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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is August 17, 1976.  We're interviewing Mr. Louis 

Adkins, A D K I N S, of 805 Sherman Avenue in Janesville, Wisconsin.  We're 

talking with Mr. Adkins at his home.  My name is Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Adkins, I wanted to begin today by asking you about your family 

background.  If you could tell me first of all about your parents, where they lived, 

what work they did, where they were born, as much of that as you can recall and 

their name -- their name, I suppose we should start off with their names first of 

all?  

A Well, my dad was Harry Adkins.  He was born in Indianapolis.  My mother was 

Mamie.  She was born in Indianapolis, and I was born in Indianapolis.  

Q Now, what -- what did your dad do in Indianapolis? 

A Oh, he traveled for a tobacco company.  He was principally through the east. 

Q Now, had they lived in Indianapolis all their lives, do you know? 

A Well, yes and no until they came up here.  I don't know.  Oh, they came up to 

Rock Island in '20 -- no, '18 and was there until they shut the arsenal down.  And 

then they came up here to Janesville.   

Q Did your mother work at all? 

A No, she died when I was two. 

Q Oh, I see.  I'm sorry.  Now, so your dad came to Janesville to work where? 

A Sampson. 

Q And why to Janesville?  How did he hear about that?  What -- what made him 

come up here? 

A They laid off around 30,000 people in Rock Island, and they had a recruiter in 
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Rock Island who was sending people up here.  There obviously was a shortage of 

help here in Janesville. 

Q Now, was your -- was your dad ever a union member then? 

A Not that I know of, no.  No, he was principally, until the war came on, on the road 

for tobacco companies. 

Q I should also ask about your grandparents if you have any recollections about 

your grandparents, where they came from, what their background was? 

A No. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Was your dad pleased with the Janesville move?  Did that work out 

well for him? 

A I presume so.  I don't know.  It's a matter I never discussed with him, so I don't 

know.  I presume he wouldn't have stayed here if he didn't. 

Q Now, let's -- by the time your dad came up here, you were a young man, I think 

working too at this time, right? 

A Yeah.  Yeah, I went to work at Sampson, too, one of the last boys they had in the 

plant before they shut down. 

Q So you and your dad actually came up here together to work at Sampson? 

A That's right.  That's right. 

Q Now, had you gone to Rock Island?  I believe you said earlier that you worked at 

the arsenal, too, is that right -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- that you went to Rock Island together? 

A Yeah, Shop H. 
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Q Now, what was the nature of the work you did there? 

A I run a punch press, Shop H, harness shop. 

Q Were -- was that plant unionized? 

A No.  No. 

Q Were there any efforts to unionize? 

A Not as far as I know, no.  You're talking about 1918 now. 

Q Right, I know.  That would be -- it would be pretty early, but, you know, there 

were a few unions around then, so I have to ask. 

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q Now, I also wanted to ask a little bit about your -- your family's political 

background?  What was your dad's political background?  He was -- 

A Republican, first, last and always. 

Q Uh-huh.  Now -- now, I know you professed democratic leanings, so how did that 

-- how did that develop?  Here you come from a Republican family and ended up 

being a fairly prominent Democrat in this area? 

A The recession or depression was what caused that.  Lack of work, lack of money, 

lack of everything.  As far as I'm concerned, the Republicans never done a damn 

thing for anybody other than for their own selfish interests, and that's still true. 

Q Now, did you -- did you vote Republican early in the 20's? 

A Oh yeah. 

Q You did? 

A Once or twice, not -- that's about all. 

Q Yeah, uh-huh.  I wanted to ask, too, about family religious background.   
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A No, I don't think that's any -- got any bearing on labor or anything else.  Religion 

is one thing and we're going to avoid that. 

Q Okay.  All right, fine.  I wanted to get in a little bit to some of your -- some of the 

recollections you might have of your youth.  What do you recall -- what kind of 

recollections do you have about going to school, for example? 

A None that I know of.  I didn't resent it, so that's about it. 

Q And -- now did you attend high school, or did you graduate from high school?  

What was -- 

A Yeah, yeah, Shortbridge High School in Janesville -- or in Indianapolis. 

Q In Indianapolis, uh-huh.  Now, when you were growing up, do you recall -- you 

know, what -- what kind of aspirations did you have?  What kind of hopes did you 

have as far as the work that you do? 

A Honestly, I just wanted to make a living.  That was all I can recall.  I never had 

any ambitions in that area. 

Q And I really need to ask too whether you have any recollections of -- of 

developing any impressions or attitudes toward unions while you were growing 

up?  Did you have any kind of -- do you recall any kind of reaction to the labor 

movement as a -- as a youngster or as a student in school, let's say? 

A No, no, that was the furthest from my mind. 

Q Now, Eugene Debs was one of the most prominent unionists at that time, and he 

was from Indiana, I think, Terre Haute.  Do you recall hearing anything about him 

in Indiana? 

A Oh, periodically.  I thought he was a socialist candidate? 
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Q Yeah, yeah, he was.  He was a socialist candidate for president. 

A But I don't know.  I never even gave him a thought.  

Q Yeah, so he wasn't --  

A No, no influence. 

Q So your first awareness really of the labor movement and unions happened when 

you came to Janesville, is that right? 

A No, it happened in '32 during the depression. 

Q And -- and how so?  You know, since we mentioned that, I wondered if you could 

describe, you know, what your real first awareness of -- 

A They shut the plant down here.  It was down for fourteen months, and I don't 

know.  Oh, Clay Orcutt gave me a call and asked me if I wanted to go to St. Louis 

and work in Fisher, and I did along with eight, ten other Janesville people -- 

Fisher people.  I worked down there through the depression -- through that model 

year.  The plant was down fourteen months, and I worked down there.  And down 

there, they was, I think, the first plant to organize under the AFL.  And even 

though I was only there a short time after they organized, I did belong to the 

union down there and attended several meetings. 

Q What do you recall as being the problems or the issues that brought the union into 

being in St. Louis? 

A Speedup, hurry, hurry, hurry.  They never had enough time for nothing.  

Everything was hurry, hurry. 

Q Are there any people in that St. Louis situation that you recall being particularly 

influential on you? 
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A Oh, Jack Livingston. 

Q Now, what about him? 

A Well, he was the president, and he was a likeable guy and a go-getter.  He was 

just it.   

Q I believe that later on he -- he came up to Janesville to -- as a speaker or as an 

organizer up here, is that right? 

A Well, that was after we'd been organized for a year perhaps.  I don't know the 

exact time, but he did come up here and visit quite a bit. 

Q Was that through your efforts? 

A No, Jack just came up and he knew I was in St. Louis, so he made contact and 

visited with me. 

Q So he -- he initiated his coming up here then? 

A Oh yeah. 

Q Yeah, I see, okay. 

A I don't know whether he did or whether the UAW did, but anyway, he came up 

for organizing. 

Q Yeah, that's a good point, glad to have that cleared up a little bit.  Now, who were 

some of the other people -- well, first of all, I should ask if there were any other 

people in St. Louis who organized that union who -- who you would consider 

influential as far as you were concerned? 

A I can't recall any of the names today.  I never got that close to them. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A These groups in Janesville all stayed in one place, and we more or less bummed 
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around together so that was it. 

Q What about the other people from Janesville?  Do you recall some of the other 

people who went down there with you? 

A Art Flardy, Dick Halford, Russ -- oh god, I can't think of his name now, Elton 

Kutz.  There was eight or ten, Lars Johansson.  Eight or ten went down there 

together. 

Q Were they -- 

A Russ Hall that was.  Russ Hall. 

Q Okay. 

A Now I remember. 

Q Were these people who later on became active in organizing the union in 

Janesville? 

A Well, yes more or less.  They didn't take a -- any part as an officer, but they were 

there, and they were good union members.  They spread the word to other people 

Q Do you think that experience that -- that they had in St. Louis influenced them as 

it apparently influenced you as far as supporting the union? 

A No, I don't know who started it, but what happened was there was a speedup and 

secondly as I said, they had no regard for seniority.  They'd hire new hires prior to 

hiring the people who had been there.  It just irked the hell out of me, and 

consequently I got interested. 

Q Now, are you speaking here of -- you're speaking here of Janesville? 

A Yes. 

Q Yeah. 
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A And what happened, it's very simple, we just had a meeting up here to Lien's 

Filling Station one night, I forget what day of the week.  And we decided we was 

going to have a union.  And so we were all poor and church-wise, and we had to 

take up a collection amongst the eight of us who was there in order to send a 

telegram to Bill Green to send an organizer in.  He did send an organizer in by the 

name of Dillon, Francis Dillon.  He's the guy that really put the thing together 

originally. 

Q You mean put the -- put the local here together? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Who were -- who were the eight people who met at Lien's? 

