment? 

A And eventually, if we could get enough people to see your way regardless of how 

it was done.  I didn't care to get up and campaign for it and what have you, but I 

talked with different ones, and my view, if they had a view, okay, sit down and 

listen to them.  I think -- I think there was someone who -- if he's wrong, admit it. 

Q Now, who, other than Lou Adkins, was in the forefront of pushing the CIO? 

A I -- I don't -- I -- it might have been other individuals in it the same as I was that 

didn't say come to the front, talk with different individuals, people that I don't 

know.  But I know Louie was one that was.  Louie was more out and out with 

things than I am to be honest with you.   

Q So he's the one then that stands out -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- as pushing the CIO? 

A He might have had -- there might have been more that were more aggressive on it 
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than he was, but I think his viewpoint on what would happen, I think, was the 

main thing.  It wouldn't have mattered who or money or what have you.  It's just a 

matter of the right thing.  

Q Yeah, now were there people, other than Wes Van Horn, who took the AF of L 

side and who were reluctant for a long time to affiliate with the CIO? 

A In names, I couldn't say.  You might have had -- you might have had one or two 

that are out and out about it, but I think the biggest share of the people felt more 

about it like I did.  I -- even some of those -- see Van -- Van had a good following 

in the AF of L.  It was a good organization following regardless of where it was 

at.  Maybe you -- when something like the CIO is coming to the front, it's hard to 

-- I might have been wrong in the end.  I could have been with the attitude or the 

feeling that I took or Louie took, but it turned out different.  

Q Was this an issue -- did this issue work down into the membership very far?  Was 

this something that the rank in file members would have talked about and cared 

about a lot, or was this something that, by in large, the leadership group thought 

about and cared about? 

A No, it went down into the group as a whole because it was discussed at union 

meetings where our per capita should go during this trouble.  And a lot of them 

felt -- there was a good many independent people, you might say, that said well 

here, withhold our dues from either until it's settled.  I think they -- well to me, I 

can't rely -- I was on production, which wasn't a skilled trades.  You have -- in 

production, you have -- like I said before, you have jobs timed, you have certain 

skill levels within production people.  And the biggest percentage of the people 
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were -- were not in skilled trade. 

Q Yeah. 

A And skilled trades -- even after I went into skilled trades, I felt that skilled trades 

within the plant were a minority.  And I still felt -- of course, I worked with 

production workers for half the time I was in there, and I still feel -- felt and feel 

yet that that union is for the production workers.  The skilled trades will take care 

of themselves. 

Q Yeah. 

A That's the way I looked at it. 

Q Right, right. 

A They will. 

Q Did -- did you know a fellow from St. Louis by the name of Jack Livingston? 

A Personally, no.   

Q Now you say personally, is -- is he a familiar name then to you? 

A I -- I knew the name, but I didn't know him personally. 

Q Was Homer Martin or any other AF of L representative in here on a regular basis? 

A No, we pretty near had to ask them to come in. 

Q Yeah, okay.  So they weren't hanging around here then making sure that you guys 

stayed in line?  I guess that was really what I was asking. 

A See, during the big strike, he was coming in here.  In fact, he was on the train and 

got as far as Chicago and -- and the basic settlement was done in Detroit, 

naturally, and he was called back.  And did -- and left right away to go back to 

Detroit because the committee that -- and other officials that negotiated the 
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agreement, why they had him come back right away. 

Q I'm going to try out some names that I have come across in reading for this project 

from various sources.  These are mainly from the -- I think from the minutes of 

Local 95 going back to the '34 through '37 period.  And these are people who held 

various offices, maybe a committeeman or a trustee even, you know, not 

necessarily president or one of the higher offices, but people whose names seem 

to come out fairly regularly and -- and I assume that they were leaders.  Now, I 

was wondering -- I'm going to ask whether you have any recollection about where 

these people fell on this AF of L versus CIO issue.  John Goetzinger first of all? 

A John Goetzinger?  Well, John was an official in the local union.  Actually I don't 

know just where John did stand on the AF of L and CIO situation.  He eventually 

became a supervisor in the plant, John.   

Q That's right.  Where -- where did he work by the way? 

A John? 

Q Yeah. 

A In the -- in the body shop. 

Q He was in the body shop? 

A Right. 

Q Now you say he became a supervisor, is that -- 

A I worked for him. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A Yeah, I worked for John after the war. 

