
JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 14, 1976 

1 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is October 14, 1976.  Today we are talking 

with Mr. James Wells of 1038 Jerome Avenue in Janesville, Wisconsin.  

This is the first session with Mr. Wells.  My name is Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Wells, I wanted to begin our discussion today by asking you to talk 

about your family's background if you could, where -- where you people 

came from, how they got to Janesville, that sort of thing. 

A Well, actually my mother is of German extraction, and she was born in 

Beaver Dam, Wisconsin.  She was the next to the youngest of a family of 

twelve.  And as a very young girl, they moved to Janesville, and then she 

lived the rest of her life, which she is still alive, she's 92 years old.  She 

lives by herself, and she met my father, who was of English.  And he is 

more or less from the west coast.  He was also from a family of ten.   

  I had a great number of uncles and aunts you can see, and we were 

very close with my mother's family, but not too close with my father's 

family because, of course, they didn’t live in Janesville.  But it was 

interesting to know that each of the brothers and sisters of my mother's 

side, when they married, each of them had three children.  All of them had 

three children.  And we were like brothers and sisters because, at that time, 

they all lived in the city, and they used to meet once a week and play cards, 

and our children -- we'd be out playing in the evenings when they'd get 

together.  It was almost as though we were one big family.   

  My father, when he came here, started after they were married 

working with an independent telephone company, which at that time was 

called the Rock County Telephone Company.  Had about three employees, 

they worked with motorcycles to travel around to take care of the 
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equipment that they had.  And he was more or less of a serviceman.  And 

then after a while, after us three were born, I have an older sister and a 

brother.   

  And it became apparent that on the old Santa Fe line going through 

Colorado, the telephone companies were looking for experienced men.  

They were changing the whole wiring system from the east to the west 

coast.  And my father signed up for one of those crews, and we moved to 

Colorado for two years.  And my fourth and fifth grade of school, I 

attended in Colorado.  And we lived from La Junta to Fowler, Boulder 

Junction, Pablo, and we moved along like that as my dad progressed with 

them crews as they were working on the lines.   

  After that was over, we came back.  We had an old Model T, and I 

remember the three of us children sitting in the backseat.  We had the trunk 

in there, too, where we had to keep our feet out.  And we can't, and of 

course there was mud roads that took us eleven days to come home back to 

Rock County to our home.  And we used to -- when it would rain, we 

would have to stay the next day until the roads dried in order so that we 

would have -- wouldn't be stuck in the mud.  And we lived in a tent.  It was 

really roughing it when we made that trip back to our home.   

  But after we came back, my father went to work for the Power and 

Light Company.  And at the same time there, of course the equipment was 

being used quite extensively and it getting old.  And he was a member of 

the line crew, and they had a big pole with a spike on it.  And they go 

along the street, and they'd jab the bottoms of the pole to see if they were 

rotten or not.  They could tell by the way this entered into the pole.  And 
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they checked one pole, and it was quite a high pole, and they found that it 

was safe, so my -- but they were going to change it anyway.  He climbed to 

the top of that, and you know with the way they used to have those spikes 

on their feet, and then the straps would go around, and he was taken off 

these lines disconnecting them from the pole.  They'd take the pole down, 

put a new one in, and then they would reconnect the line.  As he took the 

last wire disconnected, the pole broke about I'd say two feet from the 

ground, and it started to fall with his weight so that he was falling toward 

the ground. 

   He managed to swing onto the top of the pole, but he crushed both 

of his wrists and his chest and his feet.  He was in the hospital for pretty 

near eighteen months with this injury, and when he finally was released, he 

had just a slight limp.  The power company certainly were wonderful with 

the doctors.  He had a French masseur that used to come and work on his 

feet for circulations and that.   

  So actually, when he went back to work, he was no longer a 

climber, but they put him in charge of the meter testing department, which 

has to -- the law says all meters have to be taken out of a home periodically 

to test to see that they are accurate and so forth.  And he did that.  He'd 

drive the truck around and he would do that.  He did that until he had a 

severe heart attack.  His heart was enlarged through the fall.  Although it 

wasn't too much of a bother, it was a problem with him.   

  And at one time, I know that he was -- had a spell, and he actually 

had stopped breathing.  But my mother pleaded with the doctor, and the 

doctor told her that -- they said that I wouldn't be able to come because he 
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says there isn't much I can do.  But we pleaded with him.  He came down.  

He made some kind of an injection directly into the heart that within two 

days, my dad was back up on his feet, and again, he was active in his work.  

But the second time it happened, it wasn't quite so lucky, and he passed 

away.  And that left my mother a widow from then on.  So then -- 

Q Did -- did your mother work at any time? 

A My mother had never worked, no.  Well, when she was a girl before she 

married, she worked at the Rock County Olan Mills, by the way, where all 

the girls in the city usually got jobs at that time. 

Q Did she ever reminisce about that experience? 

A Yes, every once in a while she will commence to talk about it or her sisters 

and the people that she knew that worked in the Rock County Wool Mills 

at that time.  And it was one of our big industries in the City of Janesville 

at that time.  But no, she never worked after she was married.  She was just 

taking care of the family.  And we were all three children born in a rented 

house.  And after we were -- I was I think about four years old when the 

man that rented the house to us sold them a lot.  He had owned pretty near 

all the property in the area where I was raised.  And they loaned them the 

money so that we could build our own home, and that's the home my 

mother's in now, still in the home. 

Q Where -- where is that? 

A On Wilson Avenue, 383 Wilson Avenue.  Yes, that's -- 

Q There are several questions that occurred to me as you -- as you were 

talking here, and one is why did your mother's family come to Janesville, 

do you recall -- did she ever say that? 
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A Really, I don’t know.  But after -- she was next to the youngest, and as I 

said, she was the last child that was born in Beaver Dam.  And then why 

the family moved to Janesville, I don’t believe I could really give you a 

clear reason for that, but I do feel that my grandfather that was there, he 

lived to be about 96 years old.  And he was at the old homestead, which is 

still on the same corner where they were raised, and it's on the corner of 

Wilson and Locust, not too far from where our home is, and it was in the 

family to one of my mother's older sisters for quite some time.  When she 

passed away, she left it to another sister, who now left that to her daughter, 

which would be a first cousin of mine.  So it's still in the family.  But the 

reason for them coming to Janesville, no, I don’t really know, unless it was 

work conditions at that time. 

Q And I wanted to ask, too, if there are any stories that your mother told you 

about working in the Woolen Mill, and generally what did her attitude 

seem to be about that -- that work.  You know, millwork has a bad 

reputation.  I was wondering if it's -- I gather this is the thrust of my 

question, whether it was as difficult in Janesville as it was in other places? 

A Well, she has talked about that, but I think that my mother is a very -- a 

person that enjoyed life.  And really, she could put up with a lot.  I think 

that anything there -- and it seemed to me that she really enjoyed her work 

there.  And I think that she had a sister and a brother at the time that 

worked there.  And eventually the three of them left to St. Louis to work in 

shoe factories and -- when the work was there.  And my mother stayed here 

until she was married, and she worked at the Wool Mill.  And as I said, I 

think in all the things that I would say that she told me, that she really 
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enjoyed it. 

Q And what would be the nature of the work that she did there? 

A I think she worked on one of the weavers, one of the weaving machines.  I 

think most of the girls did that.  And I think there were then set-up men or 

whatever you would call them that took care of the machines for that, that 

they were just more or less operators, which watched the cloth as it would 

go through.   

Q The time you spent in Colorado in your youth, in retrospect, how did -- 

how did you feel -- how did you feel about that time?  Was that more an 

adventure or more a disruption would you say? 

A Well, being in fourth or fifth grade, I was rather young, but we were very 

poor, let's put it that way.  And I will never forget the times that we spent 

there.  I mean we, of course, had -- well I think everybody were more or 

less in those days.  We went to school.  We had overalls, which were 

patched many, many times, but we were always clean.  My mother was 

always seen that we were clean.   

  We always did have enough to eat, which was always done by her, 

which was baking and so forth, I mean.  But Dad was gone most of the 

time during that time, and he would be certainly out on there, and they 

sometimes stayed right at the sites where they were working.  So 

sometimes we would only see him on weekends.  But yes, we had very -- 

and we moved into very poor homes.  I mean the rent was down, but 

everybody was in the same condition.  I don’t think us kids smelled any 

different than anybody.   

  But the schools that were there are -- I still remember church.  You 
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see, where we would attend mass was at a farmer's home, and the priest 

would come from another city, and we'd all stand there for confessions, 

which would take about two hours before we'd finally have the mass.  And 

we'd all be -- it would only be once a month that he was come.  But this is 

the way we used to attend church while we were in Colorado.  It was quite 

a thing.  I think then that us kids really got a lot more out of religion even 

though that we -- from our folks, and we depended on in schools and that, 

you know.  Our mothers were more responsible for our education, I think, 

than teachers in those days. 

Q Yeah.  Well, were you happy to get back to Janesville, then, or how did 

you feel about it when you came back? 

A In coming back, then, yes.  And of course, then we started to attend our 

parochial school.  I went to St. Patrick's School.  And due to coming back 

here, our schools at this area here, I think, were much more advanced 

because I know that I was put back into the fifth grade when I came.  I had 

to take that my second year.  The sisters just didn’t think I was ready for 

sixth, and so I did spend another year in fifth.  And of course as I said, I 

was kind of slow all the way along.  I shouldn't say, but it was true. 

Q Well, you don’t give any evidence of that today, so you cover it up pretty 

well. 

A Yeah, and as I said, I used to -- I even have to tell my grandchildren that I 

had to go an extra six months to school in those days, another semester to 

get my diploma out of high school.  But I did learn.  I was very active in -- 

ever since I was a child, I sold newspapers on street corners.  I sold Sunday 

papers there.  I used to have to get up at 5:00 in the morning and get on 
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that corner with my -- and pick up my papers from the Jobber, and I sold 

them on the street.  Then I'd go back and check in.  And I also had a 

newspaper route from the Janesville Daily Gazette here when I was a kid, 

the biggest paper out in town at that time, and I conducted it. 

Q How many customers did you have? 

A At that time, I think it was 213, and that was a big route at that time. 

Q Yeah, that is. 

A But it was in streets that were very congested.  The houses were close 

together, which was very good.  And I had a helper that -- 

Q That's what we used to call an easy route when I was a paper guy. 

A Yeah, easy route.  And in those days, every house was peddled.  I mean 

you had no problem.  And it was really -- I went to the high school, then, I 

was -- at that time, and I had my helper.  And I know that he was at a 

different school, and he got out earlier.  He'd go to the Gazette and by the 

merit of my route being the largest, he was able to get ahead of the line of 

the kids waiting for their papers to go out, see.  So he would get there, and 

then he'd have two big sacks.  And he'd meet me at my school, which was 

right across the bridge from where the route started, and I was usually 

finished at about 4:30 with my route.  So even with the big route -- but 

collections was where I had my problems in those days, yeah. 

Q Yeah, keeping 213 accounts straight would -- yeah, right, I can see that.  I 

wanted to ask about the -- so it seems then that that -- on this time in 

Colorado, it seems that two years did hurt -- did hurt you then.  It set you 

back a little bit as far as school, is that -- 

A I think it did, yes. 
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Q -- how you felt about it? 

A I think it did, yes.  I think that it was a little hindrance to all three of us 

children when we were there because we did move, and as I said, it was 

new to us.  It was entirely new friends and everything, and I think that in 

the conditions where some of the places that we had to move, as I said, not 

being in probably the highest class of the towns and that, we, I think, were 

set back a little bit.  

Q So it was no vacation, then? 

A It was no vacation for us, no. 

Q All right.  I wanted to ask, too, about the family's religious background, 

and you've given us some indications here already.  There -- was there a 

Catholic background throughout the family, is that -- 

A Yes, my -- on my mother's side, both of her parents came from Germany.  

They were young when then came, of course, but they were German 

immigrants with their families, and they were Catholic all the time.  My 

father was a convert.  His family was Protestant.   

Q English? 

A He was English, and he was Protestant, but he was probably one of the 

strongest Catholics that I -- after he turned that there could be.  He was 

very strict with his children. 

Q Yeah, so you were German Catholic and then English, and you went to St. 

Patrick's Church and School, now that's -- was St. Patrick's largely -- was 

that largely an Irish congregation at the time? 

A You see, St. Patrick's was the first church in the area, and it was mostly of 

Irish people who formed the church.  Then, there did become a fraction of 
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German and Catholic -- or Irish.  And then eventually, St. Mary's was 

established by the German area of -- people of the area.  So then it was 

Catholic and -- or Irish and German people with the two parishes, yes. 

Q Now, how -- why -- why was it necessary to have -- I mean I -- I think -- 

why was it necessary to have a separate church for a German and an Irish?  

Why did it develop that way as far as you know? 

A I don’t think -- 

Q Or when -- when did that happen?  Do you recall that yourself, or was that 

a while ago? 

A That would be way before my time, see, but I think that the reason, as you 

said, is I think the Irish was firstly the dominant settlers here.  Then, I 

think when the German people did start moving in, and the reasons that the 

two parishes, I think, started was because of the amount of people.  It was 

just that it was outgrowing its one parish.  And that when it did kind of 

divide, whether it was German or Irish, I don’t think really was that 

definite of a decision because there was many Germans that remained in 

the Irish parish.  I mean, but it just always had the idea that it was 

German/Irish, and I don’t think that that was really that -- because of that 

reason. 

Q So your family belonged to St. Patrick's even though St. Mary's was 

established at that time? 

A Yes, that's correct. 

Q All right.   

A And it was divided by area, which I mean, whenever a new parish is 

established, they made an area, so that I mean it would be a certain 
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amount.  And if you're in the area of a new parish, the way the rules that I 

understand it were that you would definitely have to attend that church in 

that area.  A lot of people that when we made -- we have four parishes 

now, were reluctant to go to the new parishes, but the rules say you did.  

Now, if I as a member of the St, Patrick's parish now were to move in 

another area, I could continue to be in the St. Patrick's parish.  I wouldn't 

have to transfer.  But if I was in the area when that church was established 

and they set the boundary lines, I would be required to attend the new 

parish boundaries, see, and that would be the way we did it. 

Q Yeah, I see. 

A Because I almost was into the St. John Vianney when that was started.  

They had it as a dividing line of Center Avenue, and eventually when they 

made the final, it went to Beloit Avenue, which left me just within a block 

of being into the St. John Vianney.  So I continued to stay in the 

jurisdiction of St. Patrick's.  That's the way they made the rules. 

Q Yeah, I see.  How would you characterize your family as far as the strength 

of religious practice and all that is concerned?  You know, there are many 

different degrees of commitment, I suppose you could say, and how would 

you -- how would you describe your family in that regard? 

A Our family, I would describe as very -- very strong Catholics, I mean, all 

the way through even on down to us children, I mean.  And as I said, in 

those days too, in the areas as we get older and we're being married an so 

forth, and even back when you'd receive First Communion, the younger 

ones always -- at that time, you'd have pall bearers, you know, that used to 

carry the candles and all that.  And then when you were being confirmed, 
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uncles and aunts were there.  Then as far as new children with being 

godfathers, I'm godfather of many of the -- my cousins' children and so 

forth.  But it seems like now days, you just aren't that close anymore.  And 

our godfathers -- always on your birthdays, you would always expect 

something, you know, and that.  Now days, you just don’t seem to have 

that anymore.  But on religious background, we have very strong -- I think 

every one of us are very strong.  In fact, oh I mean you could go on with 

that and say maybe they're not quite as strong like my daughter or my son.  

I mean if you wanted to go into that, maybe aren't quite as we are, but they 

did attend Catholic Schools and then went on into the high schools. 

Q What about your experiences going to the parochial school?  What stands 

out about your -- of your recollections of attending St. Patrick's? 

A Well, as I said, I only started from the fifth grade when I come back that I, 

you know, remember things.  But I don’t know.  I was very strong.  I was 

an alter boy.  I served on the alter even as the alter boy in Colorado when I 

was there with the priest when we moved to one town where there was a 

parish.  And then I know that coming from the schools, I used to attend 

Mass every morning before school. I used to, during Lent, go to 

communion every day during that time.  I mean, in those days, communion 

at that time was not like it is now.  Everybody attends and goes to 

communion all the time, but in that -- but as I said, I think that I was very 

strong.  I think the school had a very dominant stronghold on me in that.  

My wife was not one that went to a parochial school.  Although she is a 

strong Catholic, I don’t think that she has the religious background that I 

do.  And then going on from there, I -- as I said, I joined different orders.  I 
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was also a member of the Knights of Columbus and I still am a fourth 

degree knight.  And I followed through on it, and I still strong -- strong 

religious.  And I -- I feel that our whole family might say strong. 

Q Which order of nuns taught at St. Patrick's when you were there? 

A Ours were Sisters of Mercy, and they still have the hospital here, the 

Sisters of Mercy.  

Q Yeah, right, that's right. 

A The Dominican Sisters are at the St. Mary's parish.  And we still have 

Sisters of Mercy I think are at the St. William's and at St. John's.  But right 

now, we don’t have any sisters.  There is no nuns, except I think there's a 

few Dominican Sisters at -- yeah, at St. Mary's.  And there might be one or 

two at the St. John's and the St. William's.  St. Patrick's does not have a 

convent or any nuns at all anymore. 

Q I attended a parochial school when I was young, and I know we used to 

worry about -- or my parents used to worry about the quality -- and other 

parents about the quality of education we got because our classes tended to 

be larger than in a public schools, and sometimes you had two classes in 

one room.  What did you feel about the quality of the education that you 

received at St. Patrick's? 

A Well, you got into a subject that I used to discuss quite a bit, and I do 

realize that our schools did have fifty-some kids sometimes in a class and 

with one nun.  And I do know that sometimes, some of these nuns that 

were teachers were not specially trained teachers.  And although I believe 

that with the records that when I was able to get old enough to understand 

them, that nearly every student that came from our parochial school was 
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sometimes classified higher in their degree of education than to some that 

came from the elementary schools because we didn’t come into the public 

system until we reached the ninth grade or even the tenth.   

  I remember I graduated from ninth grade in our St. Pat's, which was 

first year of high school in the public system.  So, when we came over 

there, I don’t believe any of us had to take a backseat from anybody.  Now, 

in some special classes, I mean like where Latin was taught and some of 

that, some of them used to claim that we were not quite as advanced as 

some of the children and students that were already taking Latin the public 

schools.  But, I mean I think our other educational advantages were more 

to offset that. 

Q You don’t seem to consider yourself handicapped then because of that? 

A Not a bit, no.   

Q Yeah. 

A I think that -- and in the cases of two classes in one, I think it's a very strict 

advantage.  In fact, I used to think the old schools that we had for the 

country system where you had from one sometime to eighth grade.  These 

children that while sometimes you would be -- supposed to be studying, 

and the other grade would be taking, going through something, you were 

listening, and repetition, and repetition.  I think a person was further 

advanced to go into the next grade than he was if he was coming from 

another room into another grade.  And when we used to have spelling bees 

-- now, when our little class would stand up for small words, then the next 

class would be a little advanced.  I think we were learning a lot more in 

that type of education than we did -- than they do now. 
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Q Yeah. 

A A lot more.  I believe that we, in the old systems, were taught more of the 

basics than what we are, you know, today.  I mean it's quite an argument 

with me. 

Q You had crowded classrooms, over fifty students in a class, and that was a 

typical sort of thing, I know.  How do you -- how do you account for the 

fact that apparently Catholic students at St. Patrick's were not handicapped 

when they went into the public schools?  What made the difference?  You 

probably had more than, you know, twenty students more per class than 

kids in a public school.   

A I would say the difference that in my own opinion, now, is this.  That 

because of the type of student, I think we were more disciplined.  I think 

that each child respected the rights of the other student more.  I don’t think 

you had as much disturbance in classes then as you do now days.  And I 

think that we respected the rights of the teacher.  I know that when I was 

sent to school that I knew that if I got into trouble with the teacher there, I 

was also in serious trouble at home, which I don’t think that you find in the 

kids going to school now days.  Because if a teacher now days gave me a 

slap on the had like with a ruler when I did something now, she wasn't 

expecting to be sued like they are now days. 

Q Yeah, a sister didn’t have to worry about getting sued. 

A The sisters didn’t have to worry about being sued about correcting a child 

when he needed it because we knew that if my folks found out when I got 

home that this happened, and we used to try to get to our brothers and 

sisters to see that that note wasn't carried home, and I do think that that is 
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one of the breakdowns in our education and why they have to go because 

there's so much disturbance and so much non-respect for the other kids.  

And this is what I think is why the teachers have more of a problem than 

they did.  When we have fifty in the class and we were told to be silent, we 

were silent so that something could be carried on.  Now, that's my opinion 

anyway. 