A Oh honestly -- 

Q Or as many of them as you can recall.  I know that's a long time back to ask you 

to remember eight -- eight people. 

A Golly, the only thing I can remember is Luchsinger and oh John Goetzsinger, 

Tampa Ellis.  That's about all I can remember now.  That was four of the eight 

and so -- 

Q Yeah, that's pretty good.  Was that Straus Ellis? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah, okay.  All right, yeah that's good.  Since we're on it, let's -- I'd like to talk a 

little bit about that very early organizing experience.  Who would you say really -- 

who would you say, of the eight, really took the initiative?  Was that you or was 

that someone else in the group? 

A I don't think it was to anyone.  It was a united effort.  Everybody was in the 
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sympathy with the thing, and it just put together, that's all.  One of them things 

that happened.  The company did it.  If you want to know who, why, or what, they 

forced it.  It was their own doings.  

Q So you -- you apparently were dissatisfied with the hiring system.  I was 

wondering if that -- was that something that all of the eight people that got 

together were dissatisfied with? 

A I don't know.  I would rather say more of them were interested in the speedup, 

hurry up, hurry up. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A My whole goal was seniority. 

Q So your objective, you'd say then, was a little bit different than most of the people 

who got together? 

A I -- that's my opinion. 

Q Yeah, that's good to know, good to know.  Did any -- did any specific events take 

place in the plant that -- that encouraged you to -- you say General Motors forced 

it? 

A Yeah. 

Q Was there anything specific that you can recall that GM people did that got you to 

the point you were angry enough to join the union or to organize the union? 

A Yeah, the hiring procedure and the whole ball of wax. 

Q Now, what happened to you as far as that hiring business goes? 

A Well, I'll give it to you quick.  They had a great big wire cage.  People would go 

down there when they'd hear some rumors around town.  Incidentally in those 
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years, why you was off anywhere from three to six, seven months without any 

unemployment benefits or anything else, and you'd hear it on the grapevine that 

they were starting up.  They were going to hire people.  Well, you'd go down 

there and you'd stand and stand and stand.  The boss would come out and he'd 

pick out you, you, and you, irrespective of how long you may or may not have 

worked there.  Why they picked out their friends, drinking buddies.  That was a 

favorite theme of the trim department.   

  Jack Smack was the superintendent of trim, and hell, he had a bunch of 

drunken bums from up to Indianford that he always hired and hired more every 

year, let you sit, sit, sit, or stand, one of the two.  And what the hell, I had a 

family, four kids, and I didn't like it.  Why should somebody else go to work and 

leave you stand out in the cold no income, whatever?  It's that simple. 

Q So there was no -- the hiring system then was completely at the whim of the 

superintendent of that area? 

A Right, right, right. 

Q Now, you say he hired -- they tended to hire drinking buddies and friends.  Were 

there any other standards that they seemed to use to hire people? 

A Nope, there was nothing.  They just grabbed people, arms and legs. 

Q Did you ever notice, for example, that maybe lodge affiliations or something like 

that made a difference? 

A No, not in the trim department, just the drinking buddies from Indianford.   

Q Now, you speak of the drinking buddies from Indianford. 

A Yeah. 
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Q You know, what about them?  What do you recall about those -- those people? 

A I don't know what you mean what I recall.  I know they just got jobs way ahead of 

other people. 

Q Did they later become union members, for example? 

A Oh yeah, yeah. 

Q They did? 

A Yeah. 

Q And who -- who were some of these people if you could -- if you could? 

A Oh, I don't think that that's so necessary to get into names of individual 

personalities. 

Q Okay.  Now, I want to flashback a little bit here.  I was wondering as you were 

growing up -- to this growing up period again in Indianapolis, I was wondering 

about -- I wanted to get into this whole business of class awareness. 

A Of what? 

Q Class awareness, you know, socioeconomic class, where people fit into the 

community.  What sense did you have of who your family was and where you fit 

into the community if you -- if you have any recollections of that? 

A No, I don't think that was ever thought of.  That was far removed. 

Q Okay.  So, you know, people talk about the working class and all that, but you 

don't seem to have had any -- any sense of being a member of a working class? 

A No, no, no.  Let's go back. 

Q Yeah. 

A I told you my dad was on the road.  I lived with my uncle who was a musician.  In 
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fact, he was president of the Musicians' Local in Indianapolis for many years.  

Hell, he was playing two jobs a day, playing the Clay Pool Hotel at the supper 

show and the Key Theater afternoon and night and then go back to -- to Clay Pool 

at night.  So maybe some of that did rub off that he was the president of the union 

and also a business agent. 

Q Yeah, that's -- that's very interesting of course.  Do you remember him talking 

about union affairs at all? 

A Oh, just about jobs and this and that and putting people on jobs, that was about it. 

Q Yeah.  Now you -- you brought his name up in connection with this -- that 

question I asked about class awareness and working class identification.  Now, 

did he have that kind of a sense of things, do you think? 

A Well, I don't know why not.  Hell, he wouldn't have been president of the union if 

he hadn't. 

Q So you'd say it's normal then for a president of a working -- of a union to have -- 

to have that kind of class awareness? 

A Why sure, for self-preservation if nothing else.   

Q Had you developed it by the time you got involved in the union in Janesville? 

A Oh, I wouldn't say that.  I knew that they were perhaps the top moneymakers in 

Indianapolis.  Indianapolis was a very poor paid town.  So, I presume that was the 

case, the situation. 

Q Now, when you say they were the top moneymakers, who were -- 

A Musicians. 

Q Oh I see, yeah, okay.  So you attributed that to the union -- 
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A Oh yeah. 

Q Their ability to organize? 

A Right. 

Q Yeah, uh-huh.  Yeah okay, very good.  I wanted to ask a little bit more too about 

the -- your experience at Rock Island at the arsenal there.  Now, you indicate that 

there was no union operating in that plant at all? 

A No, there was in Shop M, but the rest of the shops, no, nothing, whatever.  That 

was a machinist local, and I wasn't doing any machine work at that time. 

Q I see.  What so then -- now you say there was a machinist local there, and yet you 

weren't -- you weren't -- you weren't in it or able to be a member of it?  Just how 

did that work? 

A That's right because it was entirely different -- I worked in a harness shop, Shop 

H, and Shop G.  See, they was all lettered, probably fifteen, twenty different 

shops there.   

Q Now, you say you worked in the harness shop.  Well, if there was a machinist 

union, why was there a harness makers or a leather workers union or something 

like that? 

A You've got me.  I don't know.   

Q Yeah, okay. 

A I was too young to even think about it. 

Q Okay.  All right now, what about your first work at the -- at Janesville?  Just what 

do you recall about the circumstances of coming to Janesville, maybe we ought to 

fill that in a little bit? 
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A Oh, I came here on the 1st of July, and I think about the 5th of July, I went to 

work at Sampson as a machine operator. 

Q Now, how were you able to -- that seems like that would have been a pretty good 

job.  How were you able to work in there so quickly? 

A Listen, they hired anybody with hands, arms, and legs.  They didn't care whether 

you did or didn't have any experience. 

Q So as you recall it then, there was really a labor shortage here, and they were 

really hiring anyone who came through the door? 

A That's correct, anybody. 

Q I see.  Now, you were a machine operator.  Just what were you -- what were you 

working on?  What were you making specifically? 

A Oh, they had batches to go through, and you worked -- do this batch and do that 

batch.  That's about the whole thing.  You didn't have any one particular job.  I 

had a particular shortcut lathe, and that was it.  I did different operations. 

Q All right, all right.  Now, you indicated earlier that a recruiter came from GM -- 

from Sampson down to Rock Island.  Did he tell you anything other than there 

were jobs here? 

A And wages and plenty of living quarters and what have you.   

Q Yeah. 

A That's about it.  Well, there was no work in Rock Island.  When you lay off 25, 

30,000 people in one day, people scatter into the four winds. 

Q Do you recall who that recruiter was? 

A No, no, no.  No, I -- 
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Q Do -- did you have the feeling that he told you straight? 

A I never even give it a thought.  We got a job right off the bat and that was it.  A 

job was a job. 

Q Now, was -- was the work at Sampson more of an assembly line character than 

the work you'd done at Rock Island, or was that something you were already used 

to? 

A MM -- 

Q Or wasn't the Sampson job really an assembly line type job? 

A I never worked on an assembly line either place. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A No, it was strictly -- I had a punch press in Rock Island, and I had a lathe here.  

That was it. 

Q Now, how did you -- you know, why did you leave?  How did -- how did you 

leave the job at Sampson?  What happened there? 

A Well, they -- 

Q They went out of business right? 

A -- went out of business, right. 