Q What kind of supervisor did he make? 
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A Well, of course I had been with John in the local union, and as far as I was 

concerned, we got along all right. 

Q So you had a good relationship? 

A I -- there was -- I had an argument or two with him, sure.  But -- 

Q But no -- no attitude of his stands out on this AF of L, CIO business? 

A No, no. 

Q What about Dick Halford? 

A I think Dick Halford was -- of course he even went out -- Dick Halford, today, I 

can't say -- Dick Halford is dead. 

Q I understand that. 

A Big Dick, we called him.  He was a metal finisher.  I actually don't know him.  I 

think he was somewhat on the CIO side, myself, Dick was.  Dick was a good 

union man.  Another man, body shop, metal finisher, John Getty.  He was 

somewhat of a CIO man. 

Q Oh okay, good.  Yeah, I was going to ask about him, too.  That's good.  Let's see, 

now you've talked about Lars Johansson frequently. 

A Lars Johansson, yes, and his brother, John. 

Q And where would have they -- right.  Where would have they fell on this? 

A In the body shop.  I think most of them were somewhat behind the CIO.   

Q Now what gives you the idea that they -- you say they were somewhat behind it.  

Do you have any -- did you talk with them about it or -- 

A No, I went to Kansas City with Lars Johansson.  There was four of us in '33.  And 

talking with -- with Lars and different ones, I think it was Lars and John 
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Johansson and Dick Halford and as I say, now here's -- when you hear a name, 

these are people, maybe, that were more out and out to a certain extent where 

there was a good many individuals who would come to maybe them, come to me, 

that were a little bit maybe more on the quiet side or conservative side or what, 

but they were still -- said here, we'd like to see it -- they wanted to come to a vote-

- 

Q Yeah, that's why I'm asking about these people because I want to get -- see if I can 

develop some information on some of these folks who might have, you know, 

been a little bit more in the background, and yet were very important.  So you 

talked about Jake Vorath before, too. 

A Well Jake  -- Jake, of course, was for the CIO.  I worked -- 

Q Okay, so you say Jake Vorath was -- would have been a CIO? 

A Yes, I think Jake -- of course, working with him, I -- we'd discuss things pretty 

much.  Jake was pretty much a CIO man.  I think when the actual truth or the 

thing was brought together and come to a head, it -- the vote was overwhelming 

for the simple reason that I think all the issues had been ironed out.  I think the 

people realized that what was best for everybody.  There was one thing -- I don't 

know that you and I had gone into it.  This happened probably afterward when the 

certain things probably stand out in your mind, the things that happen.  We were 

talking one time about the GM savings, you know. 

Q Right, right. 

A And it was dropped.  It was picked up again.  Now, the international had 

negotiated the union, I think, at one time.  The corporation wouldn't allow us to 
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go back to that setup.  Walter Ruther, the international finally said they wouldn't 

accept it.  I think what they were afraid of, and it's probably true, younger people 

starting out at the shop, starting out -- even though they had six, eight, ten years 

in, it wasn't possible for them to participate.  And if you put -- talk about 

democracy, if you put it to a vote, I believe it would have been voted down.  I -- I 

still feel the same way.   

There was maybe a good many of us in a position at that time that would 

benefit by it, but always when something like that comes up, it's given to 

supervision, corporation.  Supervision has it today. 

 Leonard Woodcock, I watch -- he was on like Meet the Press or one of them.  Of 

course, I make sure I'm home for it.  Of course I'm going to make sure I'm home 

Thursday night.  But we're in the position today, anytime, Leonard Woodcock has 

to have so many shares of stock.  I've been to the stockholder's meeting.  You 

have -- he's in a position he has to have so many shares and stockholders in order 

to attend the meeting.  You have -- those things have to.  There's one thing that -- 

I never turned it over to the local or never -- after I was out of office, I probably 

should have left it, but I'd done it through the dealer.  I had ordered a '55 

Chevrolet.  I ordered it through Dickhoff in Milton Junction.  And you talk about 

control.   

So I ordered a car that I want, waited three weeks for it, which was 

standard time for getting a job at that time.  Maybe it is for today.  I got a 

telephone call when I got home from work that your car is here.  Well, I didn't 

know the voice, see.  I knew that the salesman I bought it off of or Dickhoff, 
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himself, would call me, and it wasn't. 

Q Yeah, I think we might have talked about this before.  They sent it to Janesville -- 

they -- 

A Did we put that on tape? 

Q I think so, yeah.  I'm sure we did. 