Q This is probably a difficult question, I know, and I'll understand if you 

don’t feel that you can respond.  But I was wondering if as you look back 

on that and the better discipline that you said you probably had there as 

against the public school, whether you would -- to what you would 

attribute that discipline?  Was it simply the fact that the teachers had 

unquestioned authority?  Was it the possibility of that there was a unifying 

principle in the school that something that bound people together that 

wouldn't exist in the public school?  Just what -- what in your -- and maybe 

there's something else that hadn't occurred to me, but to what would you 

attribute that -- that better discipline as you say? 

A I think it was that we had respect for our teacher.  There was never a time 

that whenever they entered the room, we would stand.  I mean and we 

showed respect.  Now, they did wear a garment, and we respected them as 

sisters.  And I think that this is where it came.  I think that the teachers 

would try and more or less to be a person, which wanted to identify herself 

with students.  And I think when you do that, if you want to be one of the 

boys or one of the girls, you just cannot have the respect that you have if 

you were more aloft from your students.  And I think that in the situation 

where we had where the nuns were taken and given that authority, I think 
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we recognized it, and I think that's where the difference came.  I think we 

respected the person that was teaching, and I think this is one of the 

reasons we had such a success that we had, even as I said, because they -- 

some of those girls that joined the orders probably were never to a college, 

that came back and were very successful teachers because I think they went 

with the book.  They went along with it, and I think that we -- we learned 

from what they were -- at the same time were learning, and we respected 

them.  I think that was one of the reasons. 

Q You were going to school in a situation where an ethnic group other than 

yours predominated.  The Irish, apparently, still predominated at the time 

you were going to school.  Do you -- do you have any recollections about 

that?  Were there customs that were carried out or things that went on at 

school that -- that were different from -- from your experience, do you 

recall? 

A I don’t recall any even as a child.  I mean I don’t think that the nationality 

ever entered into the picture.  In fact, our school was very dominant with 

Italian people.  We had a very strong Italian population in our district that 

went to St. Patrick's.  And those kids and us were very strong.  The only 

people that we had problems with was we had a close -- by St. Paul's 

School, which was a Lutheran school, and that was where we had the 

snowball fights and the battles that we used to have, I mean among 

ourselves.  But from -- in our groups at the school, I don’t think we ever 

had any problem with anybody saying well I'm Irish or I'm Italian or I'm an 

American or I'm German.  In fact, this is one of the things in my days, 

when anybody asks me what I am, I'm am American.  I don’t care what 
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anybody says.  I think that that's what we should say.  Where these people, 

in my opinion, that want to brag about their background, I think they came 

here willingly to get away from that background, and we should be 

Americans. 

Q Yeah, so by the time you went to school then, this would have been the 

early '20's probably, right? 

A Yeah, right. 

Q Even by that time, any ethnic character would have been pretty well -- 

pretty well purged out you'd say? 

A Right.  Although it seems that I always remember, and I still think to this 

day, that every bishop in our diocese, whenever we have a vacancy in our 

church, feels that it has to be a dominated Irishman to be the head of our 

parish.   

Q Right. 

A Now that still carries through.  We still have it.  It's been Delaney's and 

Mooney's, and Maloney's and so forth, and now we have a Condon, and I 

don’t think that that really means a thing to us anymore, but I mean that 

seems to be the -- we say this is the Irish parish. 

Q Yeah, that's interesting.  But there was antagonism, then you say, between 

the Catholic kids and the Lutheran kids? 

A Oh yeah, we -- well, as I said, it was just the groups that we always -- when 

it would be snowball time, why then we could have a battle.  And I 

remember us always being called in the next day when after school that 

night, we'd have quite a battle.  Both schools would get together, and the 

kids that have to be called in for a real chewing down because there would 



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 14, 1976 

19 

be some windows broken in houses around us and that, but it was always in 

good-natured fun. 

Q So then it was not a serious -- 

A It was never serious, no. 

Q -- division there, you didn’t think? 

A In fact, some of us kids used to attend some of their -- well, they used to 

have a fellowship club for their kids in school, and we used to -- 

sometimes we'd be in attendance there because, well sure, I remember -- 

my neighborhood, in fact, was a good share of them going to St. Paul's 

while we went to St. Pat's. 

Q Yeah, so there was a little ecumenism before its time there? 

A Yeah, there was quite a bit of that, and we knew one another just like 

brothers and sisters, too, I think.  And they were as strong, by the way, as -

- in their religion as we were.  But there was never any arguments over 

religion, believe me. 

Q That's interesting.  I want to shift gears a little bit here to ask about the 

family's political background.  What do you recall about -- about your 

family's -- your parents' politics? 

A Well, I never really heard politics until I really got to be an adult, I would 

say.  And my father, although he was a strong, I can remember, La Follette 

man and everything in those days, you know, where they were 

progressives.  My father was a strong believer in rights of workers, but 

never, you know, having belonged to any organization of that type.  He did 

move into a foreman's position in that, and I know that whenever there was 

anything to be divided, he always seen that everybody was equal.  I mean 
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he was a very, very fair-minded person.  And I think I got some of my, 

well, habits from him.  I really do.  I think he was one of the fairest men 

that was ever there for a foreman.  In fact, it probably was to a fault. 

Q For a Catholic family, you might -- you might have expected that Al 

Smith's campaign would have some special meaning.  Do you have any 

recollection of that? 

A I think this is about the first that I start recognizing the importance of 

elections for presidents and that.  And if I recall, I think that religion 

entered into that quite seriously.  And I think that at one time when I was 

young even, I took the stand that I think that religion was a very poor thing 

to bring into anything of that sort.  I mean even at an early age, I felt that 

this was no way -- a person deserving, regardless of what he was, should 

be entitled to a position if he was capable.  That was always my opinion.   

Q Do you recall whether your folks supported Al Smith at that time? 

A I think my father did, definitely, yes.  And I don’t think, at that time, my 

mother was a very strong voter, but I can't remember her ever voting until 

after I became aware.  And I think that she became aware, and I think the 

same goes for the rest of us.  I think at that time, the whole country started 

coming politically minded.  Before, when we were kids, I don’t think that 

it was that strong.  At least, I wouldn't remember it being that strong. 

Q Now, this would have been what time that you're speaking of when --  

A I would say when I was -- graduated from high school and starting to work. 

Q So around '20 -- late '20's then? 

A Around early '20's. 

Q The time of depression basically? 
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A Well, I graduated from high school, see, in '28. 

Q Right.   

A So it was around there.  Of course, I worked every minute that I was free 

from school.  I was not one -- I tried for -- I did play baseball, by the way.  

That was the only major sport at that time, and I received three major 

letters in our school at that time.  And the last year there, I was captain of 

the team.  And so I -- that was the only thing.  I was not big enough for 

football, and I wasn't much  -- and then I didn’t have time, really, for other 

things, you know.  But I did take the time -- my helper on the paper helped 

me so that I did get to play baseball. 

Q What was your position? 

A Well, I was a left-handed second baseman, which you'll very seldom find. 

Q Right. 

A Very seldom find.  But I was quick on my feet, and I deserved the position. 

Q I want to ask you about your father before I -- before it slips my mind.  

There was a chapter in the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 

in Janesville, and I was wondering if he was ever a member, or did he ever 

express any attitude about that? 

A If there was one at his time, he was never a member, and I believe that he 

would be out of that by the time -- I mean that that was organized here.  If 

it was -- and of course, at that time, the only ones that I ever remember as 

early is the truck drivers.  And as I said, if the electrical workers -- there 

may have been a press workers and so forth, you know, with the local 

papers and that, but I was not acquainted with them, no, and I don’t believe 

my dad was ever a union member, no. 
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Q But now did he ever -- you eluded to this earlier.  I want to try and nail it 

down here.  Did he ever express any attitudes concerning the labor 

movement in general -- 

A Not that I -- 

Q -- either support or otherwise? 

A Not as I recall.  But if  were to make a guess, I would say that he would be 

a very strong union man if it was -- if he had an opportunity at that time to 

join because of his fairness and everything with the job that he had.  But 

being a foreman, he might not have been able to, but I know that he would 

favor anybody joining the union because I think, in my recollections, he 

felt that the working people should have a voice in the operations of the 

companies that they worked.  I mean actually they were the ones that make 

the money for the people that own the concerns, and it is up to them to get 

along with the people to do the work.  And I know that that would, in my 

opinion, be his attitude. 

Q What about your own aspirations while you were attending high school, 

say?  What did you -- what did you hope to be able to do when you 

graduated from high school? 

A Really, I -- as I said, I had so many fingers in the fire all of the time.  I was 

a magazine salesman -- I mean for myself.  I mean working for the 

different ones in distributing.  I don’t believe I really set a goal for myself.  

It was very fortunate that when I first graduated, I had a friend that worked 

at the General Motors that got me into a position there as a timekeeper.  I 

hate to bring this up because eventually it was that I -- I just never cared 

for the position whatsoever.  And it was in the earlier times, and I had 
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never worked inside of anything like that.  I had never been under direct 

supervision of that type.   

  And of course, I, at that time, didn’t realize it, but things that they 

did was simple to them was very complicated to me.  And I remember 

getting up one morning and being called to work, I didn’t -- I used to walk.  

And I walked across the bridge and over there within a block of the place, I 

just continued walking, never showed up for work, hitchhiked, and ended 

up in Dubuque, Iowa with nobody knowing where I was at.  And I was 

gone for two weeks, and they were looking for me, of course, and I finally 

-- I was getting a little bit depressed myself.  I went to a priest's home in 

the town where I was at, knocked on the door, and told him that I would 

like something to eat and everything, and he got me in.  I stayed that night, 

by the way, and he made me call home.   

  And my folks then came to Dubuque and picked me up, but it was 

just that I was so down on that job that I  just couldn't see myself going 

there.  So when I came back, I had some financing, and I bought a trucking 

outfit.  He had about thirteen old broken down trucks, and they had about 

nine motorcycles with sidecars on them.  And in those days, everybody 

bought their groceries, you know, by phone.  And it used to be a grocery 

store was a grocery store, a meat market was a meat market.  And so we 

would pick up from these grocery stores and meat markets, and then meet 

in one central place, and I had fourteen routes in the City of Janesville.   

  Then they'd divide it to their own districts, the boys would you 

know, pass it around.  Then they'd go out and deliver it, come back, and 

then each one has a designated place to pick up.  If it was a light pickup, I 
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mean they'd have two.  I mean so that it was picked up.  We gave three 

trips in the morning and two in the afternoon.  And then I merged with 

another company that was doing the same thing. 

Q Now what was the company called by the way? 

A Janesville Delivery System. 

Q Right. 

A And I merged with one that was called the Rapid Transfer Delivery 

System.  And I had a lease on a building that I was paying $120 a month 

rent for.  It had four apartments upstairs that I rented to the county.  And 

then I had a big place for the Helgesen Implement Company was renting, 

and then also Siker's rented for storage space.  So I was taking in about $60 

more than I paid out.  And the company that I merged with was at a place 

where he was paying strictly $50 a month for his business.  

  So we merged, and we moved into mine.  So with the $50 more that 

I was taking in, and the $50 that he didn’t have to pay, we started to 

upgrade our equipment.  And we were buying broken chassis, actually, 

with just windshields on them.  We hired a carpenter to build the bodies on 

us for delivery system purposes.  So we was in that for quite some time, 

and oh some problems developed.  And finally an insurance company 

thought that I would make a good salesman.  I knew everybody in 

Janesville.  

  They said you got personality, and the guy kept working on me.  So 

I sold my interest in that to the people and went to school in Madison for 

them for about oh four weeks and came back.  And I actually -- for the first 

year, then -- I was just married, too, by the way and had a child.  And I lost 
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about $5,000.  That was selling insurance strictly on a commission basis.  

And when somebody said no to me, they meant no, you know.  Because 

when I say no, I mean no.  And that isn't the way you sell insurance.  You 

have to get on somebody's back and stay there until he buys the policy, 

then you let him go.  And it just didn’t work out, so then I -- I was out of 

my business entirely.   

  I went and applied for another license.  I was going back into the 

delivery system because some of the men that were in business at that time 

would like to have seen me come back.  The others hadn't planned out as 

the way they would liked to have had it.  And then I had another 

opportunity, so I took that, and I never got back into that business again of 

delivery. 

Q How long were you involved in the -- well, first of all, I'd like to go back 

to that timekeeper experience for just a little bit.  How long were you -- 

how long did you keep that job at GM? 

A I don’t believe I was there over five or six months.  Five or six months is 

about all. 

Q Now, this is right out of high school? 

A Right out of high school I went down there, yes.  It was at that time, there 

was -- it used to be Fisher Body and Chevrolet.  And the Fisher Body 

supplied the bodies for the Chevrolet people, and I was at the Fisher Body 

division, and I was timekeeper. 

Q Now just what were your responsibilities there? 

A At that time, I mean, I would go out and get the timecards as the people 

would come in, and I used to check it.  And then at payday time, I'd have to 
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go out, and at each department, they'd put the numbers of the people where 

the foremen would pay these men.  The foremen would get the checks and 

stacks and pay them.  And I really don’t remember.  I really was absolutely 

in a numb when I was there.  It was very -- a very funny experience for me.  

I still recall it.  I don’t talk about it much, but it was quite a thing. 

Q Well, that seems like that it -- that it would be almost a plumb job.  You 

know, you weren't on the line, you didn’t have to keep up with the line or 

anything like that.  So the natural question is, what did you find so -- so -- 

so troublesome about that job? 

A It is difficult because it is -- as you said, it would have been a plumb job.  

And perhaps if I'd have stayed there, I probably could have moved up in 

the ranks because at that time, things were going good.  But I -- as I told 

you, I was -- I knew how to deal with people, I knew that.  I wasn't the 

smartest person in the world, and this had some kind of that work, you 

know.  And it just -- 

Q What, you mean mathematical type work or -- 

A Yeah, and yet I'm good at figures and that, see, but it was just that -- as I 

say, sometimes you look back on that and you wonder just what was the 

matter.  And, you know, this is on the side, but when my son graduated 

from high school, also, we had a friend at the General Motors that had a 

position that put him into a job there.  And do you know that he -- from the 

day he was there, just like that, he didn’t last over a year.  And I had a talk 

with him, told him my experience.  And I told him then that if he didn’t 

like it, I said there certainly -- I wouldn't want you to spend your life in 

something you didn’t like.   
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  And I says I didn’t do it.  But I said that you have to do something, 

so this is when I sent him to barber school.  And he came back, and he was 

very successful, very successful in his barber business.  Yes, before he 

died, he had gone to Europe, he went all over skiing, he had his own shop 

so that he could go places.  He had a Thunderbird for his first car, which 

was something you don’t find kids have.  And as I said, if he had been over 

there, he had probably been the most disappointed person in his whole life 

if I had kept him working there.  But he came out and, as I said, he 

certainly did the same thing I did. 

Q Yeah. 

A I think I'd have been the same way if I'd have stayed there.  I just couldn't 

be confined. 

Q Now, about the Janesville Delivery System, how long did -- how long did 

you -- were you working with that? 

A That was another thing.  See, these things as they happen so fast and 

everything, I don’t believe -- I think I was probably maybe a year and a 

half in that business, about a year and a half.  And my wife was a 

bookkeeper and receptionist for a dentist.  That was her job then.  And -- 

and the setup that we had, the man that I went into partnerships had a son, 

which was a very, very good mechanic.  And the -- his father, then, was 

older, so he was to take care of the bookwork.  I was to take care of the 

special deliveries, and his son was to do the auto mechanical work.  And 

then we hired the other employees under us.  And it was working out great 

until well he had a heart attack.  Well then we had to hire a bookkeeper.  

That's when I hired my wife, and that was at that time.  Then other 
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problems developed, and as I said then, it was either buy or sell.  And at 

that time when the insurance company figured that I would make an agent, 

I figured that I would get out and I left them in it. 

Q Then -- and then what did you get into after the insurance experience? 

A After the insurance, I went through a very tough time.  I was moving from 

job to job.  I went into work for construction.  I worked at a construction 

outfit, and I got to be regular common laborer.  I worked on many 

buildings that are here in Janesville now for the JP Cullen Construction 

Company.  And at that time, I -- as I said, and then I worked with the 

roofers.  I worked with the different ones as these jobs would progress.   

  Then after that, I went to -- I had a friend that had a milk route.  

And he was independent from the farm.  Did their own processing and 

everything for their milk route.  He had about 400 customers, and he had 

his truck and his brother with him.  And they had their own dairy farms, 

but they bought milk from outsiders, too.  And he never cared for it, in 

fact, the delivery part of it.  So he and another fellow bought a tavern over 

in Delevan, and they left, and he wanted me to run the dairy for him then.  

And I did know the city like the palm of my hand because even during the 

Christmas season when I was out of work, I used to work at the post office.  

I knew every -- every number, and there wasn't a house in the City of 

Janesville, probably, that I hadn't been in.   

  So I told him I'd take that route.  I needed the work.  And then I run 

that for him for probably a year.  When he decided he needed some money 

and he wanted to sell it to me, and at that time, the depression was on.  We 

did have quite a few people at that time, and I told him that I couldn't 
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afford to buy it.  And if he could get someone to buy it, that it would be 

better maybe that he'd get somebody to buy it.   

  So he finally sold it, and the man that bought it then was going to 

do his own delivery.  I taught him how, and everything how to work it.  

Then -- at that time then, the -- the former employer with the tavern wanted 

to know if I'd come over and work for him there.  So I went over there and 

it was just at the end of 1940, and then we got it back into there, and I had 

a sister that worked at Parker.  They were looking for an employee at that 

time, and I came over during my noon hour one time and interviewed, and 

then a week later I was called to go to work at Parker.  And that was in 

April of 1941, just before the war broke loose.   

  So I then got transferred into -- I had two small children.  I was, at 

that time, not 1A, but I was employed.  I know that we were A, but we 

were employed in a fuse plant, and we wouldn't be called.  I mean they 

kept extending that.  And towards the end, some of the fellows with 

younger families and younger than I were being called, but I had never 

been called.  And I did get to be foreman of their fuse final assembly for 

the -- at the Parker when I was there in the fuse plant. 

Q Now, in the -- I know in a previous conversation, you indicated that during 

the '30's, you were -- while you were driving a truck, you had -- you'd 

come into contact with the organizer -- the Chicago organizer of the 

Teamsters here, or the fellow that came out from Chicago to organizer the 

Teamsters here? 

A Yeah. 

Q I was wondering how that came about and what you recall about that? 
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A Well --  

Q Just what were you doing that you came into contact with this guy? 

A At that time, as I said, I can't remember if I was just doing part-time work 

at that time, but I know when the cars at that time were first made, they 

used to be taken to the dealerships by the drive-away.  And the people used 

to, at that time, all sit around in the sheds, and they used to play cards and 

everything all the time that they were waiting.  Then when a call would 

come, then so many cars would be saying go to Milwaukee or so many to 

Madison or so many to Dubuque or something.  There was always a drive-

away leader.  And then if you were assigned a car, then you'd follow the 

leader. 

  He'd take you, like if you go to Dubuque, he may have, say if there 

was two Chevrolet dealers or something there, you'd have three cars for 

that dealer and three there.  Then we'd come back either by train or bus, or 

sometimes they would have a car that he would -- if it was a small load, 

we'd come back and he would drive us back.  But that's the way it was until 

finally, the law was passed that cars that were new had to be new, they 

couldn’t be driven to their destination.  And that they would have to be 

hauled in some manner.  And this is where some of these men that could 

get backing also went out and then bought their own rigs for hauling away.  

Some of them would buy two or three and then hire a man to haul them.  

And then they would contact with the company to deliver the cars.  This 

was when the first time that the union started making their appearances 

because then -- 

Q Now, roughly when -- do you recall when that was? 
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A I would say that would be -- if I graduated in '28, I would say it was the 

early '30's that it started in there. 

Q Right. 

A Yeah, very early '30's. 

Q Okay, go on.  I didn’t to interrupt you. 

A Well, that would be about the extent of it.  I mean that this is -- after it 

switched into that, I never did drive on one of those rigs or any of that sort, 

and I had very few experiences with drive-aways.  I was pretty young.  I 

had a tough time getting them, but it was the thrill of hanging around with 

that bunch down there, you know, I mean because it was -- it was just like 

where you would see these job centers where everybody was hanging 

around waiting for a job.  And as I said, there would be four or five poker 

games going and everything, and everybody's just waiting to get a job.  

Some of them would go out at 11:00 at night, some would go out at -- you 

know, you never knew just when you would be called to go on the job.  

And at that time, like I said, there used to be some that would -- people that 

would buy stripped down chassis like I said that we bought, see.   