Q So you worked there until they went out of business? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah, uh-huh.  Then what happened? 

A Oh, another fellow and I went down to -- to Rock Falls International Harvester, 

worked down there for several years.   

Q And there again, what was the nature of the work? 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 17, 1976 

16 

A Lathe operator.   

Q And here, was the union active there at all? 

A No, no. 

Q And when and why did you come back to Janesville? 

A I don't know other than Chevrolet, as I understand, already started, and they were 

just about to start the Fisher.  I don't know.  I just got a job.  I don't remember how 

or why. 

Q Yeah.  And now well what about that -- what about that first work at -- at 

Chevrolet?  Now you'd been a machine operator until now, and yet the Chevy 

operation at that time was assembly line, I think.  Did the nature of your work 

change at all when you made that move to Chevrolet? 

A Oh yeah, yeah.  I went as a tack spitter.  Hell, I never seen a tack hammer or tacks 

before in my life.  It's one of them things I fell into. 

Q Now, when you -- when you speak of being a tack spitter, this will sound naïve I 

know, but what -- you know, what -- just what did you do?  What does it mean to 

be a tack spitter? 

A Well, you secured the upholstery to a wooden trim stick so it stayed there.  

Q Now, did you -- did you literally spit the tacks?  Where does that term come 

from? 

A Well, you have a magnetic hammer, and you put the hammer in your mouth with 

a mouth full of tacks and bang, you just spit them out.  It's a common vernacular.   

Q Now, it seems like it might be dangerous with tacks in your mouth and all.  Did it 

ever -- did you ever swallow any tacks, I guess, is the question? 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 17, 1976 

17 

A If I did -- if I did, I don't know.   

Q And how many -- how many tacks could you spit like that in a minute, say?  How 

did you -- what kind of rate did you work at there? 

A I don't know.  It just -- to keep up with the line, that's all. 

Q Now you'd not worked in an assembly line situation before, how did that -- you 

know, how did you adjust to that new -- new situation? 

A Oh, I don't know.  Hell, it's just one of them things.  You just do as told, and that's 

it.   

Q So it didn't bother you at all then?  Didn't have any -- 

A No, no.  

Q Yeah.  But what about other workers around you, did you -- you know, did they 

take the assembly line operation in the same spirit, or what do you recall about 

that? 

A Oh, the whole thing was just a job, that was all.  It's like any factory.  It's strictly 

factory work. 

Q Now, when you say it's just a job, it's strictly factory work, still people react to it 

like any kind of work.  You know, there's some kind of relationship between the 

person and the job that goes on, and I guess that's really what I'm trying to get at 

here.  You know, how were -- and especially when you're talking about an 

assembly line operation in the 20's, that was a fairly new way of organizing work.   

  And so what I'm trying to get at here is how were people in the Chevrolet 

plant there reacting to that -- that new way of organizing work?  See, you know, 

so it wasn't just another job really at that time in a way. 
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A Well, you're wrong.  It was strictly another job.   

Q Ah, okay. 

A That's all.  It was to make a living, that was it. 

Q So all this awareness of the assembly line maybe is something that we're -- that 

we -- you know, we see that looking back on it, but maybe you didn't see it quite 

that way at the time? 

A Never gave it a thought, just a job, so much an hour and bang.  That was it. 

Q Now, you worked then in the cushion department, right? 

A Yeah, right. 

Q How long did you work in the cushion department?  I guess what I'm asking you 

is were you still there when you organized -- when you helped organize the 

union? 

A Oh yeah, I went there -- I don't remember.  I was there when I left.  That's the 

only place I ever worked in GM was in the cushion department. 

Q What kinds of problems did -- did people have any problems in that department 

that might have been different from what was going on in other parts of the plant? 

A Other than speedup, that was about all. 

Q Did the speedup affect people in the cushion department more or less than people 

in other parts of the plant, do you think? 

A Less, it was survival.  A guy did as close to what they kept hollering about as he 

could, and what he couldn't do, he couldn't do.  But there was no limit to what 

they expected a person to do.  Hell, if one guy could have built a whole car, they 

would have had him building it, economics is what it amounted to. 
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Q Now, when you talk about speedup, how fast really was the line -- how fast was 

the line moving?  Or what was the range, I guess, is what I'm really asking? 

A Oh well, I think gradually -- hell, at one time, I guess they run eight or ten an 

hour, and they thought that was big production.  Then, they finally got up to 

around seventy at one time before we had a sit-down. 

Q Now, when was this sit-down? 

A Oh god I -- 

Q Or was that before the '37, the big national -- nationwide strike? 

A No, it was after that.  We had local stoppages.   

Q Now, you know, people -- I think today, the line runs at around sixty cars an hour, 

so, you know, somebody offhand might think well seventy, that's not that much, 

you know.  It seems like it was running about the same -- in the same range, 

roughly.  How would you respond to that, you know, if somebody criticized you 

that way? 

A Well today, as I understand it -- or at least it was when I was there, the whole 

thing was predicated on the drying of the paint.  And it seems as though that 

actually to get a decent paint job, about sixty is the -- sixty-two, it varies.  They 

run anywhere from sixty, sixty-one, sixty-two an hour, somewhere in that area.  

But they were hungry, at one time they got the line speed up around seventy an 

hour.  And they didn't seem to give a damn about quality.  It was a matter of -- 

well, Madison Ave. selling Fisher quality proposition while local plant managers 

was pushing, pushing, pushing.  They cared not about quality.   

  Now, I'm talking about local management.  I can recall one time when 
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there was a fellow by the name of Fox that came in out of the Detroit office.  He 

come in unannounced, and he took a penknife and cut the decking off and did this 

and that, and he found out they wasn't doing this, they wasn't doing that.  Hell, he 

shut the plant down for three days.  All we was did was sit there, and he was 

getting them to put what was necessary and what was specifications in the job.   

  No, it was local management was shystering and fooling the public and 

trying to fool the corporation.  I honestly don't think the corporation -- well, in 

fact I'm positive -- didn't have the attitude that the local management had.  They 

were working for a bonus and doing things as cheap as they could, producing as 

many with as few people as possible.   

Q Now you said before, you know, people were hollering at you to do more.  Now, 

precisely who was doing the hollering as far as you were concerned? 

A Well -- 

Q I mean did that reach all the way down to the foremen? 

A The foreman is the guy that did it.  I presume it was coming from up above, filter 

down. 

Q Now, what form would this hollering take? 

A What? 

Q How would they holler at you?  What would they say and -- 

A Oh, they'd just tell you to, "Keep up with the line.  Hell, they've got a hundred 

guys out there in the bullpen that will take your job if you don't want to do it."  

That was the threat all the time. 

Q Now, well how often would -- do you remember being harassed by foremen on a 
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daily basis or just how -- how did that -- you know, what was the situation? 

A No, no, they established standard right or wrong, and that was it.  And at any time 

they could make another shortcut or something, why they did. 

Q Now, how many cars -- how fast could the line move and you still do your job as 

a tack spitter the way you thought it should have been -- do a quality job? 

A Well, that's a question kind of evasive.  They had different line speeds at different 

times, and they adjusted manpower according, always expecting the -- I would 

say the impossible. 

Q So you really can't say then what a -- what an optimum line speed was for you? 

A No. 

Q Okay.  I wanted to get into with -- to the question of who was working with you 

in the cushion department during those early years?  Now, this is before -- before 

'32, '33, '33 when you started to organize the union.  In those pre-union years, do 

you recall who was working with you in your area? 

A God, Donny -- Donny Churchill, Ike Dominy, Frank Schiefelbein.  God, I just -- 

offhandedly, I never expected to be asked this.  I know Harry Lutke was another 

one, oh god, innumerable people. 

Q Now, were -- were these people -- were they later fellows in organizing the UAW 

there?  Do you recall any who worked with you during those early years who 

were particularly important later on? 

A No, none of them that I can recall held any union office. 

Q So you were the only one of that group then to become a real union activist? 

A Yeah, that's right. 
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Q Now, I believe -- I wanted to ask, too, at Chevy when you worked there about the 

nature of the workforce.  Where were the workers coming from at that time, do 

you recall? 

A Well, speculation, everybody figured they was coming from up north, northern 

Wisconsin.  I don't know. 

Q Now specifically, are the people that you worked with in the cushion department 

that you might have -- you know, you might have known more about, you know, 

where did they tend to come from, do you know? 

A I don't know.  I don't know.  I would say perhaps most in general from up 

northern Wisconsin. 

Q You don't have much recollection then of people coming from out of state at all? 

A No. 

Q I know at some GM plants, there were significant numbers of workers who came 

from the south.  They recruited workers from the south.  Now, you don't seem to 

have any recollection of that in Janesville? 

A No, no, no. 