A Well, if we put it on tape -- 

Q Yeah, I remember that from the first -- that was an interesting story.  I remember 

that from the first time we were together.   

A It was one of those things that the small dealer has to put up with. 

Q Right, yeah, yeah.  I remember that.  Say, you mentioned Mark Egbert as a city 

councilman before, and I wanted to ask about the UAW's involvement in local 

politics.  Do you recall when he was elected and how that happened? 

A Well, we found out years ago that you couldn't get -- well there'd be local or you 

wouldn't get so much local, but international, statewide -- you couldn't get -- 

organized labor couldn't get anyplace unless they went into politics.  I think if 

you'd go back and study, you'd find that it would have been impossible.  But we 

felt here that we should have somebody on the city council.  Actually, I don't 

think there's too much that you can do, but you're in there where you can bring 

forth your ideas or obtain information -- Harry Johnson was on. 

Q Yeah, right, I know that.   

A On the city council. 

Q Was Egbert the first UAW person on the city council, do you know? 

A If I remember, yes. 
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Q And here again, let's see if we can get that time.  Was that before World War II, or 

was that later? 

A The actual year, I couldn't say, but I think it was before that because during the 

war, Mark Egbert was on the board here.   

Q What, the selective service board? 

A Yeah. 

Q Oh, I see.  

A Selective service board, and I think he was on the council at the time.  How long 

before he went on, I -- or year Harry Johnson went on, I don't remember. 

Q Right, right.  Was he involved in any -- on the council, was he involved in any 

issues that -- that you recall that stand out?  Any problems that were important to 

you? 

A Well, I don't think too much -- I think on the city council here or any place as far 

as that's concerned, I don't think there was too many issues that -- whatever they 

could do was for the average people that lived here.  It wasn't something that just 

the autoworkers would benefit by.  In those jobs, you wouldn't -- you couldn't go 

out and get something from the city council just for the autoworkers. 

Q Right, right. 

A On an overall picture. 

Q Were you actively involved in -- in local politics? 

A No.  I mean I would maybe talk with people or get them to vote for somebody or 

something, yes, but not actually get out and -- no.  

Q There was one other thing on this business of the AF of L, CIO that I wanted to 
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ask about too.  I was talking with Lou Adkins not too long ago, and he told a story 

about him -- about an effort to oust him from Local 95, and he attributed it to his 

efforts to push the CIO.  I was wondering if you had any recollection of that and 

were familiar with that? 

A Yes, there was some, I guess, that -- that wanted to.  We'd sat down and talked 

with some of these people and Van Horn, one of them, on -- we said don't because 

it's the wrong thing.  It never came to a head. 

Q Van Horn wanted to oust him, though? 

A Yeah. 

Q Now why was that?  What reason did Wes Van Horn give for that?  Well, I'll talk 

with him about this, too, but I want to get your understanding of it. 

A There was probably things involved maybe that I didn't know anything about.  

But when you sit down and talk over things such as that would maybe cause a lot 

of trouble, dissension amongst the people, I think began to realize maybe that it 

was the wrong thing to do. 

Q So then your position was that that -- that that shouldn't be done?  

A That's right.  I -- mentioning or maybe starting it would be different.  To me, 

there's no reason in something that -- like the dissension that we had here that 

people couldn't sit down and talk things over.  I don't think there was anything -- 

Q Was there actually a meeting when charges were -- when formal charges -- when 

charges were brought against him? 

A I don't think so at a local union meeting, no. 

Q So it was just among the officers group then that there was this discussion? 
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A Yeah, discussion. 

Q Okay.  He indicated that there was an Italian from Chicago, he said.  He didn't 

remember the guys name who was an AF of L organizer and who'd been up here 

trying to, I guess, keep Local 95 solid for the AF of L.  Do you remember -- do 

you remember that person?  I was wondering if you remember his name because 

Mr. Adkins didn't remember. 

A No, I don't. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Some of those things might have gone on that -- on the side that I didn't know 

anything about.  See, some of those things may have been -- gone on and may not 

have come before even a board meeting.  You don't know. 

Q Sure, right, I know.  Yeah. 

A That case, I don't know about at all. 

Q All right.  What did you do then -- let's move on.  What was your situation during 

World War II?  What did you do in the plant during -- or were you in the plant 

during World War II? 