  And if you got one of those, it was a crate over the gas tank.  And 

some of those winters when you had to drive under those with the wind 

hitting you right in the face, they were really tough.  But those days, people 

were sturdy.  They used to put up with a lot more than they do now days. 

Q So you came into contact with the organizer then during one of these -- 

during a drive-away trip, or just how did that work out? 

A No, then actually, he was here and I must have went to work for a grocery 

store at that time, too.  I think I delivered for one of the grocery stores.  
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They had three different locations, and he had five trucks delivering in the 

City of Janesville.  And at that time, I was driving one of his trucks as a 

steady position.  And there was five of us drivers, and then we heard about 

the man that was coming here to organize the truck drivers.  And the 

invitation was sent to us guys to if we would be interested in joining to 

apply and to come to one of their organizational meetings and so forth.  

And I think this is the first time two of us fellows attended.  And the next 

day, we were called in.  They told us that we were being notified we were 

to be terminated.  That was my first experience with unions.  Eventually, 

they did picket that establishment. 

Q Which -- which place was this? 

A I don’t know.  Do you want to name stores?  

Q Yeah. 

A I mean why should --  

Q Yeah, right, if we can, a store.  An individual, I mean -- 

A Well, it was individually owned, I mean the store.  And  he had three 

locations.  And in fact, he is one of -- a good friend of mine yet, but I 

didn’t know I was going to be in trouble by joining the union, see what I 

meant? 

Q Oh, yeah, yeah. 

A And of course, in those days, I think the merchants, themselves, kind of 

banded together and said that they would deal severely with anybody that 

tried to join the union.  Now, I don’t think that it was personally that they 

were taking it out, but I think that they says look if you're going to join 

unions, you don’t work here or something like that.  Because I am friendly 
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with the -- the former employer and everything is that.  And even though 

he recognizes how strong I came as a union member and when we 

eventually picketed, he also -- one of them was a city councilman, so I 

mean the problems were there, and I don’t hold no grudges against 

anybody. 

Q All right.  We're going to -- we're almost out of tape on this side, so we'll 

pick it up on the other side. 

A Oh, I see.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q All right, this is still October 14, 1976, and we're continuing the discussion 

with Mr. James Wells.  I want to continue with the story of the 

organization of the Teamsters here as far as you were aware of it.  Let's 

see, the name of that grocery store was? 

A Swanson's Grocery Store. 

Q Yeah, okay, all right.  And do you recall the name of the -- the organizer 

from Chicago? 

A Frazier was his name.  I don’t remember his first name, but I'm sure it was 

Frazier, Mr. Frazier.  And I do remember as I had the car and he didn’t at 

the time, he used to make frequent trips to Chicago.  And he used to have 

me drive him there.  And it was, at that time, as I say I was still pretty 

young and pretty well fascinated with the way these people operated, you 

know.  And we went to a real, real far out place out on the outskirts of 

Chicago, and it always was a problem with me because he'd never let me 

come in.   

  And I was really then, you know, a little bit suspicious, at the same 
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time, when I was joining an outfit as to why the secrecy and so forth, you 

know.  And I still wonder about it.  And as I say, he was a nice man.  He 

took me around Chicago, and he knew his way around.  But when I think 

back of it, I can still see that how these organizers were really -- had to be 

a man that had strong beliefs or something because they were beat up and 

everything.   

  And they did have what you might say these crews that used to go 

around and cause problems for people that you knew they were having 

trouble with as to organizing and that.  And I did hear conversations of 

where there was, you know, goon crews they called them.  And, as I said, I 

thought I was quite a big shot at that time, but when I think back when how 

unions organized it, sometimes there were some questionable things that 

probably I wouldn't do again today. 

Q Now, did Fra -- did Frazier, himself, talk about being beaten up or having 

these kinds of problems?  Did you ever observe anything like that? 

A I never observed any of those, yes, and he had been at one time where he 

was -- in order to get the position he had, I think he had, at one time, 

served as an apprenticeship in this organization to move up the line to 

show that he was qualified member.  But it was -- 

Q So he'd probably done some of this himself? 

A I think he had probably done it, but I had never observed any of it.  But I 

know with another concern in Janesville that they had serious problems 

with, that they were discussing of -- of blow up jobs and so forth, which I 

really never approved of, you know.  

Q Right. 
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A They were strong on that. 

Q Now what -- what was  your attitude toward -- toward the labor movement 

in general at that time?  Just what -- what were you thinking -- what 

thought processes were you going through as far as the labor movement 

was concerned here in the early '30's, maybe into the mid '30's? 

A Well, as I said, my very first experience of trying to join cost me my job, 

you know.  And as I said, I, at that time, always felt that everybody should 

take and be able to have a voice in what they were doing.  I had always felt 

that.  And being, like I said, with the experiences of paper routes and 

everything before I had taken that job, I always felt that someone should 

take and be spokesman for any group if they were working.   

  So I was probably -- you might say I was an agitator if that was the 

word you would use because I was a very strong union person.  And I felt 

that the boss had to listen to you when you went to talk.  But I also had a -- 

I mean you could say that when I got to be the boss with my men working 

under me, you know, and I had the delivery system, you know, actually 

union really -- another thing put that business out of business.   

Q Put your delivery system out of business or -- 

A Well, I sold out, but I mean eventually, yeah. 

Q Yeah, yeah. 

A It could be because I always contended, and I worked with those boys that 

worked with me, and I was very close.  And as I said, at that time, they 

were making $18 a week.  And I always said you could not afford, you 

know, to raise a family.  You guys are young.  You can't get married and 

expect to keep a job.  This is an intern job.  This is a job that, sure, you 
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make money if you want, but if you were to go to something that you had 

to be responsible for, you would certainly have to find something else 

because you just couldn’t take and get that type of money to support a 

family.   

  Well, some of the guys did get married and that.  Then when the 

unions did come into there, I remember them guys, they were asking for 

more money.  The only thing you could back was the merchant that was 

giving the service to the people by delivering the groceries to their doors.  

And after it got so -- so that they were paying pretty near a quarter an order 

to deliver, you know, it just got that you couldn't do it, so they actually 

almost had to fold up because they couldn’t do it.  But at that time, though, 

the wars were coming out, and the -- and the gasoline rationing and that 

different things were coming, so it was putting a crimp on the traveling and 

everything, too.   

  So all of those put together, it just kind of closed out buying.  And 

then the new concept in grocery buying came in.  So actually then, people 

had to go to pick up their groceries and that, and the whole complex 

changed. 

Q Right. 

A But I had envisions at the time of delivering all over the United States.  

Actually, United Parcels was in my mind years before.  And I was also 

approached at that time by the Mayflower Organization to go and take over 

their agency, which was -- I would have been the agent here at that time.  

And like I said, it was where I was planning on being married and different 

things, and so you never -- it just didn’t pan out.   
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Q Yeah.  Back to Mr. Frazier, what did he tell you about organizing the 

Teamsters in Janesville?  Just what -- what were his objectives and how 

was he going about achieving those objectives? 

A Actually, I would have to say that the man was very closed mouth, I mean, 

in those days.  Those fellows did not talk very much about what they did.  I 

know that they were the instigators.  And when they would come, they 

would always try to set up the local people as the officials so that they 

were more or less in the background.  They never made themselves as the 

person out in front.  They were always the back people.  I mean and as I 

grew older, I learned that.  I found out don’t be the one that gets the one 

punched in the nose.  Be the guy that picks him up.   

  I mean this is always what I did.  I really found that out early in life 

that that guy was very smooth.  He knew exactly what he wanted, but he 

was never the one that seemed to do it.  He always had somebody that he 

had in front to push them along and push them along.  You do this, you do 

that.  When it come time to be, I suppose, to make an enemy with the -- say 

for example, some employer, he would probably be the good guy.  He 

would be making you out as the guy that was causing all the problems, yet 

he was the driving force behind the issue.   

  And he had to be good because this is what their trade was.  And in 

order to make those a success, that guy was really a crackerjack.  And I 

learned that.  I thought boy, after this one, there's going to be a fight.  I'll 

be back there and let the other people take the punches.  I think that I really 

did.  I really learned that in a very quick time, that that man always seemed 

to me that when there was going to be a problem, that was the day I had to 
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take him to Chicago.  We've got to get some directions he'd say.  Isn't that 

good?  I mean really, it's funny when you think about it that this is really 

what happens.  I found out in every organization I went into that ninety 

percent of the force that was put behind an organization is not the men's 

that lead it --  

Q Right. 

A -- after it's established.  

Q Now, what kind of problems happened in Janesville outside of Swanson's 

Grocery in your experience that you were aware of regarding the 

organization of the Teamsters?  You know, what was happening that he'd 

have to take off to Chicago? 

A We had some very serious problems as I said.  I think that there was a 

movement in all towns, I think, or every businessman.  I think their 

chamber of commerce would be -- whatever their organization was, I think 

their general thinking was we're going to oppose unions.  And I think 

regardless of if you were, as you say, the Teamsters at this time or if you 

would be in the clothing business or the automobile business, they were 

taking the stand.  They would oppose unions not to get them -- let them get 

a foothold.  This is the problem that they faced.   

  And I think the Teamsters were the first international -- I mean, in 

my opinion, at that time was the big ones that were coming in to get 

established.  And I think they felt that this is the one that they really had to 

start and put a stop to if it was going to get a foothold.  So all of the people 

that did have truckers, and they were inviting their employees to join the 

Teamsters Union, I think this is where our problem was.  And with one 
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baking concern that I know of, it must have had probably 17, 18 drivers or 

maybe more was a push to organize them people.  And that management 

took a very serious opposition to it.  And there was almost bloodshed there.  

I mean this is one of the one cases that I do recall.  And in fact, some of 

them --  

Q Was this Benison Lane by the way? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay. 

A That was the Benison Lane people.  And in fact, we have a Kelvin's 

(phonetic) organization in town that has never belonged to a union.  I mean 

they still are not unionized.  And so, as I said, it's one of those things that I 

think was the first union that started to meet opposition.  And there were 

picket lines then set up as I said.  We also had another  -- Karr's Grocery 

used to be another independent grocery store with about five different 

outlets, and their drivers were there.  And at one time, we had a serious 

picketing problem there.  But that was, though, in the clerks' end of it, not 

the drivers.  The clerks then start coming in.  So there were different areas 

that I think that we had problems, and I think it was just that management 

at that time was trying to protect themselves from unionized -- or unions 

getting strong in the city. 

Q Did you ever talk to Mr. Frazier about the Benison Lane situation?  Do you 

recall anything that he said about that?  I'm assuming that he was involved 

-- that he was involved in that. 

A He was very, very much involved.  And as I said, mostly mine would be, as 

I said, just ordinary conversations.  And he was very closed mouth.  
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Whatever he was planning and everything, as I said, is -- I don’t think I 

ever got real close to him, even with our drives to Chicago and back I 

mean as to -- as to his business.  And I don’t -- in fact, I have found that 

with most organizers that I have dealing with, you don’t get them into 

general conversations.  They just are that type of person.  You just don’t 

get into that.   

  Now, when I -- just going on beyond that now when I had people 

that -- we finally joined an international, and many of the times, our 

international office, when I was president, used to come and ask if I had 

men in our organization that would be willing to work for them because we 

had some highly skilled people in that end.  And we had them turned down.  

Very few people in my organization would go to be that.  I did, with my 

wife, spend some time in Fort Madison, Iowa trying to help organize the 

Schafer people.   

  And I went down there because there was an international there that 

was, we felt, misinterpreting what they had did at Parker in soliciting 

membership there.  And so the international that I belonged to had me go 

down there as the president, and they paid me for my rooms and 

everything.  I used to meet with them people and show them the contract 

that the other international was using claiming they got these things, which 

they didn’t do.   

  And so I mean, but getting back to people from our local union, 

none of them would accept those jobs.  It's a hazardous position.  You'll 

find out that most of those people are divorced, they lose their families.  

Most of them had problems with the -- drinking problems and that.  And I 
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do see the problems, and I think most of our people was well aware of 

what could happen.  And our organization just was not that type of people.   

Q You mean at Parker Pen? 

A At Parker Pen. 

Q Right. 

A In the organization when we went in. 

Q Now, do you -- do you know who, locally, was responsible for organizing 

Benison and Lane?  Who were the -- who were the people there that were 

on the line? 

A Yes, I was acquainted with two different fellows.  It was -- well, they both 

passed away, and they both were heavy organizers.  One of them worked 

for quite some time at the Local 579 out here at the Teamsters.  The other 

one finally moved away and went to Florida and lived down there.  And I 

think he continued in union work and organizational work down there.  But 

those two fellows, and then when I had my card and that in there, and I still 

have a withdrawal card from the Teamsters, but they were very strong.  His 

-- his name was just slipping my -- my tongue now.   Yeah, it might come a 

little later.  I'll probably remember it.   

Q Yeah. 

A But he did.  He worked there for a long time.  And he was quite a strong 

organizer.  And I remember our location and our -- our meeting hall at that 

time was on North Academy Street.  And it's been torn down now, but I 

mean that was where we first used to meet as -- as truck drivers -- or 

Teamsters. 

Q And where -- just exactly where was that building? 
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A It was in -- we used to call it the old commercial building where it was a 

commercial hotel and a commercial restaurant.  And then there was another 

little side building on there now, and it was rented out.  And it was a 

regular meeting hall there.  We had chairs and a place in there where you 

could call a meeting.  And at that time, then, these two fellows were I think 

the first fully paid president and secretary of the local union as Teamsters, 

I thought, in Janesville.  And that was where they held their office, yeah.  

Gilbert, one of the men's names was Gilbert, and then the other one I -- I'll 

have to think of that one.  

Q Yeah, good.  All right, good.  They -- they may be a matter of record at the 

Teamster office.   

A Yeah. 

Q But just in case. 

A Yeah. 

Q What -- what were the other targets of the Teamsters in Janesville at that 

time in these very early years? 

A Well, I think that I was going to say our two bakery industries here because 

they used to deliver to all the outlaying areas.  They'd have trucks, you 

know, that would go into all the different stores at those times and deliver.  

And then they also had truck drivers that would make the local stores.  And 

they -- and then the delivery systems, and then, of course, the General 

Motors truckers, those were the big industries there that -- the big 

employers of truck drivers. 

Q Yeah, right.  Were the Teamsters organized here before the UAW, do you 

know? 
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A That I would -- I would say -- I think the Teamsters were before the -- 

finally, the United Auto Workers got there, I think Teamsters were before 

them.  Now, I could be mistaken on that end of it, but I remember Mr. 

Yenny, I think, was the first president of the -- the Chevrolet organization 

of United Auto Workers.   

Q Yeah, right. 

A I think he was the first one.  And I know at that time, Lou Adkins and a 

few more of those fellows, but as I said, they were a little older, and I was 

not in that location, so it was after they were really started that I became 

acquainted with them.  But I do know that I -- I still feel that the minute the 

truck drivers were required to drive cars rather than drive the cars away 

themselves, I think the truck drivers made their pitch to come into this 

area.  And whether the auto workers were organized at that time, I can't 

really state.  I know they're an older organization, but what their dates were 

that they got started there, I don’t know.  I do remember sit-down strikes 

and everything there and that when they first was organizing, but I can't 

remember which would be first or second. 

Q Now, what kind of activities did you specifically engage in as a Teamster 

in Janesville besides driving Frazier back and forth to Chicago? 

A That would be it.  I was not of any part of the organization of any type, 

only as a member.  And that was a laid off member, you might say, at that 

time then see.  But I was not an organizer of any sort.  I had nothing to do 

with the other groups, where they were that they were electing officers or 

any of that type.  I was only strictly a friend, you might say, a convenience 

to the organizer that was there. 
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Q Yeah.  And how -- how many members were there in those early years 

when they were trying to organize Benison and Lane? 

A That, again, I would have to say -- how many members?  Because at union 

meetings, I mean you didn’t have a real turnout.  You never do, of course.  

And I could never state how many actually dues paying members they had, 

but I do know that they must have been some money from somewhere 

because they started to pay the local union officers in the Teamster 

organization.  So now whether that was fully funded by their dues here 

plus per capita tax, I don’t know because at that day and age, I wouldn't 

even know how money was coming in, see.   

  But I mean now I -- I don’t think the local union was strong enough 

at that time to support officers.  Yeah, I think it would have to come from 

an outside international because my gas, see I mean there by the way, and 

that was always paid for on those trips by Mr. Frazier.  And he used to slip 

me a five-dollar bill or something once in a while for my time on that, but 

that would be the extent of it.  I mean yeah, I wasn't doing this on my own.  

I mean he was paying for the gas and everything.  And when we'd eat and 

everything, always the tab was picked up.  In fact, it was just giving me 

something to do as being out of work and everything, so I mean it was one 

of those things that just happened. 

Q What went on at the meetings of the Teamsters in those early years?  What 

-- what was a typical meeting like? 

A Oh, the typical meeting in those days was really rough, and it was a lot of 

swearing, a lot of running down the employers.  I mean of course you had 

to work people up in those days then, see.  And it was -- it was quite an 
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experience because if you -- actually, then it got so you either had to hate 

your employer or you weren't a good union member.  

  And of course, I was very much opposed to that.  I was never that 

type of man.  I always thought that a person had to do something of his 

own free will.  You either believed in something or you didn’t and not 

somebody to agitate you into doing something, you know.  And as I said, 

sometimes people used to question my unionism, where I felt that I was 

maybe more stronger union then they because just being a vigorous man 

and willing to go out and punch somebody in the nose, which don’t get you 

any place.  I think that I was stronger.  I can think of instances where I 

wouldn’t buy a product now from a man that I felt caused serious union 

problems, and I wouldn’t to this day.  I am very serious on some problems. 

Q What about the organization of JATCO?  Were you familiar -- were you 

involved in when that happened?  Do you have any recollections of that at 

all? 

A Not a bit, no.  JATCO was -- I mean the Teamsters were organizing 

everything when those -- as I said, my experience was just when the drive-

aways were being eliminated, and truck drivers were coming in.  And at 

that time JATCO really didn’t get a start then right away either because 

nearly every one of those units were independently owned.  And then you 

see big companies came in with the units, and then they were hiring people 

to drive them.  Where it used to be if I had two units, I could go over there 

and contract with the General Motors people to deliver cars.  Or  you could 

have an outfit, and you could deliver cars for them.  And in that way, it 

was.  Then, it finally got so that they were forced out.  They just couldn't 
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keep up with it.  I mean and it got into where the Janesville Auto 

Transportations start coming in.  And then eventually, that was sold.  I 

think it was merged with a big company out of Detroit.  And I think right 

now that that's more or less where we're at now with a big organization, but 

I wouldn't be too sure on that.  But I know that that was quite a thing there.  

But nearly every independent was forced out. 

Q How -- in looking back on it, how would you -- how would you assess the 

impact of the Teamsters in Janesville during the '30's? 

A I think it had a lot to do with more internationals then becoming interested 

in the City of Janesville to come in, you know, and start local groups.  And 

as you said, that's when probably the -- now carpenters, I think they were 

organized a long time ago and different things like that, but I think it 

became more pronounced.  People became more aware of unions.  And I 

think that they were actually the start of bringing people more to mind.  

And being aggressive as they were, I think that they really got more people 

interested.  And then I think, as I said, more internationals kept moving in.  

And at that time, you didn’t see so much, I call it rating, but you wouldn't 

see like the Teamsters now where they want to represent say social 

workers or where they want to represent farm workers or some of that sort.  

In fact, it was one of my big main complaints at state conventions, that we 

were allowing internationals to come in and organize groups that they had 

no interest in, didn’t have no idea of what their problems were.  Like over 

in Monroe where we have a little electrical factory that assemble small 

parts, the brewery industry group came over and organized them, which to 

me is not unionism the way I look at it.  I think you should be affiliated 



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 14, 1976 

47 

with a group that has the same problems or else you're not going to be 

effective.  Well, they set -- they set up different agencies in their group to 

take and handle that.  Well, then to me, it's a waste of money and a waste 

of union people's dues because another thing I can't see being organizers, 

international presidents, and international officers, the wages that they pay 

them.  We should pay them probably like the companies figure their 

foremen.  See, fifteen percent over the highest paid man in their group or 

under their jurisdiction, or like General Motors, they have probably a 

higher scale because of the monies that they have.  They could maybe pay 

a foreman twenty-five percent over that.   

 Now, there is no reason when we pick a man out of my group, say if I was 

at Parker, and I was elected international president, why should I go to a 

$30,000 position?  I am interested in unionism as a member to see that we 

are organized to be spokesmen.  And every time I go some place, my 

traveling expenses and everything is paid.  I have no out of pocket 

expenses.  Why do we go to these big wages?  Why do we lengthen the 

period of the time because that way they set up the -- I think they got to be 

bureaucrats.   