Q Okay.  Why did you eventually leave that job at Chevrolet?  I think you did leave 

Chevrolet eventually and ended up at Fisher, so what happened at Chevrolet? 

A Well, it was a matter of economics, I guess, they just laid off people, eliminating 

jobs and hurrying up.  That was -- I got laid off. 

Q Now, you indicated in a -- in an off mic earlier that there'd been some dispute, I 

think, that you were involved in at Chevrolet.  Do you have any recollection of 

anything like that? 
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A No.  

Q So mainly it was that they were -- there was just a layoff, and you were -- you 

were laid off? 

A That's right. 

Q And then why -- you know, how did you get back on then at Fisher and how long 

did it take you?  Or was this one of the periodic layoffs that you -- 

A No, no.  A guy by the name of Gardner contacted me and asked me if I wanted to 

go work at Fisher Body.  And at that time, I was working for a product company, 

and it was a piecework job, and it was a retrace.  So I got a job -- I went to work 

down there the next morning at Fisher.  And according to my remembrance, that 

was April the 10th of '24. 

Q Mm-hmm.  And now so this was the cushion department you were working in at 

Fisher then? 

A Right, yeah. 

Q Okay, all right.  Now -- oh, let's see, you know, the cushion department has a 

reputation for being one of the more militant areas of Fisher in terms of union 

organization.  I was wondering what you recall about -- about how that 

developed? 

A Well, they were trying to break the union as I recall.  And I can't remember the 

guy's name that worked over in the body shop.  They fired him for no reason at 

all.  Then they went over about a week later and got a guy over in the paint 

department, Willy Fuchs.  They did it in an underhanding way.  They'd wait until 

the guy would punch out at night, take him in the office and then tell him he was 
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done, give him no reason at all.  It was strictly attempting to discourage union 

membership.  So when we found out about Willy Fuchs, I suggested to fellows in 

the cushion room, well they got on a south side, they got on the north side, they're 

going to hit in the center, which is the cushion room.  About a week later, sure as 

hell, they got a guy after work, Bill Vartel.  And Bill was an inoffensive sort of a 

guy.  Hell, he never did any harm to anybody.  He was just a pleasant worker.  

But nevertheless, they singled him out as an example.  They took him in after 

work and they fired him.   

  So we'd already had a kind of a little understanding when they fired 

somebody in the cushion room, by god they were -- nobody was going to go to 

work until they brought him back.  Well, we questioned where's Vartel and none 

of the supervision knew.  But we knew that -- or heard that he got fired that night 

after work.  So nobody went back to work the next morning.  At that point, why 

we had a little negotiation with management.  They were a little perturbed 

because nobody would go to work.  They couldn't operate the plant without the 

cushion room, so the settlement was that -- and I wish I could remember this 

fellow's name from the body shop.  Anyway, all three of them come back to work, 

and the plant went back to work then several days later. 

Q Was this -- did this occur before or after the -- the big sit-down strike? 

A Oh, I would say -- I don't know.  I would say afterwards, but I'm not too sure.   

Q All right. 

A I think that's when it was. 

Q All right.  Of the people that you -- you know, the people you worked with in the 
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cushion department, do you recall that -- you know, were they -- did they have 

any group characteristics in terms of oh ethnic background or religious 

background or where they came from?  

A No. 

Q Did they tend to come from one area or anything like that? 

A No, no, they're just a gathering that management hired.  But they resented the fact 

they didn't know whether they'd be next or not and just fire them for no reason at 

all just because they belonged to the union.  That's what it amounted to.  It was 

management's coercive tactics to attempt to eliminate the union.   

Q Now, how did it happen that there were so many union members in that area 

anyway?  You know, what was your role there? 

A Well, I was an original officer when the union was first chartered, and I served as 

spokesman.  In fact, I was the first chairman of the shop committee before we was 

even recognized. 

Q Now, as far as getting the people in the cushion department organized though, did 

you -- did you play a role there at all? 

A Oh sure.   

Q Would you say you were the organizer of that area, of that department? 

A Oh, I wouldn't know about that. 

Q Or were there other people that you remember who worked with you on it? 

A No, yeah we just had applications, give a dollar a month and that was it.  No, 

there was no committee assigned or such.  It was just a volunteer proposition.  

Sure, I stuck my neck out, what the hell.  Somebody had to.  I was fortunate 
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enough to get away with it.  At that time, we had a War Labor Board -- no, not a 

War Labor Board, but some kind of a labor board and -- 

Q Was that the Wallman Board at the time or -- 

A Well -- 

Q -- was that after? 

A I don't remember when Wallman came in, but then there was another one, 

Crancer, too.  But I think it was -- yes, Wallman Labor Board.  So we figured the 

guy that stuck his neck out was secure, hell, he was always secure because of 

getting fired for union activities.  He wasn't as vulnerable as the poor guy that had 

absolutely no connection.   

Q That's a good point.  That's a good point.  Did -- about -- about the workers again, 

about the people in the cushion department, did they tend to live in the same 

neighborhoods in Janesville, do you know, or were they pretty well scattered out? 

A No, no, they lived everywhere and anywhere.  Some lived out of town, and some 

lived in town. 

Q You know, why I ask these questions is that you know you might expect it in a 

plant like Fisher and in an area like the cushion department, you'd have people 

who shared some background in common. 

A No. 

Q In talking -- and in other departments too you might expect that.  Yet, in talking 

with people, I find that it's -- that doesn't seem to have been the case down there. 

A No, no. 

Q It seems that everybody was kind of individual and isolated around, and that there 
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were no groups who came into the plant who really had -- had those things in 

common, is that right? 

A No, no, that is absolutely right.  No, people came from all sections and 

communities: Edgerton, Evansville, Footville, Brodhead, Milton, the whole area, 

Beloit, Rockford.  Yeah, they were from all over. 

Q So in your department, you don't even remember any -- do you remember any let's 

say smaller groups, maybe a half dozen people who would have come out of the 

same neighborhood or come from the same town or from the same church? 

A No, they were not clannish in that area, no. 

Q Okay.  All right, that's -- that's very interesting.  What about the piecework 

system?  I heard people talk about that.  I was wondering what your recollection is 

of the piecework system? 

A Well, piecework, they had several different systems.  Oh, they had tickets, and oh 

my god, the way some people would steal tickets.  It wasn't very practical.  It 

didn't last too long.  Then they got a system by the -- oh the whole department 

worked as a unit.  It wasn't a practical thing.  It was hodgepodge.  The 

management finally -- no, through negotiations in Detroit, it was eliminated 

entirely and it went on strictly an hourly basis.   

Q What, on that group system then you were paid according to what the group 

produced? 

A How many jobs -- how many jobs the line produced. 

Q Now, you mentioned tickets with regard to the piecework system.  Just what were 

you referring to there? 
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A Oh, that was one system, I don't know, some brainchild.  They had a ticket on 

every -- or a book of tickets on every job.  And you pulled a number -- a certain 

number according to the operation you did.  My god, some people working in the 

trim shop was pulling tickets over in the body shop before the body ever got over 

there.  It was a lousy setup and it didn't last long. 

Q Now the piecework system though apparently -- did it go before the union was 

organized? 

A Oh, no, no.  After. 

Q Okay, now did the union have anything to do with getting the piecework system 

out as far as -- 

A Oh yeah, that was negotiated out in Detroit. 

Q Oh, I see.  And that was after the union was well-organized already. 

A Oh, yeah, right.  Right. 

Q Now -- so was the piecework system in effect during those early years before the 

union was organized? 

A Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. 

Q Now you don't seem -- that's not one of the things that you seem to have reacted 

very much I guess.  You know, that doesn't come out as far -- it's not the top of 

your list of grievances? 

A No, no, no, no.  No, I was more interested in seniority period. 

Q Yeah.  We've talked just a little bit earlier about your relationships with foremen 

and superintendents.  I wanted to get into that a little deeper.  You know, what do 

you recall about your relationships with foremen? 
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A Well, I don't know what you're getting at. 

Q What kind of -- how did you look at foremen.  What kind of -- you know, how did 

you evaluate them?  How did you relate to them?  How did you get on with them, 

I guess is what I'm getting at? 

A Oh, that's difficult to say. 

Q Or did you have to -- did you have to --  

A I imagine --  

Q -- did you have to worry about it even? 

A No.  Hell, it was a matter of survival.  The guy that you'd -- oh, get by with 

eliminating work.  The foreman was always trying to give you more work, and 

you had to satisfy him in time study department and superintendent and all that 

they give you too much work.  It was a matter of individualism, and it still is even 

to this day.  If you'd give the company free reign, one man would build a whole 

damn car.  That's right.  They're never content.  I guess they say that's progress: 

never be content, always want more. 