A Well, I was -- the plant shut down in February in '42.  I had a week off.  I went to 

work for a garage doing bodywork until Oldsmobile started up.  I came back here 

in June.  The gentleman I hired out to, I told him I may be here a month.  I may be 

here two months.  I don't know.  But I said when Oldsmobile calls me back, I -- 

I'm going back.  I won't hire out anyway.  You might as well know it.  You might 

as well be honest with him.  I didn't want to go to work just for a job and then two 

months leave him flat. 
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  Well, when I did get called back, why I was no longer an officer in the 

union at that time.  I had left -- I felt this way.  After we got things somewhat 

ironed out, I felt I would like to see some of the younger people come up into this 

thing.  I'll -- maybe I suppose like when Van left, I -- a lot of this bothered me.  I 

don't like to see like trouble amongst a group of people like that.  I don't think it 

probably -- I probably shouldn't have let it, but I did.  And I finally left.  I said I 

don't care for what you call initial like that and politics played within a local that 

calls distance amongst the people.  So I finally left and I thought, well, turn it over 

to some of the younger people, let them take it from here.  So then I -- 

Q So then you left your vice presidency partly in reaction against this factionalism 

that had developed? 

A Well, it might have been some of it, but I think when you put in the time that 

some of us did at that time, it's -- it gets to wear on you a little.  

Q Yeah, right. 

A Because you did.  You put in a lot of time.  You're not sorry for it maybe in the 

long run of years because we've got what we've got today.  Well, then when I 

come back -- they called me back to Olds and I come back, why I went in 

inspection department.  Then I was asked to go into the tool and dye department, 

which I stayed in during all the time I was there. 

Q You -- you mentioned in a previous conversation that you were contacted by the 

FBI during -- I think this was during World War II. 

A During Oldsmobile, yeah. 

Q Now, what was that all about? 
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A I was called in and told I was wanted up in the front office.  As a rule when 

something like that happens, I didn't know -- the gentleman -- my supervisor 

probably didn't know either.  And as a rule when something like that would 

happen, I would have called a committeeman.  Well, I was always one more or 

less to stand on my own two feet, but I didn't know what went on.  Of course, 

when I got in there and found out, then I -- I was -- felt I was on the right foot.  

But I was introduced by the plant manager, Mark, to this gentleman.  He says I've 

got to leave.  I've got things to take care of over to Chevrolet.  He had charge of 

the truck production, too, at that time.   

Well, the gentleman introduced himself as an FBI agent and credentials 

and what have you.  And they were actually looking for communists within the 

local union to be honest about it.  That's what they was after.  Oh yes.  This -- this 

-- that's been going on all during the war.  The gentleman that -- I don't recall his 

name.  I spent about I'd say two hours with him.  Ordinarily, if you were out in the 

plant like that, ordinarily, they'd hardly let you off the job.  But due to the 

situation -- but we had -- there wasn't anyone here.   

Of course I talked with him -- quite a length of time on like where I'd 

been.  He knew my history, of course, A to Z where I had been to Kansas City in 

'33 and knew I'd be out to Oakland.  He knew I had made two trips out there.  I -- 

I knew then that eventually we would have a union here from being out there in 

Kansas City and going.  There was no question about it.  But that's probably the 

extent of -- 

Q You didn't have -- did you know anything about communists in Local 95 or Local 
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121 in the years before Lee Hildy, before World War II?  Because this is -- I 

know this hasn't come out before. 

A No, we -- and I -- of course, when you're called in on a case like that, you're 

sworn to secrecy, which I just kept sill about.  After all, if something came out of 

it and somebody questioned me, naturally I had to bring it out, but it was 

something that wasn't necessary to bring out as far as I was concerned.  I  -- when 

you -- at that time, of course, you pretty well know most of the people from 21 -- 

121 and 95 both, and whether they contacted anybody else from 121, that I don't 

know.  I didn't ask him and I figured it was none of my business. 

Q So as far as you know, you don't know any other people that they talked to? 

A No. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A And I just told the gentleman that as far as I was concerned, I didn't know 

anybody that had communist leanings.  When you talk about maybe somebody 

that's a little bit out and out about everything -- 

Q Well, that's kind of -- that was a question I wanted to ask.  Was he interested in 

people who were specifically members of the communist party or just people who 

were maybe militant and aggressive union members? 

A Mostly people that if we absolutely knew anyone individually that was connected 

with the communist party in any manner, shape, or form.  Those were about the 

words he used.  We might have a man that may be a little bit aggressive or 

something, but I said no.  And I said we've got actually a different type of people 

here than you have on the coast or in some of these other places, which you have.  
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You can go through the plant today and -- of course times have changed.  Things 

have changed. 