  Look at Meeney.  Every time that man is there, he's in his 90's 

probably or close to it.  Every contract pretty near that is under his 

jurisdiction from the locals that they -- he is the head of, all of them have a 

clause 65 retirement.  What difference is it that I have to retire at 65 and he 

can go to 80?  I think I'm just as productive at 80 as he probably is.  So -- 

and then he speaks for labor sometimes without and then just calling the 

presidents, and we had a lot of disagreements with our international 
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president, and we used to send him telegrams telling him you cannot speak 

for the unions if you're not going to speak the way we do.  We had very, 

very strong local economy, and we insisted that we did even though we 

were a part of the international.  It was one of the problems that --  

Q Now, this was when -- the rubber workers at Parker Pen? 

A At Parker Pen I'm speaking of. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A It was that local.  At the time, as I said, when we was in the federals, and 

the word came down from the -- the internationals that the federals were 

being phased out, that all local unions would be given a certain period of 

time to become affiliated with an international.  Well, that opened it up so 

that every international looking at every federal union, they just come in 

groves looking for you, see, in order to get you.  We had boiler workers 

looking for us.  Now, we had different ones offering us all kinds of 

advantages, all kinds of positions and so forth in their organization to sell 

ours.  We turned everyone down.  We told them we were looking for 

something that was compatible with what we were interested in.  We would 

pick the international we was going into.  Nobody was going to railroad us.  

But we did, we had plenty of dinners and everything given to us.  We had 

plenty of trips offered to us, you know, to see how their organizations 

worked.  We actually picked the United Rubber Workers because they -- 

we had plastic workers, I mean, and our pens used to be plastic.  They used 

to be rubber, too, before we went to plastics.  And we felt that this was 

more of a closer organization than any that we were concerned with.  And 

when we finally made our agreements, we told them that we didn’t want 
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them riding on our backs.  We wanted our own economy.  We would tell 

them we wanted their information that they could give us as an 

international local.  And this is one of the criteria we sent down, and they 

really gave us a lot, a lot of leeway as to do it.   

 When we would go to bargain our organization, we made up our own 

proposals.  We knew exactly what our problems was in our business and 

what we needed with the company.  We expected them to look up their 

data on what the company's financial status was.  They could find out 

information of those sorts.  They could come down on an international 

scale as to how big unions were going for pension plans, how they were 

financed and all that.  And we would allow the representative from the 

international to sit in with our groups and speak to those subjects.  When 

we came to the proposals that we needed with the company ourselves, our 

local officers and the bargaining committee took over, and this is what we 

did.  And I mean -- and I think this is always the way it should be.   

 I am very much opposed to like the Ford industry now with the strike that 

they had.  We had the same problem with General Motors was on strike at 

the time when they were out.  Our internationals would sit down the 

bargaining -- and come to an agreement.  Everybody they says would vote 

to accept the agreement.  But we had locals over here with probably 600 

grievances that the companies would be strictly ignoring.  Not one of these 

would be settled.  They were taking care of the pension plan.  they were 

taking care of holiday plans and so forth, but we had working conditions 

here that were being ignored.  Then, they'd let this one go back and say 

okay, you can stay out and settle it.  How in the blazes are you going to 
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settle something when the General Motors Company makes Chevrolet here 

and say you can sit until you rot.  You can't do that.  And international, I 

think, was absolutely hurting their own local members by not saying every 

one of you sit down and get those problems so that everybody goes back at 

the same time with local unions.  Now, they could have a man come out if 

there was some gripes and not -- legitimate, as I would say, complaints or 

bargaining points.  They could say look you guys, in their own union hall, 

you forget this and forget that.  You're not going to hold up everybody just 

because you've got a gripe here, see.  We want positive facts that you've 

got a grievance.  They could have settled them, and then everybody would 

go back to work, but they don’t do it.  These fellows have to go back to 

work with problems that they've had for three and four and five years.  It 

never gets settled, see, because they're ignored.  They have no strength 

once the internationals go back.  We never wanted that to happen to us.  

But of course we were not -- so that we could strike with the -- in our 

company with Parker where anybody else would go out. 

Q Yeah, you don’t have the -- 

A We didn’t have that problem. 

Q You're not dealing with a nation -- nationwide production system there. 

A So, but as I said, as I think they jeopardized their own.  And this is where I 

feel that your internationals get so powerful that they tell one of the local 

or two little locals that you do as we say and not as you want, you know, 

and you don’t have your -- I think this is where -- 

Q It seems that as -- as the corporations spread throughout the country, then 

the union will also -- also becomes nationalized just to keep up with the 



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 14, 1976 

51 

company. 

A To keep up with the company.  But, as I said, they also become so big that 

they can't -- 

Q Nationalize not in the -- in the -- not in the political -- not in the economic 

sense, but in a business sense. 

A Yeah, business sense.  But this is one of the things, as I said, is that a place 

-- union people.  And when you are in an international like those, they 

really don’t have the local authority that they think they have, I don’t.  It's 

got away from it.  And, of course, it is big.  And our rubber industry, of 

course, was the same way.  We just had a major strike. 

Q I wanted to ask -- I want to ask about that later on.  I want to get into your 

experience at Parker Pen  here very shortly.  But there are just a couple 

things I want to ask before that.  And you've indicated that the 

community's reaction to the organization of the Teamsters was generally 

pretty hostile. 

A Hostile. 

Q And I was wondering if -- if there were any people who did support you 

that you recall?  Did you get any kind of support from the -- from the 

community at large? 

A In my experience with the -- as I said, no, I don’t think that that time -- I 

think that actually a community support.  You see, in those days, the 

women weren't workers at that time either.  It was mostly men.  And the 

women looked at it as men being put out of work, not that they weren't 

looking forward to it.  And we had many, many of them walk right through 

picket lines and even spit on picket line people.  I mean, very hostile 
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against picketing.  And as I said, the community had never moved along 

that fast.  And women, at that time, were -- they never worked, and only 

husbands worked.  And nearly every time that one joined, ran into a 

problem, I think that the attitude was that people had a very hostile.  Even 

some women never approved of their husbands joining the unions because 

they were the ones that suffered.  They were the ones that didn’t have the 

food to put on the table.  And I think that was one of the problems that was 

one of the first problems that we had with unionism in Janesville. 

Q So getting women then to understand the concept of the union was -- was 

that a crucial problem at that time? 

A That is -- that is a very crucial problem.  I think that was one of the biggest 

problems that men had to overcome because, I mean, their wives were just 

not acquainted with the problems they were in their working conditions 

and in their wages and so forth, and that they didn’t know.  And when a 

man did get into a problem, then they quickly blamed the union.  So they 

had no hesitation of walking across the picket line.   

Q Yeah, I suppose with the groceries and the bakeries, you ran into that 

problem quite a bit? 

A Very, very much, yes.  It was one of those things that they just was not 

going to be denied what they thought they wanted.  And no one was going 

to tell them where they could trade or where they couldn't trade and so 

forth.  And even though, as I said, they were loyal and everything, but it 

was just that they didn’t understand it.  The newspapers and everything at 

that time was always playing up the on side of the problem that unions 

were nothing but agitators, and it wasn't hard to convince people that this 
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was the problem.  

Q Well, did the Gazette -- let's take the Swanson's Grocery case.  Did the 

Gazette report that at all? 

A Oh, very much so.  Every time that anything happened, it was quite the 

lengthy reports. 

Q So they didn’t ignore it, but they reported it heavily and from a negative 

standpoint? 

A I think nearly all of the information that was given to our people with the 

one paper in town was always negative. 

Q How did you get information -- information that you needed from a 

positive standpoint?  You know, you couldn't rely on the local paper.  

Where did you get your information? 

A Actually, the only way that we had to would be the communications would 

be at union meetings.  And as I said, then you wouldn't even get the full 

support.  And this is one of the problems that we had that even for years as 

we went along, that our local teachers in the schools were always pro -- 

Q Yeah, I was going to ask you about that. 

A Yeah, and we had an awful time.  Our children -- even in the families of 

strong union men were being brought up to oppose unions.  And so you 

could see what the problems were to overcome when you tried to take and 

sell unionism to a family. 

Q How did you react when your kids would come home from school saying -- 

would they -- would they come home and tell you about what teachers said 

in school or how did that work, and then how did you react? 

A Oh, I had it very definitely thrown at me.  In fact, my children were anti-
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union for quite some time.  And in fact, I had a nephew that I instructed to 

go into union, and he had very bad experience.  My own son had a very 

bad experience.  So they were, as I said, they could see that I was pro-

union, but they were not quite as pro as I was.  They believed in unions, 

but they thought they were too strong and so forth.  Yes, they did come 

home with problems that they thought that sometimes I was being too 

strong on. 

Q Now, would you take any action on that as far as dealing -- how -- dealing 

with the schools, or did you just accept it?  How -- how did you respond? 

A Our family was --  

Q As far as the school was concerned. 

A Well, yes, in our local meetings, ninety percent of the time even when I 

was in -- finally got to be a president of the Janesville area, which was the 

labor union.  And we had the representatives from all the locals belong to 

it.  And one of our biggest problems was to see how we could get literature 

into the libraries, how we could get our teachers into telling how we were -

- and explain unionism.  Many, many books that I used to get from 

internationals were printed.  And then we also had a school for workers out 

of the university, which was very effective to get our union officers up 

there, and then come back.  And we would try and send four or five 

members out of our own groups to these schools to educate them, but it 

was a very hard thing to get the school teachers until finally they saw the 

light and started organizing themselves that finally we got some 

information going to the people.  Right, but they were a very slow group to 

come.  But now, I have to give them credit.  They are smarter some -- 
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people -- they stick together sometimes better than working people, and 

they know the strength that they have, and they're using it. 

Q Yeah, teachers and public employees unions, that's -- 

A Oh, it's terrible.  Public employees -- 

Q It's a particularly difficult problem. 

A -- elected to the county board.  One of the very first questions was put to 

me one time when I was there.  They said being the strong union member 

that you are, what would be your feeling when it comes to, you know, 

problems with the municipal workers and that?  And I says I don’t feel that 

there would be any conflict of interest.  I says I am a fair man.  I says and I 

do not take sides just to take sides.  I says I'm going to tell you whatever's 

fair, I'll agree with.  They says well they couldn't ask for anything better 

statement than that.  And I do feel that I was even stronger opposed to 

some of the organizations and municipal workers than some of those 

people that asked me that same question because I think that they came in, 

and I still feel that bargaining by county employees, whether they're on 

staff or whatever you want, know that either the increases in wages or the 

people working under them is going to keep them so far up ahead too.  I 

mean that they're going to come.  That we don’t get the strong support 

from them that we should to oppose -- I mean the movements that they 

make.  I'm not saying that they shouldn't organize or anything, but they 

have taken advantage of some of the things that our local union spent 

twenty years in fighting for.  And sometimes when we go in for raises that 

we would go pretty near to the verge of a strike for three cents an hour.  

Where these people come in and never nowhere near those problems.  And 
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for when we had to fight for holidays, they come in and start out with 

twelve holidays off the bat.  They start out with pension plans, and they 

start out with things of that that I don’t think newer unions should probably 

get without working for them.  I mean we took advantage -- or took and 

had things that they had in municipals, and they have never had layoffs like 

we went through, and they never had -- they had good pension plans that 

we never had.  Some of it they paid for partly and that, but I mean they did 

have different things in municipal work that I think is an entirely a service 

to the people rather than a production worker.  There is no way that you 

can really gauge what they do, you know.  And so I think it's entirely 

different.  I can't never see -- I suppose different departments taking 

advantage of even our laws saying they can't strike, and then going out on 

strike and putting the people at -- like garbage collections and that, I mean, 

that is to me a very wrong thing.  And yet I'm not in favor of compulsory 

arbitration.  You're putting one man that comes in from an outside town or 

something caring nothing what happens except to bring two people 

together and not caring which way or who it's going to cost, and that is not 

the way to settle a problem I don’t think. 

Q I know you've been involved in county government, so this is not directly 

you're area of interest.  But I know not too long ago, the firefighters 

organization became very strong and active in Janesville, and there was a 

threat and a strike, and I wondered how you reacted to that situation? 

A I am very well acquainted with the firefighters.  And as I said, I know most 

of their officers, and I've had good relations with them.  But I would never 

hesitate to tell them that I would feel that they would ever have the right to 



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 14, 1976 

57 

go out on strike.  And I believe I've indicated that to some of them, and I 

don’t believe that they have.  I think their job is an entirely different from 

anything else that's producing something.  They do give a service.  They're 

entitled to certain benefits and everything, but I think that by going on 

strike is not going to settle the matter, I really don’t. 

Q What kind of -- what kind clout do you see people in that situation having?  

I'd imagine you'd put the police in the same category? 

A Yes. 

Q Maybe garbage collectors too where there's an essential service involved 

that can't be done without for very long.  What do you see as these workers 

-- what -- what do these workers have -- what's their club?  Most workers 

rely on the strike, but what do -- what do these public and service 

employees have?  What do you see as their -- their clout or their club? 

A I've actually tried to, in some way, find -- like I'm saying, I'm not in favor 

or compulsory arbitration and so forth to settle the differences.  I also say 

that when people work for a private concern like Parker or General Motors 

or anything where they're producing a car, they're making a profit, and that 

they are doing something, that a union man, if he felt that he was making 

these working long hours and so forth I mean, his work produces this.  If 

the maker's going to make a profit, I think a certain percent of that profit 

has to be figured to go to the man that is helping to make that profit, which 

I would say is the worker.  Now, in the municipal employees where you're 

giving a service, you're hired as a public servant.  In my opinion, every 

person that pays taxes is your boss.  And you have to come down to some 

way of saying, look, we say that you can work all of the time.  We want 
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you to make a living for your family, but you have a service.  If you don’t 

feel that that service is paying you for the style of family -- or the way that 

you want to raise your family or what you feel you should get, it's an awful 

hard statement, but I'm coming right down to the fact that maybe you 

should get into where money is available in a different position.  Now, I 

hate to tell that to a person, but we did it in our own -- as an example, our 

own organization.  Jobs are evaluated.  There's some jobs in the same 

union that pay different, I mean according to the work that you do.  Okay, 

now when them jobs are open, you have a chance to apply for it.  And you 

can take it if you can qualify, okay.  If you're satisfied to stay on the lower 

one and say I don’t have responsibilities, I'd like to be a janitor, sweep the 

floor, I'm more or less on my own, fine.  Okay, if you're a city employee 

and you feel that that service -- we can pay the fire department out of so 

much for the rate of taxes for everybody to pay for it and you like that job, 

that's yours.  If you feel it isn't there, then you should go to some position 

that you feel is there.  I think that there has to be a limit on it.  Now, it has 

to be that job evaluated to what the city can pay for those services.  Now, if 

it gets up to where you say that 15,000 would be the top, our organization 

goes $15.  Then, the next time you can say well we need a cost of living or 

we need it because costs are going up, people will look at it.  But to 

demand things and different things, now I don’t know where their clout 

would be, but I really think that a person in a -- in a position that is not 

producing something that can be raised, not just saying tax payers are 

unending, see, that something that can be brought in to bring that money.  

And some unions force themselves out of work by going so high, and it's 
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not unreasonable to say that the municipal employees can't do it.  It looks 

like in the city of New York, they have done it.  And they can go beyond it 

because they do have the sympathy of the people.  We want them to work.  

We want their services.  But you can also take and go beyond what you can 

pay. 

Q Yeah. 

A If you have a maid in the home and she was doing a good job, but it got so 

that you couldn't afford to keep her, you'd have to let her go.  And I think 

the same thing is on a multiple basis in the fire department or police 

department or street department or whatever. 

Q Yeah, that's interesting.  I want to -- while you were talking about schools 

and, you know, problems with the attitudes of teachers toward labor and 

labor  unions, I wanted to ask about -- what about the -- the parochial 

schools that way?  What about St. Patrick's?  You know, when you were 

growing up and going to school, did you ever hear anything about labor 

unions in the parochial school?  Were they ever dealt with at all? 

A No, you see, that would be before my time.  I didn’t get involved until 

actually probably right after high school.  And see, I wouldn't -- and those 

grades there, union wasn't in the City of Janesville.  I don’t believe we 

even heard of it. 

Q So it wouldn't  have even been mentioned in the Catholic schools? 

A Not in the Catholic schools, no.  But I think -- 

Q Well, you see -- 

A -- they probably had the same problem after the unions started to come in, I 

mean.  But I don’t think it would be discussed as much when we had the 
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sisters in that as we would when -- because that was mostly all donated 

time you might say.  Although they were reimbursed a little, but I mean we 

never had a wage as such, and that's why the schools now can't afford it 

because we have no -- we're going to teachers, and this is what our schools 

problems are in the parochial schools. 

Q Did -- did you ever -- what -- how did -- how did the priest, say, react to 

the development of organized labor?  Did you ever get any reaction at all 

from any of the priests when you were involved in union activity? 

A This is a very -- like you said, again, but yes, I became very much involved 

with some of that, and as I say, I think that -- my opinion -- I'll say it this 

way, so my opinion, yes.  I think that all the clergymen, and I came in 

contact -- I -- then I'm going to say parties because Republicans, which I 

would say would be employers mostly.  And that they would be very much 

anti-union in my dealings with them.  And in some cases, I felt that they 

were actually -- well actually really very much opposed to unionism. 

Q Now, this would be even the Catholic clergy? 

A Well, I'm talking about the Catholic clergy, yeah. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Because I think the general assumption would be that maybe 

the Catholic clergy would be different in that regard, but --  

A They always claimed that the Irish and everything was, you know, like you 

said is more democratic and more unionized or something like that, but I 

found it very much different with the dealings I had, yes.   

Q Now, well could you describe a little bit of the dealings you had you say?  

Apparently, you must have had conversations with priests about these sorts 

of things, or just what were the dealings that you speak of? 
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A Well, I mean just with experiences as being a member of a parish, and I 

mean an active member and everything and knowing that, and then with 

the school and where we would hire janitors and so forth, and well of 

course I mean we never had -- the sisters, of course, were there, which was, 

in my opinion, was a donated service more or less.  But with the services 

of workers that did it and --  I mean in my experiences, they were always 

tried to keep the pay very, very low, and the hours very, very long, and 

very demanding on their services.  And if anybody then at any time felt 

that they could do better some place where some fellows might felt that 

they were doing their duty, and because it was a church, were willing to 

put up with, you know, a little less.  Then when finally they would ask for 

a raise or something and couldn't get it, and finally they went to another 

position.  I felt that some of them even went beyond what I felt was their 

jurisdictions and even trying to blackball some of these people.  And I -- 

it's an awful thing to say, but I mean this is experience that I did find, and I 

think that they were very opposed to that.  And I mean it showed that they 

were strongly feeling that people should be more or less -- donate some of 

their services and work for small pay and so forth. 

Q Submissive, yeah. 

A Yeah, submissive, that's right. 

Q Well, did -- did any priest ever try to discourage you from union activities 

or from belonging to a union? 

A No, never, not my own.  I'm just saying what experiences that I ran into 

people that asked me about different things, and then, I mean, came 

involved that I did know about situations.  Yeah, I was.  And a lot of times, 
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you'd be surprised at the people that did call me and would consult with me 

on different things, you know, that would want to know different things. 

Q Well now, you know, back -- it was back in the 1870's.  I forget the exact 

date, but Pope Leo issued an encyclical called Rerum Novarum, which 

supported the concept of labor unions.  Were you aware of that, and how 

would priests -- how would they have dealt with that? 

A I mean, the only time -- 

Q When -- when did you become aware of it first of all?  Did you learn about 

it in school? 

A I learned about it, I think, at my schools for workers.  I mean those things 

were brought up.  

Q So you didn’t learn it from the Catholic school? 

A No, I learned it mostly from -- no, actually most of my was through 

schoolings.  And by the way, I attended some of those.  They'd be weeks, 

and sometime two-week programs up there, and I -- every year I made 

advantage of those.  I'd have little diplomas they'd give you, and I've got a 

lot of those.  I was quite a -- I almost consider me as what they call these 

paraprofessionals now.  You know, you hear a lot of that.  These people 

work with people, and they call them paraprofessionals, you know, and 

they'll tell you to go there.  They don’t actually -- and I couldn't actually do 

anything for them, but I knew where to tell them and where to send them.  

And like if somebody needed -- and I'd say well you really have a legal 

problem, you should get yourself an attorney.  Or you have a welfare 

problem.  You should be in our welfare office.  If you want me to go with 

you, I'll go with you, you know, to show you how to do it or any of these.  
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And I used to do that, oh all kinds of people from different locals and 

different people call me.  And I really used to be in that -- I never -- I only 

knew in my mind I couldn't advise them, but I knew how and where to get 

that information to people that needed it.   