Q And the foreman was the guy then who enforced this -- you know, these demands 

for more and more. 

A Yeah, it came down from up above. 

Q Now you don't seem to hold the -- you know, you don't seem to hold bitter 

feelings toward foreman or -- in spite of that role that they play? 

A Oh, hell, they're just prostitutes doing their job and getting -- trying to make a 

living for themselves to move up.  That's what it amounts to. 

Q Now I gather you never aspired to be a foreman then. 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 17, 1976 

30 

A No, never, because they got hell from both ends.  Got hell from the employees 

and got hell from the top management.  They were really in the middle. 

Q Well, what kinds of people took those jobs anyway? 

A People -- 

Q As far as you could tell. 

A You know, the general phrase was, the guy is going to be a plant manager in 90 

days.  That was the general thinking. 

Q So the guy wanted to be a plant manager in 90 days and he was starting out as a 

foreman? 

A Yeah. 

Q Uh-huh.  What about superintendents?  I imagine they'd have been somewhat 

further removed from you than foreman, but did you have any interaction that you 

recall with superintendents? 

A Well, in of course the grievance procedure, yes, I had a lot of contact with them. 

Q I mean -- let's confine it now to this early period, you know, before you were 

organizing the union and maybe in the very early period or organizing. 

A Oh, no.  I have --  

Q So they were people who were distant. 

A Yeah, they were just issuing orders, hurry up and -- you know, they had an awful 

thing that they did.  Say there was a group of three, four, five people doing a 

particular operation, one fellow didn't show up today, so they had quite a thing 

going for them.  You fellows do this all yourselves -- we'll say it's  a five man 

operation and one guy is off.  They'll say, they four of you do it, and we'll pay you 
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for five.  You guys break your neck.  What happened?  The next day they'd say, 

well, you did it yesterday.  So today four of you is going to do it from hence forth 

and the price is going to be cut correspondingly, so you're going to make the same 

money as you did before when you had five people.  That's just an example, but it 

was practice throughout the plant on a piecework basis. 

Q Now do you remember a specific time when you were victimized by that process? 

A No, I never was.  That was primarily over in the body shop where they had groups 

of people working and -- no, I never get caught on that trap.  Well, they tried it in 

the cushion room a couple of times, but I don't know, they didn't seem to have the 

cooperation of the people to do those things.  They was a guy supposed to be on 

the job, they was a man there.  They could find a man if they wanted to, but they 

were trying to chisel and eliminate help --  

Q Yeah. 

A And save money. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Getting toward the end of our side here.  We'll have to flip 

over. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

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

Adkins on August 17, 1976.   

Q On the other side, Mr. Adkins, you used the word chiseling, that management was 

always trying to nick away at workers and get a little more.  I was wondering if 

you recall any of the other -- what other techniques did they use to try to chisel 

more out of workers? 
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A Oh, the stopwatch was the primary thing, and they had a system.  Oh, it'd depend 

upon how long the operation took.  Say the operation took a minute to do, they'd 

probably time out 15, 20 cycles.  And then they'd take maybe the ten, the lowest 

time and use that to establish a standard and never making any allowances for 

contingencies that relate or what have you.  It was just the bare nuts and bolts, that 

was it. 

Q Now that was the time study people who did those --  

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q -- kinds of things. 

A Right. 

Q Now what about -- how big was that time study department.  I mean you know, 

what do you recall about the people who -- who work --  

A As far as I know they was -- well, principally it was a one man job and as time 

went on  and they got more -- oh, acclimated, and got more into it, I think it 

spread to about three people.  Originally it was one. 

Q So you didn't have time study people running all over the place then. 

A Oh, no, no, no. 

Q Okay.  All right.  Now here again, do you remember any specific incidents when 

you were, you know, involved in your job being changed as a result of the 

stopwatch. 

A Well, I don't know how you mean that but --  

Q I mean was there any time when the time study guy came around and set the 

watch on your job or on you -- the set of jobs that you were involved with. 
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A Listen that was the most unethical group in the world.  They'd hide around in back 

of posts and back of stock and try to snap you and what have you and trick you 

and -- oh, it was a lousy outfit. 

Q Oh, so they didn't operate out front then? 

A At times, and as time went on, finally Rev. Hintz was made the assistant plant 

manager, and by God, he -- he was open and above board.  Hell, he put the watch 

right down on the table and let it sit.  But other than that, they always head out to 

watch and covered it up and they -- they used what they call a strike out system.  

If they thought that it was too high -- the time was too high or too long, why 

they'd just strike it out.  If you had any problem, any trouble or anything, that 

would never go into time study.  You're never supposed to have any 

contingencies.  Everything is supposed to be smooth operation. 

Q Yeah.  You mention relief and breaks.  During the early years, what was the 

situation as far as breaks go and relief -- breaks for going to the bathroom or 

whatever. 

A You made it yourself.  You didn't get nothing, absolutely nothing.  You either had 

to shyster or leave the jobs go undone or something in order to go to the can.  No, 

you got absolutely -- I'm talking about years ago.  It's been refined in late years, 

but my God, back in the old times, there was absolutely no time for relief or 

anything else.  And no time allowance for really. 

Q I -- you know, that strikes me, I guess, as kind of a dehumanization thing, really.  

How did you react to that?  Is that something that bothered you a lot, or did you 

just take it in stride? 
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A Oh, I was always fortunate to make a job so I could have time to go get a drink or 

go to the toilet or what have you.  It's -- I'll tell you, it was all a matter of initiative 

on the individual in those days.  You had to take care of yourself.  Let's say that.  

Because management sure in hell didn't.  They'd take advantage of you any time 

they got an opportunity. 

Q You know, I asked earlier about foremen and about superintendents and I haven't 

asked yet about plant managers, and I wanted to ask about your recollections of 

plant managers.  Now hear again, during these -- during the early years, let's say 

before '37. 

A Well, Denny Hurley was one of the crookedest as far as labor was concerned.  

He'd still pennies off a blind man's eyes.  He had no regard for anybody, only that 

bonus that he was going to get at the end of the year. 

Q Now he was there in '37, right? 

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q How long had he been there before that, do you recall, roughly? 

A Well, I don't know.  There was a fellow there by the name of Harry Randall 

before and he got caught in the -- oh, in the Depression and he got let out, and 

then Hurley took over.  I'm thinking -- I don't know.  He was assistant plant 

manager and he was ruthless as hell.  He had no friends or any -- anybody.  He 

was strictly rugged individual. 

Q Now what kinds of things would he do that would evidence his ruthlessness? 

A Oh, keep on the superintendents, just too much help, don't need to do this this, 

you don't need to do that.  Hell, he didn't give a damn what they dictated on top, 
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he just -- wherever he could leave operations undone, they were left undone.  He 

ruled the roost. 

Q What about Randall before him?  What do you recall about him? 

A Well --  

Q You seem not to have the same kind of bitter reaction to him. 

A I don't know.  He was the guy that never got around the plant, and nobody seemed 

to know the guy to speak of.  Inoffensive sort of a fellow. 

Q Would you see managers on a regular basis?  It seems like in a plant that large 

they'd be pretty distant people.  But what -- maybe not, what do you recall about 

that.  How frequently would you see them and what would the occasion be?  Why 

would they come out into the plant? 

A Well, looking for places to pick up help where they didn't need him, or they could 

eliminate them.  There was a lot of plant managers down there.  Then there was 

another guy.  He came in after they fired Hurley.  Hurley got fired, I was told, for 

drinking.  Whether that was true or not, I don't know.  But they brought in a guy 

by the name of Bud Goodman from down in Union City, Indiana.  And he 

brought eight or ten guys with him.  And I'm telling you -- well, he finally made 

it.  He got to be a vice president of the corporation.  He was the most ruthless guy 

on God's green earth.  Hurry, hurry, hurry.  That's all he knew, hurry, hurry, hurry, 

eliminate people.  So he got up that high-powered energy and he didn't last very 

long.  He died early in life.  He was an SOB if you ask me. 

Q Now during these early years, before you started to work specifically with the 

union, before you went to St. Louis, let's say, because that seemed to be the -- that 
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seemed to be the break for you --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- is that right? 

A That's right. 

Q Yeah, that experience in St. Louis really tipped you toward unionism then. 

A That's right. 

Q Yeah, now before that time, how would you describe your attitudes toward labor 

union? 

A Well, I -- I have no way of knowing or remembering. 

Q Did you think about them at all as you recall?  Is that something that entered your 

-- you know, when you were working here today after day, you know, you had 

some of the problems that you described.  It seems like one of the most natural 

thoughts in the world would be, Jesus, I wish we had a union around this place.  

Do you recall that at all? 

A No, no.  It was never thought of.  In fact there was no such animal as a union in 

the auto industry anyplace. 