Q How did you feel about that, this business of being questioned by the FBI?  How 

did you react to that? 

A The only -- the only thing that bothers me right quick was I knew there was 

nothing I'd done.  I mean when I first went up there, that's what kind of shocks 

you maybe to start with.  But to actually -- whoever steered him onto me or told 

him to call me up there, who those orders came from, I never knew.  But they 

might have felt that I had been there for a long time, and if there was an issue, I'd 

tell them about it or I would be honest about it or something.  There was 

something there that -- whether they called anybody else, I never asked anybody 

or never heard. 

Q I will, so we'll see. 

A Well, that's all right.  

Q That's interesting. 

A I talked with Van.  I've talked with different ones but say mentioning names on 

something, some of them I wouldn't  mention.  But as far as I'm concerned, I don't 

care.  I -- somewhat to me what I say and what I've done has been out and out.  I 

don't begrudge it a bit.   

Q There was one other thing I wanted to ask about.  This has come out in previous 

conversations with other folks.  Do you remember the time the Ringling Circus 

came to town? 

A Yeah. 
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Q What happened when the Ringling Circus came to town? 

A We had quite a bit of trouble up there that night.  In 1937, they raffled off a '37 

Chevrolet.  We didn't go to the circus that night.  There was -- my wife and I and 

then a friend of ours, his wife was down from Tomah the other day.  Earl Stone, 

he's dead.  Him and his wife and a fellow by the name of Roy Church -- or Roy 

Chase and we were out that night to a little party.  We got back into town -- we 

had a Model A -- Stone's Model A Ford Sedan.  Now we come back into 

Janesville that -- after the -- so I missed out actually on a lot of the trouble there 

that night.   

But we got back I'd say midnight, and we were going up to some chop 

suey joint or something.  And there was a cop down on Main and Milwaukee, and 

of course, we all had tickets in the car.  So we stopped and asked the cop who 

won the Chevrolet up at the fairgrounds.  He said a fellow by the name of Chase 

or something.  He works for Wattom's Oil Company.  Whoopee, and then we did 

celebrate.  Then we go up to City Cab Company, and they had the car on the -- on 

the -- on the truck up there.  So then we went up there and looked the car all over.  

He was -- I was out with him that -- my wife and I.  Then he got in an accident 

with it near Emerald Grove and got banged up pretty bad during pheasant season 

either a year or two later.  He's still living.  I know he is, him and his wife.  They 

live over in Milton. 

Q So you weren't there during the elephant charge then? 

A No, I didn't -- 

Q You missed out on that. 
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A Missed out. 

Q You know, are there any -- we're -- we're nearing the end of this tape again here, 

and I wanted to give you an opportunity to talk about anything that you think we 

should talk about that we haven't up to now.  So if there are any topics that you 

think we should develop that we haven't, you're free to -- 

A I've tried to go over things as I remember.  Of course, like you take forty years 

ago.  There's a lot of names I'm a little bit lame on.  Anyway, people -- if I hadn't 

seen a man -- I saw a man for twenty-five years over here the other day.  I hadn't 

seen him.  I knew his face, but you help me, I couldn't recall his last name.  I said, 

Pat, and I said what is it?  And he said Pat Lewis.  I hadn't seen him for twenty-

five years.  I left the plant in about twenty-five years ago.  And -- but we've gone 

over I think pretty much over everything.  Some things may have not gone into 

detail.  I think there's certain things that sticks out in a person's mind, of course, 

more than others regardless of whether it's along the lines we've discussed or 

anything else as far as that's concerned.  But actually, you know even back then, 

something has got -- something had to happen.  You couldn't get away from it.  I 

think everything just bottled up to a point where it had to come out. 

Q So you think that the development of the union then was inevitable?  You think 

the development of the union was inevitable? 

A That's right, yeah.  It is one of those things.  You  -- it's just like controlling 

anything else.  They control the production.  They control the price.  But I don't 

think the average person knew what it was to work down there.  It's changed a lot.  

But there's cases where -- that stood out, you knew weren't right.  It had to be 
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ironed out.  That was the only way to do it.   

Q All right, very good.  Well, I want to thank you a whole lot.  You've been very 

helpful and gracious through these sessions, Mr. Johnston. 

(Interview concluded.) 

 