Q On -- on this business of the church and the attitudes of the priest, you 

know, you've painted a picture of priests as being almost as anti-union as 

the business establishments.  And -- now how -- did you ever confront 

them with -- with Rerum Novarum or some other document from -- from 

the church, which supported labor unions?  And what kind of response did 

you get? 

A You're saying did I ever say now look, this was handed down, that you 

should probably be following those -- 

Q Yeah, here, you know, this was a -- this was done 75 years ago, how come 

you're not -- you're not with it, you know? 

A No, I don’t believe I did.  But I do believe, in personal contact, I made 

references to some of them that -- they used to, in my time, say at some of 

their sermons.  I remember one especially that said he'd rather be a man in 

a union suit than be a union member or something like that.  And I went 

back and told him I took exceptions to it.  And I mean, yeah, they made 

statements like that, and I --  

Q Even in sermons, you say, these things would come up? 

A Yeah, and as I said, I think other parishes probably had the same thing, not 

just ours.  But I mean I think it was -- it did.  And as I said, I was very 

touchy.  Some people would probably just let it go over their head, and I 

just never did.  I think if something hit me, I used to always make myself 
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known, never was very popular.   

Q You didn’t get an ulcer from holding things inside you either, so -- 

A I was on the verge of them lots of times. 

Q Oh really?  What about your political attitudes during this period, now?  

When you were involved during the '30's, early 40's maybe, what -- you 

know, where were you tending in terms of politics? 

A In the early '40's, not too much, but then I finally did -- as my union 

activities and that came, and then with our COLT, which is our Congress 

of Organization and Political Activities and that got in there.  And then, of 

course, when politicians used to come to local unions to get support and so 

forth, and I was a Democrat way back when.  I was, at one time, a statutory 

committee chairman for the County of Rock.  And I served with the -- I 

used to be with the county chairman, and we used to have quite a bit of 

activities where we were looking for candidates and everything. And so 

then I used to take and work on committees.  I was Les Talbum's, Jerry 

Flynn's, these were old congressmen that were running these areas.   

  And of course, our local union was very conscious of politicians at 

that time for ones that would be more or less labor-minded, and they used 

to buy tickets for me to attend different banquets.  I became acquainted 

with all the state mostly officials, with Pat Lucy.  I'd be on a speaking basis 

with him where he could call me with Proxmire.  When I'd meet him at the 

racetracks, he'd know my name was Jim and that I mean and that and 

different things.  Gaylord Nelson, when he was there.  I think one of our 

best governors was Governor Reynolds.  He only served one term, but John 

got into a pinch with unions and was really squeezed out on something he 
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had very little to do with when we went to the sales tax.  And so I mean, 

yeah, I was very political. 

Q So you were really involved, then, in the development of the -- of the post 

World War II liberal democratic party in Wisconsin? 

A I believe it. 

Q Did you feel that you were contributing to that movement? 

A I think I did, very much so, yeah. 

Q Who else in this -- or in Janesville would you have -- who else in 

Janesville did you work with, especially labor people? 

A Well, at one time, there was Earl Heffernan, which was the county 

chairman of the democratic party.  John Mooney, who was our president 

postmaster was in there.  And Lou Adkins was in it at different times.  And 

oh all of these different ones, it's hard.  Ray Bloom was in there for a 

while.  He was a secretary at one time.  And then we had different ones, as 

I said, some of these names that are getting by me now that I just don’t 

remember that haven't been active, but there was quite a few ladies that we 

used to have, too, out of Beloit, different ones.  And as I said, but it was an 

ordinary democrats that we would have at least 20, 25 people that would 

come to the meetings.  And actually, your officers carried on most of the 

proceedings of your counties.  And then when we had to be involved, we'd 

try to get them there, but mostly we had to do it our own leg work and do 

our own calls.   

Q Okay, we're almost out of time again, so we'll pick up next time with your -

- with the Parker Pen years. 

A Okay. 
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  MR. IMHOFF:  So thank you, Mr. Wells. 

(Interview concluded.)
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  MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  Today is October 21, 1976.  We're 

continuing the interview with Mr. James Wells of Janesville, Wisconsin.  

This is the second session with Mr. Wells.  My name is Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Wells, I wanted to begin today by asking you about your experience 

with the Parker Pen Company.  I was wondering, first of all, when and why 

it was you went to work with Parker? 

A It was in 1941.  It was just before the World War II was commencing.  I 

had been in between jobs at that time, and I was working in a tavern, and 

they were, at that time, starting to look for people to start into work in the 

defense plants.  And this is when I went and applied for a job.  And I was 

hired by Parker in -- it was April 12th or something like that in 1941.  I 

started out as a janitor on one of the floors in their office building.   

  And at that time, I worked until December when I was sent down to 

the fuse plant.  This was actually where I was actually to end up for the 

whole war where we made the fuses for -- they were sort of a bomb that 

was dropped out of airplanes.  It was a delayed action fuse that we made at 

that time.  Then they started hiring everybody, pretty near 300 in a short 

time.  I mean they were building that up real fast.  And this is where I 

remained until the end of the war. 

Q Now, where was the fuse plant? 

A The fuse plant was located in the Power and Light building on South River 

Street, just below the Court Street bridge.  And Parker took that over then, 

moved all the machinery that was necessary and everything into that plant, 

and that's what we call the fuse plant.  They did continue to operate in their 

other manufacturing of pens in their regular building but at a reduced scale.  
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But most all of the defense work, except some screw machine work and 

that, was done in the main plant.  But mostly all of it was done right in the 

fuse plant. 

  We did most of the work for the fuses in the plant where we were at 

called the fuse plant.  And the work that they did at the main plant was 

work they did for other companies that they made.  They turned out 

different parts on their screw machines and the machinery that we had, and 

we turned it out for other factories there.  And this is the way we were into 

the war work.  This is how they really got material, too.  You know, you 

had to do so much work for the government in order to receive materials 

that you could use for your regular productions. 

Q Now, was Parker involved in any defense work before the fuse plant 

operation at all were you aware of? 

A Yes, for a short time there in the screw machines, as I said, we turned out 

small parts and that.  They did have government contracts, and we did turn 

out a lot of material.  Of course, we didn’t know where it went or anything, 

but it was shipped out, and it was shipped to these different places where 

they did assembly work at that time.  And actually, we had no prime 

product that we were making for them.  Ours was most subcontracts that 

we were making for different companies that did have war work.  Then we 

finally got our own prime contract, which was making this fuse. 

Q What -- what exactly was the nature of your work in the fuse plant?  Just 

what -- what did you do? 

A When I first started, I was trained as a tool sharpener.  And this was -- 

what the machineries, you know, when they come in with tools that are on 
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their screw machines and their different machines that they needed, drills 

and so forth, and I was trained on sharpening these drills.  And I was 

trained on sharpening the tools that they used for form tools as they call 

them.  There were also threading tools that I was trained on sharpening.  

And it was very precise, and this is what I first started out doing. 

Q Now, and this was through -- through the duration of the war that you did 

this work? 

A Well, for quite some time I did that work, and then eventually, I was put in 

charge of what we call the subassembly part of the fuse.  And I had about 

34 operators under my jurisdiction.  And then one of the men that was in 

the final part of the assembly, what we call subassembly and final 

assembly, he was being transferred or he had done something that I don’t 

know he was leaving.  And I heard about it, so I went in and I applied.   

  I says why couldn't we consolidate the subassembly and final 

assembly together.  I was a little ambitious.  They were thinking that as 

long as I had charge, and it was running smooth, I could take over that.  

But I remember very distinctly the boss telling me no, he says, we've got a 

much better man coming in than that, see.  But what was really gratifying 

was the man that they put in there lasted two weeks.  He had no control 

over.  They called me in and then told me that they were giving me that 

department.   

  And at that time, it kind of made me a little peeved, and so I was 

refusing it.  I says no, I offered to take it, and now I've got a department 

that's running smooth.  I see there's problems up there.  Why should I stick 

my neck out?  But they made me go anyway, and it turned out and I really 
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worked at it.  And I really got it going.  That was pretty near three times 

the size of the department that I had.  And I stayed there then until I was 

finally moved with the work I did there.   

  Then they -- when the war was over and they were starting to cut 

down and cut back on the fuse plant, they asked me then if they -- if I'd be 

interested in an assistant foreman's job in the regular plant.  And that's 

what I went back for a year as when I went back out of the war system. 

Q Now, who was your boss at the fuse plant, the person who would have 

hired you for the subassembly position in the first place? 

A Mr. Cummings, he was in charge of the -- at one time, it was Mr. 

Genderson, and the Mr. Cummings was there then too.  And both he and I 

became very close friends. 

Q Now, had he been brought in to -- to manage the fuse plant or was he a -- 

had he come over from the other plant? 

A Well, he was at one -- I mean I think a lot of us were called in, and then I 

think we were kind of tested out over in there, but he was only a short time 

at the Pen.  And then he was sent down to the defense plant as the 

superintendent, and he carried on there for quite some time.  And by the 

way, he went into a vice presidency of the Parker at that.  Then, when they 

took and bought over Gilman's, this little place right in back of my house 

now when they came down there, he was the superintendent of that for 

quite some time until he retired.  He was quite a -- quite a man at the -- for 

Parker. 

Q Now, how was it -- as you look back on it, how was it that you managed to 

move up as fast as you did, you know, to a subassembly and then the final 
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assembly position?  Were you -- were you actually a foreman or what -- 

what exactly was your title and what were your responsibilities there first 

of all I guess we ought to find out? 

A They never really called any of us foreman.  We were in the fuse plant 

down there, and we were not considered as part of the -- I suppose the 

general operations and the management of the Parker Pen Company.  We 

were supervisors, yes, but never really called foremen.  But there was even 

different pay scales between the two people as we worked at Parker and we 

worked at the fuse plant.  And it was quite a problem at that time.   

  In fact, we were quite discouraged at some time that some of the 

people working in the pen industry was making more than we were 

working in what we figured was war work, see?  But it was finally 

adjusted, and, as I said, I don’t know, I always figured my -- kind of, I 

don’t know if it would be success.  I never really thought that I was a 

wheel of any kind, but I did get always along with people.  I had worked as 

a paperboy, as I told you, selling papers.   

  And there was never any time that, no matter who I met, that I, you 

know, couldn't become friendly with.  And I think this was one of the 

things.  Even the employees that were the ones, I was always strict enough 

so that when I did say something, and if they didn’t have work to do, I 

would never correct them for sitting around even if they wanted to play 

cards.  I mean now this is an exaggeration, but whenever I had anything 

done and had to be done in a hurry, them people would really work.  And 

that's -- I don’t know, I always got along good with people. 

Q What about the nature of the workforce at the fuse plant?  Where did the 
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people who worked there come from, and what were their backgrounds? 

A We had them from every walk of life.  We had people that owned their 

own businesses that came in and worked the nightshift because of the need 

for, you know, war people.  We had women that had never worked before, 

housewives and people like that that came in.  The training was really 

terrific.  I mean in order to get some of these people, we had some younger 

children and kids that came out of high school that were all horseplay.  

You know, I mean hard to keep in control.  And you know how kids are 

with their energy.  And so we had, from every walk of life, we had them 

coming in there.  And we had women and men that came -- we had them 

even from out of the city, I would say, in order to make up the force. 

Q How large of a workforce was it? 

A I think we must have went around, I would say at least 400 to 500. 

Q Now, you were in a supervisory position during much of that time, and you 

were dealing with, as you indicated here, kind of a non-traditional 

workforce.  While it was probably fairly common during the war years, but 

certainly up to that time, you didn’t have a lot of women in plants.  You 

didn’t have a lot of businesspeople coming in, working on second jobs.  

You wouldn't have had so many young people.  I can see where that would 

have caused a number of problems, and you eluded to one here regarding 

the young -- the youngsters who came to work.  I was wondering did that -- 

did this non-traditional workforce cause any special problems, and how did 

you deal with it? 

A It really did cause a problem because nearly every one of them that came in 

had never worked in factories, which is really a monotonous job.  And it 
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was hard to control them.  We had quite a bit of walking away from the 

job, you know, to the restrooms and so forth.  And it was a case of where 

you needed help.  You really couldn't get too strict, but it was a case that 

you just had to rely on some of them to keep the other ones in line.  And I 

mean, we tried to mix up old with young and everything as we could in 

order to offset some of this.  And then we, in my case, I set it up as 

competitive.  I put it up in line work.   

  It was really one of the first things.  I had a lot of help, though, 

because it was four or five young men that came from Cleveland that were 

actually time study men.  And they came in, and I told them what the 

problem was.  And they divided up the work so that each one would have a 

certain amount of work to do.  And we put it on trays, and we'd slide it to 

the next person.  So then at one time, we had them so that they were sitting 

across from the table from each.  And the visiting that went on was just 

terrific, you know.  They'd be visiting and they'd sit there to talk, and then 

the trays would stop.   

  So what I did was is I got these fellows.  We divided the lines 

where I had four lines.  I had two long tables, and two lines, one on each 

side of the table facing each other.  I took these tables, made four tables, 

and had them facing one direction.  Each one was facing the backs of the 

others so that the others was there.  Then, when we put the stock on there, 

the stockman could put them on there.  Then we got a competition going 

between these lines.  And it was terrific.  I tell you, we just moved -- we 

just moved material just something terrible along that line.  And even the -- 

I had a girl at the head of each table, you know, to kind of keep to see that 
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the stockman, when they was running low, was bringing it in to keep that 

going.  They'd keep watching that other line to see how they were moving, 

and it was terrific.  It was really one of the things that really put that final 

assembly over for me.  I got that going real good.  And then I invented a 

little -- 

Q Did you have any particular incentives that you gave them, or was it just 

purely the competitive thing worked? 

A Purely competitive because had nothing to offer.  

Q No, really. 

A No, really.  And the trouble is that sometimes we were working them ten 

hours, and sometimes twelve when we get into a bind.  A lot of our 

problems was the shortage of materials.  We'd sit sometimes for four hours 

without material waiting for some shipment to come in that would hold up 

the whole lines, you know.  Then when it would come in, we would want 

to move that along, of course, and we'd have to work overtime to make up 

for what we lost.  And this was one of our great problems.   

  And eventually, that kind of worked itself out because other 

factories were getting help, too, you know.  But the government inspectors 

were very, very strict.  And this was one of the things.  We could work all 

day, and then when the samples were taken out of the works that we did, if 

they'd find one bad or two bad out of a hundred or so forth, the whole 

works could be rejected.  And it was really hard.  Those government 

inspectors did not work for the company.  They worked for the 

government.   

  And we had one man that was a blind man that had a seeing eye 
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dog.  He was the sharpest man that you could ever see.  For gauges that 

you could feel with your fingers, you know, and within thousands and that, 

he was a toughie.  We had real good relations with the government on 

those, I mean.  Then they would -- if we had run real problems, it was kind 

of argumentative as to whether it was really a dangerous flaw or not.  We'd 

bring in a government man from Chicago.  He would go through.  They 

would recheck and recheck different ones, take out samples, and 

sometimes it would be stamped okayed after we would hold that back.  But 

this was quite interesting.  We had quite a time on that. 

Q How did the women react -- for many of the women, I suspect, this was 

their first work experience.  And as you recall, how did they react to -- and 

how did they -- how did they perform in the plant? 

A After a certain length of time, and as I say, most of it was routine.  And if 

we could keep somebody on a routine job, and once they got it, some of 

those women were crackerjacks.  I mean and they would stay on the job.  

Some of them women wouldn't leave their chair.  And if they were 

depending on some of the younger people, sometimes, they would even 

come and report well so and so isn't giving me the work fast enough and so 

forth.   

  So actually, we had quite a bit a policing of our help after it got 

going among the employees themselves.  And it was real good.  And I do 

say that the -- well, some of the younger ones was also very conscientious 

in their work.  And after all, when I first got out there, as I said, it was 

turmoil, throwing things, visiting, and everything.  We finally got it under 

control, and they finally got -- I think all of them wanted to do it, but it was 
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just ordinary work.  And at that time, you had so many let downs where 

they, like I said, you'd be waiting to see if something would pass for that.  

It would give you a chance -- once you stop work sometimes, it's awful 

hard to get back into the line of it again.  And this was one of our serious 

problems. 

Q When you -- after the war when you went to the main plant as a -- as an 

assistant foreman, here again, just what were your responsibilities, and 

what were you -- what were you supervising? 

A Well, this is a funny thing, and I don’t know, you know, but things like that 

happen.  And of course, when I went back there, I had the orders in fact to 

start on a Monday back at the main plant, and I was called on a Sunday and 

someone told me to go back to the fuse plant, that there was a development 

that had to -- started that they would want me to go back.  And it turned out 

that the foreman that I was going to be assigned the assistant to had 

objected to me coming to work for him.  He had another one that he had in 

mind that he felt that he could work better with.   

  And after I went back, then, of course my job had been filled with 

another one, so I actually didn’t have anything.  I spent a whole week just 

coming in, walking around the plant, waiting for this problem to be 

adjusted.  And at that time, another foreman called me and said, "Jim" he 

says, "I hear you're in a problem there."  He says, "None of it's your own 

making, but" he says, "you know, I'd just love to have you come and work 

for me," he says, "and I need an assistant.  I'm putting in for an assistant."   

  But it developed that the powers to be felt that they had made the 

decision.  I was to go in one place, and they had already told me that they 
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felt that I would be properly placed in that position, you know, and they 

overruled the foreman and sent me up there.  As it turned out, he and had 

just never could see eye to eye.  He never accepted me as his assistant, so 

the bosses that were in charge allowed the situation to go for pretty near a 

year until finally I asked to go back into the union. 

Q You say the powers that be.  Who -- who was at that time -- who would 

have been making these decisions? 

A This would be the general superintendent of the Parker that would be the 

one overcharging -- 

Q Who was that? 

A At that time, Mr. Glen. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, you say you went back into the union.  When you were 

in a -- when you were in an assistant foreman position then, you were not a 

member of the union? 

A At that time, I had been paying my dues regularly, and I had never quit 

paying my dues.  But I was considered as a supervisor, but I continued and 

insisted that I paid my dues.  And so actually, yes, I had always been a 

union member, but I wanted to go back into the general workforce, that's 

what I'm saying under that.  And my -- I don’t think that they ever 

questioned when I was there as supposed to being the super -- or the 

assistant foreman because it -- I think everybody, even the union officials 

at that time, recognized the problems that we were having.  And it was 

never really forced on me.   

  Although years later, pretty near five or six years later, they took a 

year of seniority away from me in the union for the time that I spent under 
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supervision.  So it put pretty near -- or pretty near 175 people ahead of me 

on the seniority list on job signups at that time.  It really never bothered 

me, you know, I mean for any hold back because I had been ahead of all of 

these people.  I was one of the first ones hired before the war, you know, 

so my seniority was great, but the company always recognized my starting 

date as April, but the union took a year's rights away from me on that.  So 

actually it was one of those things that happened, and it still -- I got into 

inspection, and I remained there until I retired, so it didn’t really do any 

harm.  But it bothered me. 

Q So after that year as an assistant foreman, you went into inspection work? 

A No. 

Q Is that -- what happened after that? 

A Well, I went back into the workforce, but I went back into the position that 

was setup man, setup work.  And as I say, I really was out of my territory 

in that I am not very mechanical, although I had the job there that I could 

do, and I did what I felt very decent.  But when I did see an opening in this 

other inspection work, I signed for that and obtained that inspection job. 

Q Now, when you speak of setup work, that's something that people general -

- the general public might not know just what you're talking about.  What -

- what do you mean by setup work? 

A Well, when you have operators that move on jobs, you know, well then you 

have a machine that they work with.  And if it has tools on it, these tools 

have to be adjusted so that when the operator works, that these parts come 

so close to perfect that they have to be watched all the time.  And if there 

was any problem, then the girl would get up and say this drill isn't drilling 
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the sharp hole, or it's going too deep or not deep enough.  We would adjust 

the machine.  We called this setup work.   

  Then, if we had a machine that we could do three or four things on 

and we were running one part, when we had enough of those parts, then the 

boss would say now change that machine over to this other work.  You'd 

use the same machine for different parts but different setup.  And I was 

considered setting up of those works, and this is what setup work is. 

Q Did you -- did you consider Parker a good place to work or were you 

pleased with the move that you made going to work for Parker Pen? 

A This is my -- was actually my first factory work.  I mean I told you the one 

time I worked as a timekeeper in the office of General Motors.  And then I 

worked all outside work.  I was truck driving and so forth, always more or 

less free.  When I heard factory workers, I always thought they were 

hardworking people, you know, with somebody standing over with a whip 

or something.  And I was so surprised when I came in there that actually 

when I first started, the people were a little bit disappointed because they 

called me an eager beaver, I mean you know, because I was just going 

strong all the time.   