Q Well, right, right. 

A Oh, I guess there was one in Detroit way back, probably 1915, 1918, somewhere -

- or maybe even before that and -- well, I can't -- but there was some semblance of 

it, but it was very small and it didn't last long. 

Q So then St. Louis was your first -- was that really your introduction to unionism? 

A I would think so, yeah. 

Q Now did -- do you recall anybody -- any of your associates in the plant during 
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these early years now, before '32 -- anybody who talked about a union or -- you 

know, even mention the idea in any context. 

A No, not prior to that, no. 

Q I want -- I wanted to ask too about -- I wanted to get a feeling for your attitudes 

toward the economic system that you were a part of.  Here again during the early 

years, the capitalist system.    It was working you hard.  You seemed dissatisfied 

with your specific work situation and -- in some ways.  I was wondering what 

your attitude was to this overall system that you were a part of.  Did you have any 

feeling toward it at all? 

A I don't think people at that time ever gave it a thought.  No. 

Q Okay.  And I wanted to ask too about your reaction to some of the important 

political figures at that time, people that you might have voted for or might not 

have voted for, might have supported, might not have supported and just get your 

feeling for attitudes toward these people and your political background a little bit.  

What about -- the La Follette's were important in Wisconsin at that time, how did 

you feel about the La Follette family? 

A Oh, hell, in those days, young, footloose, never even give it a thought.  There was 

no thought of politics. 

Q What about Calvin Coolidge, did you ever react to him at all? 

A No, no. 

Q Now on the Democratic side, Al Smith was kind  of the forerunner of the politics 

that you eventually got involved in.  Now did you have any feeling toward him at 

all? 
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A Yes, I was prejudiced because of religious beliefs. 

Q So you didn't support him then? 

A Hell no.  No.  That's where I got in trouble, voting for Hoover. 

Q So you consider that a mistake then? 

A Oh very definitely. 

Q Okay, now religion doesn't seem to have been, you know, a particularly important 

influence on your life.  Now why would you have reacted against Smith because 

of his religious background?  What do you recall about that? 

A Well, you perhaps are not old enough to know the rumors that was going around. 

Q Well, I remember the ones in 1960 and they were -- they were bad enough.  So 

you know, what kind of rumors were going around here? 

A Hell, the Pope was going to move into the White House.  That was -- that was 

widespread -- everybody.  Everybody was told that. 

Q Okay.  Now at that time the head of the AFL was Bill Green.  

A Yeah. 

Q Now were you aware of him at all before '32? 

A No, no.  Just knew that by reading the paper he was president, that's all. 

Q So you didn't see him as offering any hope to you then as a GM worker? 

A No. 

Q Now I wanted to ask too and this may seem like I'm nosing into things that aren't 

any of my business, and if -- if that's how you react, I understand.  But I think it's 

-- I was wondering about who you socialized with during those early years.  And 

what I'm trying to get at here again is whether there are any -- whether there are 
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any relationship between the people that you socialized with in the earlier years 

and the people that you form the union with later on?  What about social 

relationships during those early years?  Did -- did you interact socially with any of 

your fellow workers at the plant? 

A Oh, now and then you might run into them in a bar or something and have a beer 

or so, but other than that, no.  But once we started -- got the union going, yes, 

we'd have -- oh, committee meetings, board meetings, and what have you and 

we'd go out and have a -- the -- I'm talking about the officers of the union would 

have a few beers, and you know, in those days, we didn't have too much money. 

Q It seems then that you know, the union caused social relationships, rather than 

social relationships caused the union.  Is that fair to say? 

A That's right.  Yeah.  Very good approach. 

Q Now you mentioned bars and taverns.  Where were the worker hangouts in those 

early years, where did workers gather for a drink? 

A Oh, one was Barry's up on Milwaukee Street, and one was Beyer's downtown 

where the Helgesen Building is now.  Oh, that was -- I would say maybe the two 

principal places. 

Q Now were these the same places that you later on would have went to with your 

fellow union members or did that change when the union developed? 

A Oh, no, no, no.  No, we didn't fraternize too much that way. 

Q Now were there any lodges or organizations that would have been important for 

workers during those early years and for union members later on? 

A No, not that I know of, no. 
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Q What about the family responsibilities during the early years?  You mentioned 

you had four children, now when -- when was that?  When did your family 

responsibilities develop? 

A Oh, we got married in -- early in '24 and I think the first kid was born late in '40 -- 

or I mean '30 -- '25. 

Q So by the time you got involved in organizing, then you had a -- you had a 

family? 

A Oh, yes, yes, yes.  You know, I think, thinking back, that there was no such thing 

as unemployment insurance.  There was no such thing a health insurance or 

nothing, and maybe people lived better.  Christ, my wife was up at the hospital 

there for 13 weeks with one strip, and the doctors didn't bother you.  The hospital 

didn't bother you.  Hell, we didn't have no money and they said, whenever you get 

a dollar or two, bring it up.  Today, it's cash on the line.  There's an altogether 

different atmosphere today than prevailed in those days.  People were tolerant. 

Q Now you mentioned that specifically with regard to healthcare.   

A We didn't have anything like that.  Hell, you had to take care of all that yourself. 

Q Now would have this more lenient tolerant attitude toward bill payment, so, did 

that carry over -- you mention it in regard to the hospital.  Did that carry over into 

other areas of life --  

A Yeah, hell, there was years there that we didn't have a coal bill paid from one year 

to the next.  We'd pay whenever we'd get a couple of dollars, we'd go down and 

pay the coal man.  They lived with you.  It was all home ownership.  You didn't 

have this absentee ownership.  Absentee ownership wants it now before you get 
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it.  In those days they trusted people and people responded and paid their bills, but 

it took time. 

Q Is there anything else about that -- about the pre-union period that you think might 

be important that I haven't -- that I haven't asked about that you think maybe we 

should talk about? 

A No, not that I can recall.  I -- in fact, I don't know what specific you're getting at. 

Q I'd like to get in deeper to your -- the efforts to organize the UAW at Fisher.  We 

talked about that a little bit along the way here, but I'd like to get into that pretty 

deeply.  I think it's an area that is often ignored.  You know, people think about 

the sitdown strike and tend not to think very much about what happened before 

building up to that and I -- so I guess I'm particularly interested in that period, so 

in your case it would be from the time you went to St. Louis and worked there to  

-- to January of 1937 when the sitdown occurred.  It seems to me that that's really 

the formative period of the union. 

A Well, actually, we didn't start until February of '33, I think.  Maybe it was '34.  I 

ain't sure.  Yeah, we was chartered in March the 1st of '34.  And it was on a trial 

and error basis.  Hell, everybody had to have their own procedure.  Sure, we 

maybe were unethical.  Hell, we used to steal people's tools that didn't belong to 

the union.  We'd give them the cold treatment and wouldn't talk to them.  Oh, and 

we had a lot of little gimmicks that seem to bring him to fold.  Of course, in those 

days, people were skeptical.  Afraid they were going to lose their job and if they 

did, where would they get another one and it's a matter of selling the thing.  That's 

all.  You use whatever was necessary.  Let's put it that way. 
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Q Now you indicated that eight people met at the -- at the meeting in Lien garage.  

And now what about your first general meeting.  Do you recall that at all? 

A Yeah, we sent a telegram to Bill Green and he sent -- Dillon, Frances Dillon and 

we get the word spread throughout the shop and we met up on the third floor on 

South Main Street at Central Labor Hall and -- well, from there it spread and 

spread and finally that got too small and we finally rented the Barbara Lee 

Theater on occasions.  And then we finally rented a little office space up there 

where the Helgesen Building is now.  I think we paid 12, $15 a month rent. 

Q That's quite different from the operation you have today.  You've come a long 

way.  Now about --  

A Well, let me say this, that in those days, all you -- say you're going to send out a 

letter, which we did send out a letter quite frequently.  All you'd have to do is put 

out the word we're going to send out a letter tonight, meet up to Harry O'Donnell's 

place, and you'd have more people volunteer just to come up to help you to get the 

letters -- address the envelopes, and stamp them and seal them and what have you.  

Oh, I'm telling you volunteer help in that day was something else.  You had 

actually more than what you needed all the time. 

Q How did the eight get together -- the eight at the Lien Oil Company?  Do you 

recall? 

A No.  I don't honestly know.  I don't know whether it was Waldo or who got around 

and picked out a guy here and there that was sympathetic or what, but I know we 

met up there and we decided by God we was going to have a union. 

Q Did the eight represent different depart -- was there any attempt to get them to 
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represent different departments do you know or --  

A No.  They were from -- spread out, body shops and trim shop and it was a 

sprinkling of from here and there. 