  But I remember one boss telling me, he says, Jim, he says, I'm 

going to do something with you, he says, before you get factory broke.  

And I didn’t understand what he meant.  And I said to him what do you 

mean?  And he said well, when you get like these people, you know, I 

mean it's the thing to say, but this is true.  It was one of the funny things 

that happened to me, that he says you have always, you know, tried to keep 

busy where these guys try to -- at sometimes, you say well featherbedding.   



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 21, 1976 

80 

  I never believed in it, but I mean I do say that there is some of that 

in factory work.  It's one of the problems I think management has.  Now, 

I've been on both sides of the fence, and as I said, I know that it can 

happen, and it has to be watched.  Although, this is one of the things -- yes, 

I even painted a hallway one time.  I had -- when I first started, that was 

before I went into the fuse plant.  And it looked kind of dingy to me, and it 

was one of the places, and I told the foreman.  He did get me the paint, but 

I got in trouble with the maintenance people.  They said that was their job.  

And it was true.   

  But see, I never knew that.  I didn’t really -- I thought everybody 

was there, you spent eight hours, and you spent eight hours.  I washed 

windows inside and out that have never probably been done in probably 

two or three years in some of those places, but I was trying to keep busy.  

God, I used to sweep that floor.  Them girls would say not again, you 

know.  But that was -- I don’t know.  I just used to do that, and as I said, I 

could see where -- after I got there, I used to think back, oh boy, was I -- 

probably, you know, some kind of a -- well, whatchamacallit yellow belly 

coming into work.  I'm acquainted with the ways and the means of the 

factory worker, yeah.   

Q Now, the -- what about the inspection work that you did later on?  When 

did you get into inspection, and there again, just what precisely was it that 

you did? 

A Yes, in the inspection work, and then of course the way I received the job 

was every job that opens, you know, is posted on the bulletin board.  And 

anyone that is in the workforce has the chance to sign for these positions as 
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they open.  And of course, inspection is considered one of the better jobs.  

And of course the main -- one of the main reasons for getting them would 

be seniority.  I mean that would be one.   

  Then, of course, you'd have to be qualified and able to do the job.  

And I signed for that and was notified that I had gotten the job.  And then I 

go in the foreman training on it.  I was a floor inspection.  Now, I know a 

lot people when you say floor inspectors, they would say well what would 

be in floor inspection?  But it means that you're in the department.  You 

check all of the machines that run on that floor.  I mean the operations.   

  And as I said, girls that are required to take and do so many parts in 

an hour and so forth like that, they get to going and trying to make their 

averages so that sometimes they'd slip or else the machine would slip.  And 

it was my duties, and at that time we had charts on each of the machines, 

and we would have to come along, gauge every dimension that was done 

on that area, on that machine, and we would test them to see that it came 

within the qualifications for that part.   

  Then we would mark on the chart that it was okayed, the time we 

made the inspection, and then we'd move to the next machine.  And this 

was our area that we would have to cover.  And we'd just keep going the 

whole day back and forth.   

  If we found something that wasn't proper, we'd tell the operator to 

shut the machine down, not to make any more parts, to set that box aside, 

and then to get the setup man, have a correction made, and then to start out.  

Then the -- hundred percent the parts that were in there to see that there 

was -- how many was made before the flaw was discovered, but this was 
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my job.  It was called floor inspection.   

  And then too, when a setup man did set up a machine, I would be 

called over to check it to see that it was set up properly.  In other words, 

this would clear the setup man so that if I okayed that machine to be run, if 

the girls start making bad parts and I didn’t discover it, and then the final 

bench inspection did, it would be my fault that this was run, see, as a flaw.  

And otherwise, this was my responsibility to see that these machines were 

properly set up and function properly.   

  Now, any accident can happen, and it would happen, you know, and 

so there would be sometimes when we'd have parts that were made that 

were not workable.  This would be -- you'd get balled out if it was your 

fault or if it wasn't.  But like I said, you'd have to recognize on high-speed 

machinery that it could happen.   

  But we got to know these machines that did cause problems, and we 

would check them out more often, probably every fifteen minutes or every 

half hour depending on the number of parts.  Some of those machines that 

were high production machines could go wrong, and they could make 

thousands of pieces if you didn’t get them and catch it and if the operator 

wasn't on the ball.  So we'd have to be pretty much on our toes to see that 

these parts were turned out -- turned out properly. 

Q Now, were you a member of the union as -- when you were in inspection? 

A Yes, that's an inspection, and that's a union covered job. 

Q Okay.  What about the union?  When and why did you first get involved 

with the union at Parker Pen? 

A Well, when I came there, they were organized.  They had organized and 
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they were a closed shop.  In other words, within thirty days, you had to 

become a member.  And so in thirty days, the steward would come around 

and tell you that in order to -- and of course your manner of hiring, you 

were told that it was a closed shop.  And if you had any objections that you 

would have to join the union if you didn’t want to work then, you would 

know that ahead of time.  So the steward would come and tell you that they 

were having a regular meeting.  Your time was up, and that you would be 

required to be brought over to the union, sworn in and start paying your 

dues.  And this is how I became. 

Q Right. 

A But I was acquainted with unions, as I say, and I knew the procedures, so 

that I knew that this would be happening.  And I had no objections. 

Q What do you know from talking with other people about the organization 

of -- now this is a federal local at Parker Pen at that time, I think, right?  

Were you told much about the background of that -- of the development of 

that local? 

A I had talked with different ones, yes.  I would be visiting with some of 

them.  And I know that when they first started, there was only a few of the 

members and that.  They met in one of the -- one of our -- well, it was one 

of the senior members at that time, met in their home, by the way, you 

know, in order to get themselves started, to find out how they go about 

becoming a union and everything.  And -- 

Q Whose home was that? 

A Well, Ann Marsden was one of the top ones, and it was her home.  Now, I 

don’t know if I should be using names or anything, but I mean -- 
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Q Yeah, that's okay. 

A -- I just want to explain this if you're going through it.  But these people 

were the ones that there -- there were some of the Holton's -- there were 

two Holton boys there that were in on it.  And there was the Dabson's and 

quite a few of those people that, at that time, were interested in joining a 

union, and the federal unions was the ones that they first went into.  And so 

this -- 

Q Now, the Holton's and the Dabson's here, do you have first names for these 

people? 

A Well, one was Mark Holton and the other one was Art Holton.  And then 

Ann Marsden was -- Ann Marsden was one of the homes that they met in.  

And as I said, these are some of the instigators that started it.  Then, of 

course, everyone was in it.  I mean they didn’t have no problem, I 

understand, getting their union to be organized. 

Q Are any of the early organizers around in Janesville today, do you know? 

A I can't remember.  I think this Ann Marsden is still there.  I think she's still 

active around town.  She has bus tours and that with people yet that she 

sets up.  They go shopping and everything.  She lives on Center Avenue, 

I'm pretty sure, and it's in probably the 15 or 1600 block, or maybe more.  I 

don’t know just.  Her name might be even in the telephone book. 

Q I'll check that.  Yeah, in talking with people, her name hasn't come up yet, 

it's interesting.  Now, did -- were you told anything about the problems that 

caused people to want to form a union anyway? 

A Not really.  I mean I think that nearly everyone was mostly satisfied with 

working conditions there, but it was mostly everyone was on incentives.  I 
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mean each job was rated.  And I think this is something that caused the 

first problems.  You know, some people are fast on jobs, and if they would 

rate some jobs high, some people were not just adapt to that, and they 

couldn’t make it. 

  Another thing is the way the setup was at that time.  If you worked 

say three days on a job and you made a good average if they -- then the 

foreman would switch you to another job that had a high percentage and 

try to make it, it would cut into the big average that you made in the first 

three days.  And it -- where it never should have done that, but it would 

lower their pay for a week.  And they were starting to develop problems in 

this manner.   

  And it was mostly through the incentive system, I think, that caused 

a lot of problems with the people trying to get unionized, so they had more 

of a chance to speak for themselves as operators.  Because when you are on 

that, it seems like you are your own boss as to how you want to work, you 

know.  And I think they felt that they could do that.  And that's -- at the 

same time, they did manage to have a -- they had company time study men, 

and the union also had time study men so that if the company time study 

men had a job and he rated it and you were not satisfied, our union time 

study man could take and come and recheck that job.  And so we got into 

that where we were having problems with some positions.  

Q Now how early in the history of the union did that develop, the use of 

union time study men along with the company time study people? 

A This was getting more or less strong right after the war, just after the war.  

When we came back into -- and I came back over into the pen 
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manufacturing end of it, this was when this was starting to really take 

place. 

Q Had any of that been done before the war, do you know? 

A I think with everybody working as they did, there were time study jobs in 

the main pen workers.  And they were having problems then, but it wasn't 

so pronounced because, I mean at that time -- 

Q No, what I mean is did the -- this whole business of the union having time 

study people to check the company time study people, was that done before 

World War II, do you know? 

A I don’t think so.  I think it was more or less after the war that we got into 

the unions being able to have time study people. 

Q Yeah, I ask that because that would have been fairly unusual if it had 

occurred before World War II. 

A No. 

Q Now, how did the company respond to the development of the union?  You 

seem to indicate that the company accepted it with a measure of grace 

anyway.  What -- what were you told about the company response to the 

union? 

A In the very first, I think they had problems.  I think they were meeting 

around and everything, but once it was established, our company again has 

been, in my opinion, you can't say cooperative, but I mean I think that they 

were always willing to negotiate and they always had -- we had weekly 

bargaining sessions with the bargaining committee so that problems were 

brought in.  And the relationship, while we did have problems, it was none 

that couldn't be solved.  We had never had a serious labor problem except 
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in one department, and this was in the screw machine department.   

  And at that time, it was all men.  And it was the men felt that they 

were being pushed a little harder than they should, and they refused to 

work one time.  They stood outside.  And I remember that this was one of 

the -- it was kind of really considered a wildcat strike.  But it did put the 

forces in and give the union people a lot of strength after that was settled.  

I mean they really -- and in fact, the high position jobs was always located 

in the screw machine department then from then on because that was where 

our strength was. 

Q Now, when did this -- when did this wildcat strike occur?  Do you recall 

roughly? 

A I would say that that was -- I would say it was just right at -- it would be 

right about after the World War II when we were just starting to get back 

into the real strong production of the pens. 

Q Yeah.  Was the federal union -- the federal local a satisfactory setup as far 

as the workers at Parker Pen were concerned? 

A We were very much satisfied being federal union.  In fact, I think we 

maybe jumped too soon.  I don’t know whether we could have held off 

longer or not because it was a directive that federals were going out.  And 

they did go out in the state.  But we were very happy.  We were very 

independent, which, you know, federals are.  And we had our own 

economy, and we did very well under it.  And as I said, then when we were 

told that we had to make a change, we were very reluctant, and we were 

very cautious as to what then that we were going to go into. 

Q So I gather then that the independence and autonomy that your local had 
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was one of the key benefits of being a federal union? 

A This was one of our main issues that we felt we had our own.  We even had 

our own conventions, the federal unions, you know, in the state.  We had 

our own conferences and so forth, while we were paying into the American 

Federation of Labor and that, we still were federal unions.  And this, I 

think, is what Meeney and them when they decided there would be no 

more federals, that they had emerged internationals was one of the reasons.  

I don’t think they wanted the independence there. 

Q You were too independent. 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah, right.  

A So then we were told that we would have to merge with the internationals. 

Q It would seem that you might have a problem -- or there might have been a 

problem resulting from not being affiliated with an international that 

understood the specific problems of the industry that you were involved in.  

You know, the federals, as far as I understand, were involved in all 

different kinds of industries.  It was kind of a catch all.  Anything that the 

AFL didn’t know what to do, they -- to do with, they -- they established a 

federal local.  Did that pose any problems for you? 

A Well, yes because as I said, now you -- with the pen, there really was no 

other pen company that we could relate to, you know, for setting standards 

and so forth.  So we were actually independent.  In fact, this was one of the 

things that nearly for ten years when I was on the bargaining committee, 

every time we went into a session, the company would make a very first in 

their opening statements that why were they being forced into it when no 
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other industry in the pen industries were being forced to the labor standards 

that they were, you know.  And so this is one of the things that eventually 

that I did spend some time, as I told you, in Fort Madison trying to 

organize these Schafer people because of the one request that the company 

was making.  

  But yes, getting back to joining federals.  You know, this is one of 

the things that I felt that the American AFL are trade unionists right to the 

heart, and they never recognized the common, as we would say, laboring 

person that worked in factories.  And this is a congress of industrial labors 

that was formed when they had to take and organize factories that were not 

trade unionists.  And every time that we tried to get it -- or you were 

absorbed in trade unions, you were still a stepchild.  You was never given 

the opportunities.  

  If they went for a raise, it was always a percentage raise, because 

they felt as their skilled was to require more than the common labor.  If 

they would ask for fifty cents for them, they'd probably ask for a quarter 

for you.  This is the way it was.  We had an order to protect ourselves, go 

into something different, and that's why I'm a strong independent local 

union man because I feel that some of these organizations went into 

something just for per capita tax.  And they would not give you the 

protection that you needed.  They were not expertise in the areas that they 

were saying they were.  And this bothered me considerably.   

  And some of the other fellows that I was with were also of the same 

opinion.  We felt that we needed our own.  We were the ones that knew 

what the problems were where we worked, and not just because they were 
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an apprentice for four years that they were any better than us.  Some of our 

setup men, I would say, would equal some of the work that these men that 

called themselves specialists, you know.  And I know that carpenters -- a 

short time when I was helping out on construction work, I worked as a 

common laborer one time when I was in between jobs.  And some of these 

rough carpenters, god, some of the things that they did why I could do.  

You know, it just -- my own experiences.  So when they were drawing top 

pay and considering themselves as skilled, it just irked me something 

terrible to see that.  And I think that this is where they're wrong.  Just 

because somebody has served an apprenticeship doesn't mean that he is a 

skilled, skilled worker.  And this is one of our problems. 

Q Yeah.  You indicated before that the closed shop was established in 1941 

when you went to work.  Now, that's something that a lot of unions had to 

fight awfully hard to get, and I was wondering if you knew how that -- how 

that came about at Parker Pen relatively early? 

A I wouldn't know, I mean, because as I said, it was established when I came 

that this was one of the requirements.  So in other words, the federal union 

that they were in, I think they were in probably, I don’t know, I would say 

maybe five or six years before I came.  I don’t know just exactly -- I can't 

remember the dates as to what happened before I was there, but I do know 

that they must have been fairly strong in order to get that in there because 

then they required everybody that belonged to join.  So it must have been 

one of the things that they got in when they were recognized as a union at 

Parker.   

  And we had some very, very good organizational men in -- in the 
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Wisconsin Federal Unions.  And we had good representation most all of 

the time I was there.  And Greg Wallag was the man that I went with 

mostly.  And you probably heard his name.  And he was out of -- he lived 

in Racine, and -- but he was our representative from the state.  And he was 

very well respected.  And another thing Parker did is they hired a man that 

was president of the United Auto Workers out of General Motors and he 

was -- could see both sides.   

  And I think he was the one that led Parker in their relationship with 

unions to forced all a lot, a lot of problems that they would have seen if 

they would have hired probably a personnel director that was trained as a 

personnel director only and that would be fighting unions or something to 

that sort.  I think Mr. Luchsinger was one of the men that really helped 

Parker over some of those humps.  And he got free reign in handling it, and 

I could always say while he was tough, he was always fair. 

  This is one thing that I think all of us officials that had any dealings 

with him knew that you could trust him when he said something.  And if he 

said it, the company would back him, and we knew this.  This is one of the 

things -- when we pushed him to the limit, we could tell when we had him.  

At 3:00 some mornings after being in a, probably, twelve-hour session, we 

knew when he was saying you guys better look out because you're right at 

the verge, you know, and it seemed like we got so we could tell.  And he 

wasn't bluffing us.  I mean we knew -- we were doing the best we could. 

Q That was Waldo Luchsinger? 

A Waldo Luchsinger, yes sir.  Good old guy. 

Q Do you recall any specific -- since we mentioned him, any specific 
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encounters that you had with him, any issues that -- that you had to deal 

with and resolved along with him? 

A Well, yeah -- 

Q Were you ever crossed -- I guess what I'm asking you is were you ever 

across the table from him -- 

A Individually? 

Q -- in negotiating. 

A Oh, there's negotiations all the time, yes.  We were across from him.  And 

as I said, he was a very good negotiator, and very fair.  And a lot of times, 

like I say, Waldo, we could tell with him and I mean he knew that we -- 

what we wanted.  He knew our problems.  We had to answer to our people 

and so forth, and yet at a certain time with the negotiations, we could 

always tell when we got to him as far as he could go.  And we better not 

push him.  And what it is, it's a feeling that we would recess or something, 

and we'd get together and say look, I think if we don’t want to walk the 

bricks, why we had better take and accept this.  Looks to us as we've gone, 

you know, as far as we have.  We felt we were fairly dealt. 

Q In talking with UAW people earlier, there's a -- a theme that emerges in 

almost all of their conver -- all of the conversations that I've had with them 

and that is one of almost unremitting hostility between management and -- 

and the workers.  Seemingly a constant, just one problem after another, and 

the attitudes of management seeming to be very tough, very difficult, I 

suppose you could almost say reactionary.  But you don’t -- you don’t 

seem to have a recollection of any kind -- of that kind of relationship 

developing at Parker.  Is that -- is that fair to say? 
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A That is fair to say.  Parker Pen, in my opinion, as I said with their 

personnel director and that, we never really had that hard feeling that you 

would have like the United Auto Workers with a big, big company like 

that, that they would feel they were ignored.  I don’t think we ever had 

that.  We had weekly sessions every Tuesday that we could go in.  And 

we'd sit down with management, and we finally would resolve something.  

And the foremen and the people were all people that were taken from our 

ranks that moved up, and it seemed like we always had good relations.  We 

really never was anything where we would say that our employees were 

management haters or anything of that sort.  We always seemed to have 

good relations. 

Q Now, you've -- you've talked about Mr. Luchsinger being a factor in those 

relations.  Now, were there any other things that might have made your 

situation different from -- from what existed at GM that might have made 

the situation at Parker more -- more pleasant? 

A Well, I think even the type of work would make it a lot different.  And then 

again, we were -- the majority of our workers were female workers, too.  

And they are not quite the agitators as the men workers are.  I mean they 

can't -- we don’t generate that much heat.  And I think this was one of the 

reasons.  That one time I think we was pretty near 85 percent female as to 

15 percent male.  It was quite that much difference.  And then we, as I said, 

could walk away from our work every time when you would get 

monotonous or something, the people could take a break.  Where over 

here, when you've got a line coming at you and every minute that you look 

up, you've got a new job in front of you and nobody going to stop that line, 
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and then if you did get behind and you were working in the other guy's line 

and that, down there, I think there's more agitation all of the time. 

  And I do think that the company does have a tendency to drive a 

worker more than we do.  You are more independent when you work on a 

job as we had it.  We really had very little line work where someone would 

depend on the work for the person next to them or anything.  You could 

always go to the stockroom, get a job.  Even in that was a break where you 

could even get up to walk, you know, and come back.  And this would 

happen so that people were more relaxed in their work.  It didn’t seem like 

we were being shoved into our jobs or anything.   

  So I mean I think that has a lot to do with it.  And then with -- as I 

said, the company giving their personnel director, like Mr. Luchsinger, full 

control over personnel as I sought, and labor problems, and not interfering 

with his decisions so that he was being forced to push it down onto the 

people and the workers.  I think this helped a lot, too, because I think he 

argued for the employee. 

Q You never felt that he was being kept on too tight a reign then?  You 

always felt that he had enough leeway to deal with you as he saw fit? 

A I always felt that he had a lot of leeway.  Now, we do know that certainly 

he had to take instructions from someone, and that that was there.  But we 

also had a man that was ahead of him that started out as working on the 

production lines at Parker, which was his immediate, I would say 

supervisor, Mr. Hall.  And he was a very, very nice man, and very well to 

deal with.  So we had the advantages there. 

Q What was Mr. Hall's position? 
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A He was the superintendent of the production -- of the production lines.  

He's still there, by the way, Mr. Hall. 

Q Yeah, I've heard his name. 

A Sure.  And he and I were, as I say, very close friends.  And he was another 

man that, as I said, I think at times when we'd be meeting that he would be 

somewhere in the building or somewhere on the end of a line so that when 

they would take and have a break or ask for a recess in negotiations that he 

was the one that they would contact.  And again, I say that he had a lot of 

authority.  And even top management, Mr. Daniel Parker when he was 

there, was a very fair man to working people. 

Q What about the -- I wanted to ask more about the women who worked 

there.  As far as you knew, just what was the position of these women?  

Were they holding down second jobs for the family?  Or were they mainly 

people who were supporting themselves or supporting family? 

A I'd say that 75 percent of the people that we have in the female are second 

jobs.  The husbands are working at General Motors or some other place.  

The other say 15 percent would be young girls that came out of high school 

and everything that would be hired because they wouldn't be there too 

long, and they'd be married too, you know.  And their husbands will be 

working, so our biggest percent were married people and with second jobs.  

But of course, this developed after the war.  I mean when people were -- 

women were starting into the workforce. 

Q What about before the war, now, before you were there?  Do you know 

whether -- whether -- you know, how many women were in the workforce 

at that time? 
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A Yes, it was a greater percentage at that time.  But then, you know, this is 

another thing that Parker was noted for was a husband and wife team and 

also families and so forth.  And there was -- in the case of after the war 

there, there was a man and his wife and two children working there, a lot 

of women with daughters working there.  In fact, husbands and their wives 

and children working there, so I mean they -- if you were a good worker 

and so forth, I think this is how a factory receives their workers so that 

they knew that they're coming from a family and so forth.  And I never 

called it nepotism, and that never -- I never even learned that word until 

probably about four or five years ago.  And I always felt this is the way 

you do get into a position, you know.  And you couldn't talk about anybody 

there because they were all either cousins or related as -- through marriages 

or some way, so it was quite a family affair in my opinion, when I came to 

work there.  Then of course, it's getting out, but it's still -- the same way.   

  Now, in the summer vacations, they ask you if you have any -- you 

had to have a niece or they had to have somebody working in Parker when 

they came for their application to be considered.  And this was some of the 

things that -- some of those people that came in were asking for positions, 

and they'd ask them if they had anybody working there.  They'd say no, get 

home and finally their mother would say well your uncle is there or your 

aunt.  And you know, by gosh, I had even one call me and say well -- I said 

well sure, put your name down.  You know, and they just don’t think when 

they're there with whatchamacallit.  But this is one of the requirements that 

they had, and I think it's nice. 

Q Now, that kind of family sort of a thing in a company like that can work 
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two ways.  It could involve exploitation.  You could get away with paying 

people less because two or three members of the family were working.  Or 

it could -- it could result in closer ties in the workforce and a feeling of 

security among workers because they knew that they could get a job there 

through the family and all that sort of thing.  I suppose it could be some 

combination of the two also.  But I was wondering how you assessed that 

family phenomenon at Parker along those lines?  Was it exploitative or was 

it -- or did it -- did it tend more to offer security to the families who 

worked there? 

A I think it offered more security because we never exploited it because 

every position, everybody had a chance to go.  In fact, if the father had -- 

could sign up for the same job that his son could, and he would get it over 

the son because of seniority or some reason, see.  So actually, everybody 

was competitive even though you were family workers.  Then, too, as you 

might all be in one department or you might all be scattered all over the 

place, so it really didn’t hurt.   

  But you must remember, too, we had two sets of rules at that time.  

We had two payrolls, one for the women and one for the men.  And this 

came about when we had to go to the equal rights law.  And boy, we had a 

problem with that.  At one time, we had women's rates, men's rates.  Then, 

when you'd get -- 

Q What, for doing the same work? 

A Doing the same work.  Not the same work, no, different jobs.  We called 

them male jobs and female jobs at that time.  But doing the same work -- 

what I was going to explain was if, for example, we started to cut back on 
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some -- sometime when we were getting slack on work.  If there was girls 

running punch-presses, and their rate was say $3.00 an hour, and there was 

a man from the screw machines that was taking off temporarily for ten 

days, and he was making $4.00 and hour, he could be temporarily put over 

on some work on a punch press working with a girl at $3.00 an hour, he 

was drawing four.  And this started to be one of the biggest problems that 

we had until that law went through.   

  And then when the law went through, of course, the law says no one 

could be cut in wages, yet everybody had to paid equal.  So you could see 

our dilemma when we were on the bargaining committee trying to setup 

rates that would bring all of these women, the greatest share of the 

employees that were paid much lower than the male rate jobs, to try to get 

these in and sandwich them in together so that we could make one lineup 

of work so all jobs would be fair.  We would have practically broke the 

company if we would have moved them girls up because nobody could be 

cut in pay.  What were we going to do?  We couldn't cut the men down, 

we'd have to raise the women.  So we had to go through a whole 

restructuring of our job write-ups.  When we did that, of course, we came 

to some cases of where we had what we called red letter -- or red circle 

jobs.   

  And those jobs, in no way, could we find a place for them in the 

slotting that we did.  So what we had to do is say the person that was on 

that could not lose his rate as long as he stayed on that job.  But if he ever 

made a change, then he'd have to go back into the system, and the new 

person would come on.  So he might have been making a dollar an hour 
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more than the new rate that we established.  And, you know, it wasn't even 

safe for the bargaining committee to go down them hallways at one time 

when we were trying to sell this to the workforce because they would -- 

Q When -- when did this issue develop? 

A This developed when the law went in -- the equal rights law. 

Q So that -- this would have been fairly recently then? 

A Yes, that was recently, yeah.  And then another major change -- 

Q We’re going to have to switch over, and we'll pick up right at this point.  

This is still October 21, 1976, and we're continuing the second session with 

Mr. James Wells.  

(Interview concluded.) 

Q Mr. Wells, on the flipside, we were talking about problems resulting from 

inequities between men and women.  I was wondering, going back to 

World War II -- going back to the time there, what the situation was as far 

as differences between men and women workers were concerned? 

A Well, at that time, the union contract, and it was right in the books, that we 

had two separate rates of pay.  One was for male rates of pay, and one was 

for the women rates of pay for jobs.  And this is the way we operated until 

the Equal Rights Law came out that they all had to be equal. 

Q How -- how great were the differences? 

A Oh, gosh they could run pretty near to a dollar an hour in some cases.   

Q So what, fifty -- seventy-five percent differences then? 

A It might average out to that, yes.  I would say because I'm taking the top 

job in the place for the men, which would be probably a dollar higher than 

what the rates were.  And so actually, I can't remember, but we had from A 
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probably down to K jobs listed out.  And we had that for the write-ups for 

the women's, as we called them, jobs -- female jobs.  Then we had from A 

to J probably or K on the male jobs and had them circulated out.  So this is 

the way those rates were established. 

Q How did the women react to this? 

A For some time, there was never ever a problem.  I don’t know if the 

problem would ever have developed at the Parker company if it hadn't been 

that it was a national law that said that all positions had to be equalized, 

women's rates of pay and -- everything had to be equalized that they would 

be considered on any job and so forth.  And I think this was a national 

problem.   

  And I think that the law, when it was passed, when it was first 

discussed, all we can remember -- they were just ready to, I think in 

Congress they were ready to adjourn, and somebody said -- and added and 

sex to the job equalization.  It was one thing right there that put the whole 

kibosh to that law, which made it into a problem for all of the workforces.  

Q So even into the 60's then, women were not -- at Parker were not -- didn’t 

seem terribly concerned about the disparities in the pay scale? 

A At that time, no.  We had no problem with it at that time until -- as I said, 

as it was brought national attention. 

Q Mm-hmm.  I wanted to ask, too, about your own -- any -- the offices that 

you held with the union and the responsibilities that you carried out as far 

as the union is concerned? 

A When I first became then -- and having time, I felt that I would go into 

union work, why I -- in each department the setup in the unions is that they 
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have a steward, which is his job to -- at that time, he'd collect dues because 

everybody -- we never had check-off systems in that time.  And it was our 

duties then, too, is that if anybody in our department in our area had a 

complaint, their first contact would be with their steward.  And we would -

- if we thought that it was legitimate enough, we would have them write 

the complaint, or we would help with writing the complaint.   

  Then we'd have them sign it.  Then we'd go and have the foreman 

sign it.  And we would carry it on to the first step.  If it wasn't there, we 

turned it onto the union, and they would carry it on and turn it into the 

company and discuss it at their weekly sessions.  And I'd be -- was a 

steward.  Then, when the election of officers came, I ran for the bargaining 

board.  I think I ran twice before I finally made the grade.  And then after 

being appointed to -- 

Q When were you elected to the bargaining board? 

A It's hard to say.  I can't remember.  I served a long, long time on there, but I 

can't remember the dates that I first went in there.  I know it was right after 

I had decided to go back into the workforce, and I had worked, as I told 

you, as a setup man.  This was when I was becoming more active and then 

served as a steward, and then decided maybe to run for office.   

Q So that would have been like a year or two after the war ended then? 

A Yeah, I would say a year or two. 

Q Okay.  Yeah, that's about right. 

A About in there.  And as I said, then I made the bargaining board, and I 

served on that for quite some time.  Then, I ran for the presidency.  And I 

made the presidency.  And I served on that for quite some time.  And I 
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became -- well, I was appointed in 1962.  I was appointed to the Rock 

County Board of Supervisors by the city manager of the City of Janesville.  

And I was appointed to a very active committee, which was the buildings 

committee.  We called it public property committee, which had charge of 

all of the county property and also the responsibility of when there was a 

vote taken to build buildings.   

  And we would carry on with that.  And at that time, we were in very 

high building programs.  We were building quite a number of programs.  

We were building quite a number of buildings and programs and hospitals.  

And it took quite a bit of time.  The union was getting a little bit 

concerned.  They were very happy that I was serving on this board, but 

they felt that I was putting in more time than really what I should.   

  So at that time, I made a deal with the vice president, who was 

serving, and of course he didn’t have much to do as most vice presidents 

do, you know, but he wanted to try -- and he didn’t know if he would have 

the time to serve as president, so I had one year left on a two-year term.  I 

asked him that if he would want to take and try the presidency, that if he 

could get the executive committee to appoint me the vice president in his 

place, I would switch with him and give him the chance then to test out 

whether he would want to run.   

  And then when the year was over, it would give me a chance to 

evaluate my time if I would be able to continue, too.  Well, at that time 

when the year was up, he decided that he didn’t want to be running for 

president.  He would rather run for the bargaining committee, so he said he 

would leave that vacant.  At that time, I had no more time available as the 
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president, so I declined then to run.  So the presidency was open, the vice 

president -- both was open then at that time for new elections.  And when 

that took place, it left me without office, but the new president then 

appointed me steward in my department.   

  So I was still an officer, you might say, in there.  I was never 

without being in office.  Then, after a certain part of time, the president 

that was elected then served, I think, one full term.  And on the second 

term of her second term, why she had an offer to become an officer in the 

international at Akron.  And so she -- 

Q Who was this? 

A Fay Bartz.  And she decided then that she wanted to take that leave of 

absence and try that.  So being the vice president, then, I moved back into 

the presidency again.  So then I took that over, and I was vice president 

until the next election.  Then, I was getting so they only had one year left 

of 64 to work for the company, so I declined election at that time.  And this 

is when Marshall Claus took over.  And so at that time then, I can't 

remember if I -- I think I was a steward up until I retired, so I was in the -- 

in the process of being an officer all of the time I was there. 

Q I wanted to flash back to your bargaining board experience and ask if there 

are any -- what you considered the central issues that you had to deal with? 

A Well, I think one of the main ones was the equal rights when we were 

trying to make the rates for the female employee and the male employees 

into one line.  That was one of the hardest decisions.  Then came about the 

scan plan.  Now, I wasn't a -- only a steward at that time, so I'm not really 

in on the makings of that.  I sat in on the meetings where most of it all was 
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discussed.  That was another major change in unionism at our plant.  And -

- 

Q Now, just what did that plan involve?  When -- and roughly, when was that 

if you recall? 

A Well, again, getting back to that, I would say that that would be around '64 

or '65 in my opinion.  I think that was about when we were going into the 

scan plan.  And of course, the companies at that time sometimes were 

trying to talk people into -- to profit sharing and different things.  And with 

all of the information that we could find, we were very much opposed to 

any kind of a profit sharing. 

  We always felt companies could juggle their books in some way so 

that they were putting it away for building procedures or a let down in 

something or another, and we didn’t feel we had control.  Where scan plan 

set up committees in all of the departments.  We'd have production 

committees, screening committee meetings, the company and the foremen 

were all involved.  We could ask questions. Where we thought there was 

waste or something, we could ask for corrections.  And this was one of the 

things that we felt was something that we had for sale at the -- in the 

Scanlon plan's favor.   

  In fact, it was developed by union people.  It was developed by Mr. 

Joe Scanlon, which the name comes from on the Scanlon plan.  He worked 

in a steel mill in which the company was slowly going broke.  And they 

called the union people in and asked them what can we do to keep things 

going in order to save your jobs and so forth and save the company too.  

And this is where they started developing the Scanlon Plan.  Each person 
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would work -- we would be on a team.  Everybody that produced -- in 

other words, you were helping yourself with a bonus at the end of the 

month.  It would be paid monthly and so forth.  The company would serve 

so much, and the workers would serve so much.   

  And when it was starting to develop, for professional help, they 

went to the MIT at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  And they lent 

their people there to help with the development of the plan.  And it actually 

was in their hands with management and unions taking and working out the 

problems with Joe Scanlon.  And he went to different companies, sold the 

idea as to what had happened in theirs.  MIT would call seminars, and I 

was at one of them in Boston where the companies would pay the expenses 

of the people and union people and that to go in and to work these -- and 

ask questions and that.   

  And that developed into -- to -- oh, to where I would say they've got 

Scanlon Plans in factories all over the United States.  And after it was 

developed, then the MIT felt that they had no more interest.  They sold the 

plan to the man that comes around now.  Anyway, he has -- it's privately 

owned now, and it's still considered the Scanlon Plan.  But he instigated it.  

He's got his son in the business now.  He headquarters out in California.  

And he comes around -- he is the liaison between the union and the 

companies.  He goes through the monthly books, and they take and check 

everything out to see that it's fair.  And our bonus is amounted to pretty 

near a dollar an hour for a year's time.  And we can never say that we 

didn’t have good advantages with the Scanlon Plan, very good. 

Q Was that plan developed in response to -- you say that it -- that it first 



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 21, 1976 

106 

developed in a -- in a steel company that was having difficulties.  Now, 

was it developed here in response to difficulties that Parker was having, do 

you know? 

A Yes.  One of our biggest problems -- we were still on the individual 

incentive plan where each operator was operating on his own on jobs.  And 

we had a continual problem.  At one time, we even tried to fine anyone if 

they went over 75 percent because we felt then that that was taking and 

jeopardizing the job that where he might be extra skilled at and being able 

to produce over the 75 percent. 

Q You mean the union tried to restrict? 

A The union tried to restrict the production.  In fact, we were called on it, and 

we were found that we were illegal.  We had to make up some differences 

on people that we had fired for going over that.  And the company and 

union both were challenged at one time.  So this was causing one of our 

biggest problems, and we did have an awful lot of problems with the 

incentive plan on that individual basis.  So we went to the company-wide 

incentive plan, the Scanlon Plan, which eventually everybody then had a -- 

a piece of the pie.  And this was the way it was administered.   

Q Did the union ever make any efforts to -- to force Parker Pen to drop the 

piece-worker incentive system period? 

A And go on a flat rate scale for each job? 

Q Right, right. 

A It had been talked on in different times, but I mean when you get into 

evaluating jobs and job write-ups and that, they can be so confusing that 

you have to be an expert in that field.  And I think the only experts in the 
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field at that time would be on management's side.  And I think you'd take a 

licking when you'd go to job evaluation in those ways.  And I think this 

was kind of the feelings of us.   

  We went where we felt we were getting expertise advice, like I say, 

from Scanlon, a man that had worked -- the man that worked with him was 

a union president in a company that was one of the first to go into the 

Scanlon Plan.  That's why he started traveling with Joe to explain their 

experiences and how they had come out with the Scanlon Plan.  And so we 

felt we were getting their real good advice, something that we could sink 

our teeth into rather than us trying to evaluate something that we felt we 

really didn’t have expertise in.   

  And even -- I don’t think our internationals or even the unions that 

were made up of international people and officers would really have a lot 

of that expertise because it's mostly -- but I can always remember that no 

matter who I talked with, different ones, always was advising not to get 

into any type of a profit sharing.  This was out as far as any advice that we 

could have.  We felt we were on sure grounds in turning down anything 

under profit sharing.  There seemed to be so many pitfalls in that.   

  Fred LaSure is the name of the man I'm trying to think of, and you'll 

probably hear of him if you talk to people.  But Scanlon Plan -- Fred 

LaSure was the president of a local in a factory that they went to, one of 

the first ones.  He became involved, very much as that.  And in fact, Joe 

took him on and so did the MIT people as full-time pay to help develop the 

Scanlon Plan in the different factories.  And he is the owner of that plan 

now, and he goes to different companies that are asking for these.  I think 
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their seminars are still held in Boston at the Massachusetts school yet.  But 

I think that that's the way it developed, Fred LaSure. 

Q  Were there other problems when you were on the bargaining committee 

that -- you know, that seemed to be very -- seemed to be very important 

and that you considered to be very important? 

A Well, mostly, as I said, of course the main problem that unions have would 

be always mostly in the manner of wages and working conditions.  Now, 

working conditions, we had -- with the new plant then being built and 

everybody out there, we felt that the working conditions were excellent.  

We went into an air-conditioned factory, and everything seemed to be 

there.  We had plenty of room.  There was not too much crowding.   

  Then, of course, in about five years, we were crowded.  We really 

grew so fast that it really was getting crowded, but never anything to what 

we really had complaints about.  Our company was always -- we felt with 

the insurance problems, we had good relations.  The company we had at 

one time where we paid a little into it.  We had complaints many times as 

to what was left over that wasn't used, how much money they were 

making, you know, and the premiums they paid and what kickbacks they 

were getting.   

  And so eventually, the company kept picking up more and more.  

At one time, they used to give us back in cash some of the rebates that they 

had and divided them among us because we were paying.  Then, all of a 

sudden, we finally says pick up the whole tab.  And this is what eventually 

happened so that we had no way of paying any part.  Then, whatever they 

made, we left into their hands, I mean let them negotiate.  So we had no 



JAMES WELLS  INTERVIEW   
October 21, 1976 

109 

problem with that.  Workman's comp, all of those things, and with relations 

like that, we had no problem.  And everything else was mostly just, you 

might say, we had the ordinary working problems.  Our complaints and 

that, 90 percent of them for a while was settled with the foremen before we 

even went to company complaints.  So we had -- in our -- I would say we 

had very good company union relations. 

Q You mentioned the conditions in the new plant were very good, and that 

leaves open the question of what about conditions in the old plant? 

A Well, in the old plant, it was about a five story building, you know, and it 

became so crowded.  And we, at one time when the old screw machines, 

they were still run by belts, you know, until finally they made each 

individual with a -- independent motor, so each one was run independently.  

Upstairs, some of our jobs were run by belts.  It was crowded.  There was 

dust.  There was not air conditioning.  And the -- we were just expanding 

too fast for what they could hold.  And as I said, yes, their working 

conditions would have been a problem.  We had elevators that used to take 

and go up and down fifteen minutes before work and after work.  If you 

couldn't -- 90 percent of the kids would run down the stairs and up and 

down the stairs.  I mean if you worked on the fourth floor, that was one of 

the things, or else you could wait for the elevator.  They had those.  But it 

was not a real good working conditions after that for the factory and the 

work that we did.   

Q I believe that you were involved in the central labor council, and I think I 

recall from a previous conversation that you served as president of the 

central -- of Janesville Central Labor Council, is that correct? 
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A That is correct.  

Q And when was this again, roughly? 

A Well, I was -- when I became active in the union, as I said, even as a 

steward and even as a member of the bargaining committee, all unions do 

have representatives, you know, that they are allowed in central labor 

bodies.  We also had them in the state councils and different things.  And I 

was always one that was a delegate to these.  I was real interested, and I 

would -- I was always willing to attend these meetings.  I even was a 

member, of course, of the democratic party.  But even at that time, our 

union used to pay my expenses to attend state conventions because of 

interest in the party.  And so yes, I was a delegate there for quite some 

time.   

  And then finally, I served as the -- in the offices, and I was finally 

elected a president.  I served, I think, two years as president.  And being a 

member of the central labor council, I then was a delegate to the -- what 

they call the -- well, it was the -- well, it was the building committee that 

took care of the labor temple, so I was on that committee at the same time I 

was there.  And I was vice president of that organization.  And we had -- 

although we operated independently, we had to be a member of the AFL, 

and we had to be a renter in the building, which the Parker Local did have 

an office.   

  So I was on that committee, too, for running the office.  But I only 

served one year.  And again, I was the -- a member still -- see from '62 on 

the county board, which was quite demanding on my time.  And to serve in 

those positions, I finally did find that it was just stretching myself too thin, 
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so I really tried to cut down on some of that. 