Q Now do you recall who talked to you and invited you to that meeting? 

A No, I don't honestly know.  I remember.  I don't remember.  I don't know whether 

it was Waldo or -- I don't know. 

Q Now you mention Waldo Luchsinger here frequently.  Just what was his role at 

the time as you recall it? 

A He was the first president. 

Q Okay.  And would it be fair to assume that he was the one who went around and 

pulled the eight together, you know, or couldn't we really say that. 

A I can't say but he probably told one of them and one told somebody else, you 

know, confidentially.  Hell, everything was on a QT basis, very quiet and didn't 

spread the gospel too much at that point. 

Q Well, that leads into my next question.  There was worry and fear then as far as 

you're concerned? 

A Oh, definitely sure.  The company was out to get whoever was instrumental. 

Q Well, did -- were you ever aware that the company knew about that meeting at the 

Lien Oil Company.  Did they find out about that? 

A Oh, no, I don't know think they did, no, not until after we had our first meeting. 

Q Uh-uh. 

A Then I think the company at that time took it lightly and didn't think there was 

anything going to materialize out of it. 
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Q I see.  Now how much time -- how much time elapsed -- okay, you -- you were in 

St. Louis where you were a member of the union and knew Jack Livingston --  

A I didn't know him, I --  

Q -- you came back to Janesville -- or you knew of him. 

A I just knew of him, yeah, as president that's all. 

Q Now -- so you came back to Janesville and how much time was there between 

when you came back from St. Louis and had the meeting at Lien Oil Company.  

Do you recall roughly? 

A Oh, they shut down for model change in St. Louis.  And I don't recall whether that 

was in July or August.  It was along in that area, and I would say perhaps it was 

the later part of January or early in February that we had this first meeting. 

Q Yeah, I see.  Okay.  And then how long was it from the time that you had your 

first general meeting? 

A It'd be two weeks. 

Q Okay, all right.  So things moved pretty -- moved pretty quickly then? 

A That's right, yeah. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Dylan came in and did a little preliminary work and these individuals contacted 

individuals in the shop on a secretive basis and so it gradually kept getting bigger 

and bigger mushroom like everything does. 

Q Now -- now what was Dylan's role exactly.  What -- you say he went around and--  

A Well, he was an organizer.  He was an organizer for the AF of L. 

Q And just how did he go about that?  You know, here he came into town --  
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A He just said --  

Q He was obviously known to GM.  Did he have to worry about people recognizing 

him or anything?  Just how did he go about his work? 

A Oh, no.  His name was bantered around.  Hell, there was no secret about that.  

And he was just a hell of a good speaker, that's all.  Influential. 

Q So basically he did his work through speaking at meetings.  Is that --  

A That's right, yeah. 

Q Did he do much of going around and talking to individuals and encouraging 

them? 

A No, no, no.  That was left to the local people. 

Q Do you recall what he said?  Anything of what he said.  I know that's a long way 

back to ask. 

A The only thing was it's a natural labor speech, the necessity for unions and what 

have you and what you could expect over the years and things of that nature.  

Things that people wanted to hear.  They wanted to get out from under the 

harassment. 

Q Now he was an AF of L organizer and yet he was talking here and organizing 

what in effect would be an industrial union.  Did he deal with that at all, do you 

recall? 

A No, no, no.  No.  It's true it was an industrial union, but I was just trying to think.  

They chartered us, what, under a federal labor union 19324. 

Q Exactly. 

A Yeah, that's the federal labor union.  In fact, I guess there's still one or two of 
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them left around the country.  Very few though. 

Q Well, Parker Pen was one for a long time.  Much longer than most.  Yeah, the AF 

of L wanted to phase those out going back to the late '30s and '40s.  Now what did 

they tell you about the federal union labor mechanism.  Did you -- did they say 

anything about that at all? 

A Oh, naturally.  But to quote what was said, I -- I don't remember. 

Q Do you remember the gist of -- I can't expect quotations, obviously, but do you 

remember what the gist of it was? 

A No. 

Q I mean here they were, AF of L people, craft union people and they were coming 

and talking to you guys who were industrial people and it seems that that's an 

issue that they'd have had to respond to somehow. 

A Well, they had other federal labor unions around the country and this is just one of 

the many. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q So you didn't think it was -- you don't seem to have thought it was -- there were 

any problems at that time as far as the AFL organizing you? 

A Oh yes, there was problems about people fearful of being in the forefront, but we 

tried to dispel that with, hell, the more problem that you are in the organization 

and the guys that belong to the union's got protection because be can always go to 

the board and get you back-pay and get you reinstated.  Where the poor guy that 

doesn't have any affiliation, how in the hell is he going to prove that he was fired 

for any illegitimate reasoning. 
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Q Now is that something that Dillon told you about, do you recall, the Labor 

Relations Board or how did you -- how did you find out that you had that -- 

A Well -- 

Q -- that clout. 

A -- we read in the papers and seeing cases that were resolved and what have you.  

That was a very popular thing there, the company firing people indiscriminately 

and getting put back to work.  It maybe took a year, maybe took two years, but 

eventually they always resolved them. 

Q Were you aware at that time of -- of Section 7(a) of the National Labor Relations 

Act?  Was that -- was that talked about at all? 

A Oh yes, the right to organize, sure, the Wagner Act. 

Q But this was actually before the Wagner Act I think. 

A Mm-- 

Q There was a -- there was an act passed before the Wagner Act, and there was a 

section in it, 7(a), which sort of enabled labor unions to organize.  The Wagner 

Act was much more clear about it when it came -- 

A Yeah, well that was the one that I relied on myself, personally.  

Q Okay, all right.  Now, before the Wagner Act was passed, though, what did you 

do because the Wagner Act wasn't passed -- it was passed after you began 

organizing?  Do you recall what you relied on as the legal basis for your effort? 

A No, I don't.  And I know we met with Wallman.  He was down here in the plant, 

but that's a little hazy at the moment.  Hell, that's a long time ago. 

Q Yeah, I'll ask about that -- that later again then.  Yeah right, obviously, you know, 
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all these things are a long -- and I can't expect -- I don't certainly expect you to 

remember everything or even most really.  You're doing excellently.  

A Well, let me say this.  I, for one, did what I thought was necessary and what was 

right.  I kept no records, no books on issues and problems and dates and what 

have you.  I just did the job that I thought was necessary and did it honestly and 

dropped it at that.  As I said earlier, I don't have ulcers yet.  I just give them, I 

don't have them.   

Q I guess I'd be -- I'd rather be a giver of ulcers than a receiver, too.  I wanted to ask 

more about the first general meeting.  What do you recall about the numbers of 

people who attended -- just what do you recall generally about that meeting first 

of all? 

A Oh, I know they were all enthusiastic, and I think the theme of the whole damn 

thing was this, go out and get more people to come to the next meeting and just 

getting them interested and involved, getting more participation.  And each time 

we did have a meeting, we got more people out -- more people out.  People were 

interested.  Hell, they were brow beaten and pushed around, self-preservation. 

Q How many people were there? 

A Oh, maybe thirty, forty, maybe fifty at the first meeting.  

Q So it was really a fairly small group yet then? 

A Oh yes, yes.   

Q Now, who were the people who took leadership roles in that meeting? 

A Well, at that time, I don't think there was any.  Dillon was -- oh Guy Richards, I 

think, was the president of the Central Labor Union, and he introduce Dillon.  We 
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had the cooperation of the Central Labor Union so to speak. 

Q I was going to ask about Richie's role because his name comes out in the minutes, 

and yet I knew he -- I didn't think he was an employee, and that explains it. 

A No, he was not.  He was president of the central labor union, very cooperative.  

He was a painter. 

Q I see.  So you'd say he was supportive then of -- of -- of the development of the 

union? 

A Well, he was -- after Dillon got in, he was very supporting sort of a fellow.  He 

was cooperative and willing.  He was a dedicated union guy to say the least, very 

dedicated.  He donated his time and donated the hall.  Hell, we didn't have no 

money or nothing.  So, we appreciated it.  

Q Was he expecting maybe that the -- do you have any knowledge that he 

anticipated that the painters eventually would be members of -- the painters at 

GM would be members of his local here, do you know? 

A I wouldn't know.  I don't think so, but he never mentioned it, never tried to get 

them.  It was strictly an industrial union, and he was an AFL guy.  The industrial 

unions were accepted. 

Q So the -- the local AFL people then did, at that time, support organizing -- the 

AFL organizing GM? 

A Oh yeah. 

Q And you're not -- are you aware of any people who might have -- who might have, 

you know, had been skeptical about -- about that?  Any AFL people who would 

have been skeptical about the AFL organizing GM? 
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A No, no, we had good relations with all of them, the electricians, the plumbers and 

what have you.  We -- later --  

Q I only ask that because later some problems apparently developed, at least as far 

as I can tell. 