Q Do you know anything about the relationship between the central labor 

council and the UAW in Janesville? 

A At one time, you see, the United Auto Workers -- were two locals.  It was 

the Fisher Body Local 95 and the -- and the Chevrolet 121 -- or it could 

have been the opposite either way. 

Q Yeah, that's right. 

A But then, they both had offices in there.  The truck drivers had an office in 

there.  But when the AFL and the CIO split, then, you see, they could no 

longer be in our hall.  So the truck drivers went out and got their own 

offices, and then the General Motors groups, each of those locals went out 

and bought their own offices.  We did have one of them remain longer than 

the other.  One of them went on the -- Elmer Yenny 95 went out.  And then 

121 went out.  They bought their office.  And they separated.  And then, of 

course, the -- as I say, truck drivers and anyone that did not belong to the 

AFL or the -- when they were expelled could not belong to our local.  We 

had to take them out.  So our relationships always remained the same, but 

they even -- we didn’t even have delegates to our AFL labor council.  We 

wanted them to come, but they just didn’t.  I mean they didn’t want to. 

Q You -- you mention involvement with the democratic party.  How far back 

does that go, and what -- what was the extent of your involvement? 

A Oh, that goes back -- I think when I -- that was back when I was just -- I 

became active in that because with another club I belonged to, the Knights 

of Columbus, one of our district deputies there was a policeman.  And he 

was very much involved with the democratic party.  And being -- he and I 
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being pretty close in the Knights of Columbus, he involved me in quite a 

bit.  I started attending meetings with him back when I don’t believe we 

had over ten or twelve, probably, democratic card carriers.   

Q Who -- who was this man? 

A Mr. Leo -- or Earl Heffernan.  And he just passed away about a year ago.  

In fact, he eventually then became a member of the county board.  And was 

-- I asked for him to serve on my committee.  And he was appointed to -- 

or I was the chairman of the property committee, and Mr. Heffernan was 

put on that committee.  And we worked close together on the county board 

even.  He only served, I think, it was his first term, I think -- and then -- 

well, I think he was just elected to his second term when he passed away, 

but he -- eventually, we were close together all of this time, and I 

remember, yes, we met in different places where we'd only have five or six 

people turn out.   

  And I remember one time I got -- I was -- I don’t remember if I was 

actually vice president of that or just asked to serve to carry on the meeting 

because he was going to nominate me, and he couldn't do it -- or he was 

running for an office, and he couldn't do it.  So I carried on the meeting, 

and then all of a sudden someone got up and wanted to nominate and 

someone that wasn't there, and in the back of my mind, I just knew that one 

of our bylaws says that you had to either have a letter of acceptance if you 

couldn't be in attendance, or you couldn't be nominated and acted on, see.   

  So I asked, and he says well no, but they're real active members.  

And I says well the bylaws -- this was one of my faults.  Every time I go 

into an organization, I study the bylaws of how you can operate.  I always 
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was in the clear on that, and it got me into trouble in many, many cases 

because most organizations, I find, don’t operate according to their bylaws.  

And it's -- 

Q It's a case where ignorance is bliss, huh? 

A Yeah, that's right.  But anyway, I remember distinctly two people that 

wanted offices and thought they were shoe-ins, and that I -- I actually got 

out of there because I wouldn't let their names be entered.  And it was just 

one of those things that I can remember that I must have been an awful 

funny kid to some of those people wondering who he think he is.   But I 

always insisted on going according to the laws when I was in charge no 

matter when I was president or what.  And even some of my committee 

meetings right now, I don’t -- well, some of them do visit a little bit.  I try 

to keep them on the track of business.   

Q I want to get into this whole question of the transition from the federal 

union at Parker to the -- to the United Rubber Workers.  And first of all, I 

was wondering when and why, to your recollection, was that change -- was 

the change made? 

A Well, as I say, it was a directive.  I think, nationally that all federal unions 

were not going to be financed as federal unions under the AFL, CIO 

program.  And that anyone in those, they were being phased out, and we 

were given a year's time to become involved with an international. 

Q And that was what?  That was in the early '50's then? 

A Early '50's, yeah. 

Q Why did you eventually choose the Rubber Workers?  What were the 

alternatives that were available to you? 
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A Well, at that time, I think that we were given the opportunities.  And of 

course when these directives were issued, nearly every international was 

trying to expand their membership.  And I -- we were sent representatives 

from Boiler Makers and even the Brewery Workers.  There were many 

internationals that would have liked to take our organization in.  We had 

pretty near at that time 1,200 members, which would be -- per capita tax 

would be quite an increase to the international to have that under their 

jurisdictions.  And, of course, when we were there, as I said under the 

federals, we had grown up with the independents that we enjoyed.   

  And under internationals, we were a little bit leery as to what we 

would be still able to continue on that basis.  So this was one of the main 

concerns.  We had the rubber workers, I think, did approach us.  They 

invited us to Akron to view their offices.  And, of course, we had no 

connection with the big rubber industries.  And we took into the fact that 

onto their setup, they did have -- and they did dominate quite a bit of the -- 

of the workings of the Rubber Workers, but they had many, many small 

international -- or inter local unions, which make rubber boots, rubber 

hoses, all kinds of different things that didn’t relate to the tires at all.   

  And they all were seeming to -- the one presidents and that that we 

would contact seem to feel that they were not being dominated by the tire 

industry locals, which were so large.  And that every year they did have a 

meeting in Cincinnati, and that everybody would be there, and they call it a 

session where that we would set our policies for the coming year.  And 

with -- we had actually the locals that were small had more locals, and we 

had more to say than -- just because of big memberships with the big 
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Goodyear and Firestones and big rubber companies like that, their 

membership was there, but their strength wasn't pushing it down onto the 

smaller locals.   

  And this was one of the things we felt we had.  And we called it -- 

one time, our barrels was made and turned out of rubbers -- rubber, see, 

hard rubber was your barrels and everything before we went to plastics and 

moldings, but we were rubber workers.  We had rubber turners and a lot of 

that things.  And of course, some of the industry, as I said, with their boot-

making goulashes and all of that sort of things, piping and that, they had 

more on little line work that was independent workers, rather than 

something like the tires.  And then always we felt that the hair was in 

organization.  

  We told them what our thinking was.  They told us they would 

never bother us unless it was asked, you know.  And so we felt that this 

was one that we could at least hold up our heads and be proud to be 

members of.  And that was our main decision.  They were not forceful.  

Some of them were.  Some of them were trying to force us in there, 

offering us everything -- offering us -- some of our union officers positions 

in their organizations and things of that sort.  And we just didn’t fall for it.  

We stayed right back where we could.  

Q Were there any others that offered strong competition to the URW that you 

seriously considered other than the URW? 

A Well, I can remember sitting down and actually there was a couple times 

that we actually would come to almost blows with a couple of our members 

that were members that were noted to be very persuasive in some of their 
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thinkings.  And yeah, there were some of them that tried to force their way 

onto us, and that it really turned us off.  We really never had any serious 

problems with the rebel workers.  They were always very inviting.  In fact, 

they call the district conference meeting in Janesville although they had no 

locals here.  They had some from Dubuque, Des Moines, Little Rock -- not 

Little Rock but on the Mississippi River, one of their places, Eau Claire, 

and a few places in La Crosse.   

  And they called the conference and had us attend so that we could 

see how these people operated in these -- in their own districts.  And the 

part of the district, you see, that we would be in held this conference there, 

a three-day conference.  And we liked what we saw.  And we finally then 

said that this looks like the organization that we'd be interested in joining. 

Q Was there a significant faction within the union that had a different 

preference? 

A No, very, very much that we were all on the same thinking.  All of us -- we 

seemed to -- we had pretty good teams.  And of course the general 

membership, well we would try to explain what we were doing, was never 

very much interested.  I mean I think union to them was union.  I mean 

some of them knew the backgrounds, but they are never very much 

involved with what do you do or what.  Some of them don’t understand per 

capita tax and all of that sort of thing, I mean, that you would be doing.  

But a good share of them did.  We tried to keep them posted.  We told 

them what problems were.  We would report back to them, but we never 

had no serious problem.  When it was brought to a vote, it was 

unanimously voted in. 
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Q So this was basically then a leadership matter? 

A Leadership, yes.  I think it was leadership, yes.  I think that we were the 

ones that tried to guide them, tried to in our own way know that we were 

union members for a long time.  We were interested in our own local, and I 

think that they gave us the confidence that we needed to go into this. 

Q What about the International Association of Machinists Local at Parker 

Pen?  Did that come out of this period, or was that before?  Just what do 

you know about that? 

A I'm not too sure if the International Association of Machinists was in 

before or after.  I'm almost -- in my own mind, think that they were 

organized a year or so later than we were.  I'm not too sure on that, but I 

don’t remember if the machinists -- although, they were organized when I 

came to Parker. 

Q Oh. 

A I mean but as to where they came in before or after the Parker general 

employees were organized or not, they may have been because there was 

some real old-timers there, and they were men that may have been strong 

union men before that the general production workers were thinking of 

organizing, so they could have been maybe a year before. 

Q Did they -- did the IAM want to make any effort to organize the whole 

plant after you got the directive from the AFL headquarters? 

A They made an attempt, but never very strong.  They were never very 

strong, and I don’t know why that they never said that the two could work 

together, but I know that they employees themselves and the union officers 

themselves were always a little bit in opposition.  We were more or less 
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competitive, and I don’t think that they were interested in any way of being 

there.  We may have had say in that we could become -- come into the 

organization, but I don’t think there was any push whatever to take us in. 

Q What was the source of the competition between the IAM and the -- well 

the federal union? 

A I think wages mostly.  I think they always tried to keep themselves more in 

the higher class of wages than they did the production workers.  And it was 

so much pronounced, I think, that this is one of the reasons of the agitation. 

Q Was it -- now was that primarily a male organization, the IAM Local, or 

were there women there -- involved there too? 

A Strictly male there.  I don’t think they had a woman in there at all, not until 

later.  I think in later years, I think they had a woman put in their tool crib, 

which I think they made join their union.  But I mean I think -- I don’t 

think there was any women whatever, all males.  I mean in the Parker -- 

now local -- Machinists Local in Janesville covers many factories. 

Q Yeah, well I was thinking specifically about Parker. 

A Just specifically Parker, yes. 

Q Yeah, right.  To you knowledge -- were you aware at the time of any 

connection between your being forced to disband the federal union and join 

an international and the merger between the AFL, CIO? 

A I didn’t understand that just the way you mean it. 

Q Now, I think the AFL and CIO merged again after -- after a period apart, 

about that time.  Now, I was wondering if there was any connection 

between the merger -- the rejoining of the AFL, CIO and the fact that you 

folks had to -- had to get into a regular union? 
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A As much as I recall, I don’t think the rubber workers out of the national 

organization or our organization was ever out of the AFL, CIO.  You mean 

now -- 

Q Well, now who -- who were the rubber workers affiliated with?  Were the 

rubber workers affiliated with the AFL or the CIO at that time?  Maybe 

that's the question I should ask. 

A I'm sure that we were AFL. 

Q Okay.  All right.  Well, that answers that then. 

A In fact, our -- the president of our international, Mr. Bomarito, sits on the 

international staff for the AFL, CIO. 

Q Yeah, right, right.  Do you recall the people who -- who came in from the 

URW and were persuasive in getting you to join that union? 

A Oh, there were four or five different ones.  One fellow's name was Bill 

Kitchens and he was an international rep.  And then we had -- oh god, 

these men, they were all men that grew up in factories of the rubber worker 

industry, and I can't remember all their names.  As I said, you know, you 

meet so many people, and it was quite some time ago.  And I didn’t even 

have no way of refreshing my memory.  I thought probably there would be 

a question, but the only one I know is Bill Kitchens.  He was the one that 

was in directly this area, and I got to know him pretty well.  And then of 

course when we joined, he was transferred to another area, and we had a 

man come in here.  And then he took over, and he was with us all the way 

until the length.  As a matter of fact, he just passed away, and Holcomb 

was his name.  And he worked with us all of the time, very nice gentleman. 

Q Did you ever cross paths with Pete Bomarito in -- in your activities in the 
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union? 

A My wife and I became quite friendly.  My wife usually went and traveled 

with me on most of the trips that I always made.  I always took her along.  

And there were quite a lot of cases where that we'd be socializing and so 

forth, and Mr. Bomarito and I and my wife and different members became 

very well acquainted.  And he never failed to send us a card or a letter or 

something on that whenever I was elected to an office.  I mean he was very 

thoughtful.   

  Of course, I mean that's one of the things they do, but -- in most of 

our meetings, yes.  And we were at a national convention in Miami, we 

was there when he had a -- doing this, and he invited us to the donation on 

that.  And I think Pete was a very good man.  At one time, I liked his 

predecessor too real well, and we were very well acquainted with him and 

his wife.  And of course, as I said, he was, in my opinion, pushed out of his 

office, and Pete is in there.  

Q See, now who was his predecessor?  I don’t know that name. 

A He's passed away now, and -- god, I was just going to say his name. 

Q That's okay, it's a matter of record. 

A I forget it.  It'll come to me again.  It's a matter of record.  

Q Yeah, that's no problem. 

A We can find him because he was really a nice fellow.  He tried to upgrade, 

I think, the unions and -- as I said, he was more of one that was starting to 

bring his wife to conventions and so forth.  You know, in the old days, 

conventions were more wild than they are now because it was a male 

doings, and they were a little more wild.  And as more and more people 
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started bringing females, of course, we were getting more female officers 

and everything too.  It was trying to clean up the place and setting names, 

set us higher and so forth.  Unions were commencing to be wanting to 

upgrade their names, I mean, because like while other people like doctors 

call themselves -- they wouldn't say the word union because it was a 

distasteful word, but they'd say there were an association or so forth, so it's 

all the same even though it goes under a different name, but yeah. 

Q After the shift, after the transition, did any real changes occur in the way 

you operated your local at Parker Pen? 

A Not a bit, no.  We still held our own.  The organization never pushed 

anything onto us.  They did have different regulations for bookkeeping and 

so forth.  And of course, we had a big treasury when we went in there 

because as federals, we were independent.  And although according to the 

bylaws, the internationals do have control over your funds, they never 

bothered us.  We could spend any of that.  They left it to us.  I mean if we 

wanted to have parties or some of those things, they never required, but we 

did transfer over into the bookkeeping systems and everything, which 

wasn’t much of a change.   

  The company then had gone into where we had check offs, which 

made it much more easier for our secretary treasurers, you know, to keep 

the -- because we'd get one check.  And then he could bank that and so 

forth and pay our per capita tax and so forth.  So it was actually -- and then 

they do send an auditor around that is each area.  They have auditors, the 

international does, that keeps your books.  And we was always considered 

one of the top bookkeeping systems because he'd go into some 
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organizations where the treasurer would come home, he'd have receipts, 

everything in the drawer, and he'd turn them over and say okay, you go 

through them.  Their books was never brought up, they never knew where 

their bank accounts were and everything.   

Q Who was responsible for keeping your books then?  We ought to give that 

person credit. 

A We had a boy by the name of Schuler that was very good.  Then it went to 

one that was Hudson, Bucky Hudson, and he held it.  Then we had a Kenny 

Demrow.  We had some top notch secretary treasurers, yeah, very good 

bookkeepers.  In fact, they would -- they would have been able to make it 

into the international as auditors if they wanted to because I mean they -- 

we had many requests from the international to move some of our people 

up, but none of them would -- was interested.  I mean we were all 

homebodies, and nobody wanted to go into that type and be on the road.  

Q Well, now you did some -- a little organizing yourself.  I think you 

mentioned earlier the Schafer-Pen experience that you had? 

A One time after we had closed negotiations, and this was one of the hot 

points of where they were being asked to take and raise their wage scales 

and all of this, and they were being -- their strongest competitor at that 

time being Schafer and everything not being organized.  The international 

approached us one time at an executive session of our officers and said that 

why -- you people -- we have made attempts down there, you know, to 

organize.  You people don’t seem to think we've made a strong enough 

attempt.  He says we have had a man down there, and right now, there is a 

big push by the machinists, by the way, trying to organize the Schafer 
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people.   

  Our man is running into a problem when he talks with it that they 

are using your contract book as saying this is what they accomplished for 

the people at Parker in order to organize their production workers and that, 

see.  So he says would any of you be willing to go down an meet with 

these people?  And he says they would prefer me as being the president 

because my name is in the book that they're using to offset some of these 

statements that were being made by these organizers down there.  So they 

agreed that -- I says then my wife would go with me, paid me expenses.  I 

was made a temporary international -- my wages and that would be paid -- 

or I would be paid as a regular organizer, and I took the leave from the 

company. 

Q Now, was the company -- did the company -- was the company willing to -

- did they encourage you actually in this?  I could see where it would have 

been an advantage to them to have their competition organized? 

A Of course, companies will never come out and say we're encouraging 

anybody to be organized I mean in that.  But we do have in our contract 

that people can be given a leave of absence up to a year's time that can go 

on union work for the international and still have his job at the Parker.  I 

mean so this was the clause we operated under, see? 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A And the company didn’t have to throw any roadblocks because they didn’t 

need to.  But anyway, as I say -- my wife and I then -- 

Q Or they didn’t have to pave the way either if they wanted to do that. 

A No.  And so we did go down there, and we were then, you know, in 
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organizations,  you have to get cards.  And every organization tries at least 

to get fifty per -- one percent, so they know that if they're called for 

international election that they can at least know that they're going to make 

a good showing.  So we would call different -- five or six people tried to 

meet in a home with him, my wife and I.  I'd go through there and I am 

James Wells, the president that shows on this book, not the machinist.  We 

are not associated with the machinists in any -- well, you know, with the 

two of that, and that town being anti-union as it was because years ago, 

every one of their fathers was in a very serious railroad strike where they 

had crashed heads and they had killed people and everything down there 

and it was right by Rock Island.   

  And it was in Fort Madison.  They were a big center down there, 

and they had a very bad union name down there, so it was something they 

knew they needed but was afraid to be the instigators of.  I would get five 

cards from these people and tell them could you get five people to meet in 

another home that we could meet with and talk with and so forth?  They'd 

sign the cards, and then probably a couple days later, someone would call 

and say would you take my card -- could I have it back and that. We never 

got up to the percentage that we needed to call for an election.   

  The machinists wasn't doing any better, and once I came down there 

and met with them and they knew what -- that I was counteracting what 

they had already said, they had received a black ball in their favor or in 

their name, so they actually pulled out at that time.  We stayed a little 

longer, couldn't get any place, so then I just decided to go back to work at 

Parker again.  But the machinists finally, I think, went down there.  As I 
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understand it, I think they have a local established there.  Whether it's 100 

percent and all that, I don’t know, but I think that I understood one time 

that the machinists did finally organize that group down there. 

Q Well, roughly when was it that you had that experience? 

A You know, I can't remember that.  It wasn't too long.  I mean I don’t 

believe it was over a three-month period, you know, that I found out. 

Q Yeah. 

A But that was about the time.  And I can't remember.  It was after 

negotiations had closed out where the company had made big issues of not 

-- of trying to organize others, so this is one of the days.  But as for dates, I 

wouldn't know.  I can't remember.  I could go through my records 

sometime probably, but it would be some place. 

Q Okay.  What about management -- Parker management's attitude toward 

the transition?  Did they have any interest in this at all or did they give any 

indication about any preference? 

A They cared not, I don’t think anyway.  At least we never had heard any of 

it.  If it was ever discussed by them or with someone else, I wouldn’t 

know.  But why would they worry?  I mean we were already very strong 

and had good relations.  Who we switched to to pay our international dues 

to and that, I don’t think they minded much.  There was no way that we 

would ever have a strike that would affect them in any way only at our 

local factory.  I mean we weren't international enough so that would hurt 

like at General Motors where you -- one strike might affect another one.  

So I don’t think they didn’t care.  We weren't strengthening in ourselves, I 

don’t think, any more than what we were. 
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Q Did Waldo Luchsinger ever express an attitude about it one way or 

another? 

A Not to me, no. 

Q All right.  Okay.  I want to thank you Mr. -- very much, Mr. Wells.  You've 

been most cooperative and contributed a lot of helpful information.  Thank 

you very much. 

A I was kind of worried about, you know, I'm not much on dates.  As things 

happen to me, I'm not one for history or remembering back, and mostly the 

only things that I would think of would be like mostly personal in that.  

And so I didn’t know if I'd be much help or not.  I just hope that you can 

use it. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Well, you know -- oh yeah.  In gathering this, I 

think I might have explained to you before that this is not a good way to 

gather dates.  This is not the way to do that.  So the oral history techniques 

are really more conducive to developing the personal kinds of anecdotes 

that you had to offer, so it was very helpful, thank you.   

(Interview concluded.) 

 

 