A No, I don't think so because we supported them when they had strikes in the 

bakery and when they had this and that and typographical strike.  We, in turn, we 

retaliated and supported them. 

Q Mm-hmm, okay.  Did -- did the election of officers take place at that first 

meeting? 

A Oh no, no, no.  That was in the Beverly Theater maybe a month later. 

Q Oh, I see.  Now, were minutes kept of that first meeting as far as you know 

because I haven't come across them? 

A If there were, I don't know who did, and I can't recall who was even acting as 

secretary. 

Q Okay, the first -- the first minutes I came across were the ones from the meeting at 

the Beverly Theater, so these earlier meetings are completely -- are unrecorded as 

far as -- 

A I don't think that there was anything thought of the secretary at that time. 

Q All right.  Yeah, well that's the reason why I want to get into this as a -- you 

know, get as much of you -- as you remember about this as possible.  Who -- who 

was at the meeting?  Do you remember -- let's just say as many of the people as 

possible who were at that first general meeting as far as you can remember? 

A Oh god, no, I -- I could probably name off twelve, fifteen, but that'd be the -- 
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Q Okay, good.  Let's -- let's -- you know, just name just as many names as you can 

remember. 

A Oh, Luchsinger, Goetzinger, Alice, Johansson.  

Q Now, what was Johansson's first name? 

A Lars. 

Q Lars, yeah. 

A And, oh god, oh there was several from out of the body shop, Russ Hall, Dick 

Halford. 

Q Now, they were from the body shop? 

A Yeah. 

Q Uh-huh, good. 

A The body shop seemed to be the strongest.  Well, I mean in the early participation, 

they were really the backbone.  And as time went on, my trim shop and paint shop 

got involved.  The paint shop was the last to really become involved. 

Q What about people from your department, from -- when you speak of the trim and 

cushion -- you were actually in the trim department, right? 

A Yeah, but -- 

Q What's the relationship between trim and cushion? 

A They were two separate departments. 

Q Okay. 

A Under one top superintendent. 

Q So they were close together then in the line? 

A In one respect, and then again they were far removed form one another.  
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Q Oh, I see.  Okay. 

A Trim shop was over on one side of the shop, and the cushion room was over on 

the other side of the shop. 

Q Okay.  So what about -- how many people -- who was there from the cushion 

department, do you recall besides you? 

A Offhandedly, I don't recall.  I -- no, it escapes me right at the moment. 

Q So you didn't bring a group of people in at that time yet apparently? 

A Oh, I probably brought one or two or three, something like that, but I don't recall 

honestly now at the moment. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, at that first general meeting, what -- what -- what was the 

business that took place that you recall?  What were people talking about besides 

getting more members, what beyond that? 

A That was the principal thing.  It was a matter, to put it very bluntly, perhaps self-

preservation to try to limit this goddamn speedup and chiseling methods of 

management.  Management was very unethical in those days.  I've had meetings 

with Jack Cronin, who is the head personnel guy from Fisher Body, and he 

conceded that later in years that they were very unethical.  Jack was a pretty fair 

guy for his job.  At least he gave you that impression on the surface. 

Q Now, when was he personnel manager? 

A Oh, I don't know when he started -- when he got the job, but he was top dog for 

Fisher for many, many years.  We had a lot of good settlements with Jack.  See, 

he superceded local management.  He overruled them.  He was out of the 

corporation -- well, out of the division in Detroit. 
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Q Oh, he wasn't personnel manager here then? 

A Oh no, no, no. 

Q Oh I see, yeah, okay.  Right, he was a new name, and I was trying to fit him in.  

That's why you knew.   

A Yeah. 

Q Okay.  Now, were -- were the people who came to this first general meeting, were 

you still worried about retaliation from the company by this time, or what was 

your -- 

A Oh yes, yes.  It was all on the QT, everything was. 

Q So even that first general meeting with forty, fifty people, you were trying to keep 

that quiet? 

A Oh yeah, but from management because what they hell, the paper was all 

company and everything else around town was.  Everybody was -- oh hell, the 

union's going to ruin it.  The company's going to move out and some of the 

damnedest rumors was prevalent in those days.  It was terrible.  

Q So there was some -- there was some fear then?  You were -- people were afraid 

for their job -- 

A Oh definitely, definitely yes. 

Q Now, when you talked with people during those first months, first weeks even, 

you know when you -- how did you approach people?  Here you were afraid -- 

you had to worry for your job; you had a family.  You didn't know but somebody 

might go to the management I suppose that was something you had to worry 

about maybe.  How did you go about approaching people and talking to them 
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about the union? 

A Well, I presume you use different methods for different people, but general was a 

matter we needed an organization, and we're going to have a meeting tomorrow 

night, tonight, or whenever it was going to be, and be there.  That was it. 

Q Now, do you recall who in your department you -- who were the first people in 

your department you talked to about it?  Who were the fist people you tried to 

bring in, do you recall? 

A God -- 

Q Who did you think would be good -- who did you think would be good union 

members out of your department? 

A Oh, I don't know now.  We were always pretty thick and pretty much together 

there.  The cushion room was the most militant group in the shop.   

Q Yeah, that's why I'm trying to get at some of the specific people because I've 

heard that said too. 

A Yeah.  I don't honestly recall.  As I said, I just don't keep records.  Hell, so many 

things came and gone since this started forty years ago, forty-five.  It's hard to 

remember all. 

Q I think I've heard Nick Luchsinger's name in connection with the cushion 

department, do you recall him there? 

A No, he wasn't in the cushion -- 

Q Or was he in trim? 

A He was in the trim shop. 

Q Yeah, okay. 
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A Yeah. 

Q And in a previous conversation with Ralph Hilkin, do you recall Ralph Hilkin in 

the cushion department? 

A Oh yeah, yeah, yeah.   

Q Now, what -- what did the first organizers have in common, this group of thirty-

five, forty people let's say, the first group to meet together?  Was there anything in 

common that they had? 

A Yeah, to get an organization going. 

Q So were they all people who had some kind of -- they felt some kind of grievance, 

was that it?  Just what was it? 

A Well, they resented the chiseling tactics of management and the unethical hiring 

procedures.  It was a variety of problems.  They wanted an organization more than 

anything else to say it bluntly. 

Q Were -- were these people who had been treated worse than other workers? 

A Well, that's a question that I can't answer.  They perhaps not only were involved 

in problems but also seen problems with other people.  Management will be the 

last people on earth -- I'm talking about the older people who were there then will 

be the last people on earth to deny the fact how unethical that they actually were.  

They -- they formed the union, the company did.  Jack Cronin's admitted that to 

me on many occasions.  He said hell, if we'd had any sense, you wouldn't have 

had a union, but no.  He said we didn't think about it. 

Q Now, when he -- what was he talking about when he talked about unethical 

behavior?  What was he -- what did he consider unethical about what his company 
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did at that time? 

A Oh, you see I met on what you'd call major issues, strikes issues.  See, I was 

chairman of the committee.  I was the first chairman and chairman for many, 

many, many years.  And in conversation and bargaining, we raised this issue and 

so forth, and he came right off flat-footedly and said hell, they organized the 

union.  We all knew that.  That -- that is a known fact.  Everybody that was 

around in those days can tell you that.  The company formed the union.  If the 

company had been reasonable, there wouldn't have been no union.   

Q What was there in the attitudes of -- or in the personalities or whatever of those 

company people as far as you could see so that they did behave unreasonably?  

What was it as far as you -- why -- why did they behave unethically and 

unreasonably? 

A Well, I have to assume that it was a bonus.  Hell, they was trying to produce 

cheaper than any other plant.  I guess there was eight or ten plants in that time.  

They were all fighting for top position, who could build to buy the cheapest.   

Q Now, before we get off of this business of the first -- that first group of people, the 

first eight and then the first forty or fifty, I wanted to ask whether -- were they 

more experienced people, or were they people who'd been fairly recently hired as 

far as you -- what do you recall about the experience background? 

A Oh no, I would say I was perhaps the youngest in age of anyone of the group.  

They were all more mature people, thirty-five, forty, forty-five years old majority 

of them.  I'm pretty sure that I was about the youngest one. 

Q And by that time, you would have had almost -- what, almost seven or eight years 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 17, 1976 

57 

of experience there, I suppose? 

A Experience in what? 

Q Experience working at Fisher. 

A Mm-- 

Q How long had you been there and -- 

A About ten years. 

Q Okay, right.   

A Yeah. 

Q So they were more experienced rather than less -- not only -- were they not only 

older, were they also more experienced in the plant?  That's an important 

distinction. 

A Oh, I would say it was pretty even.  They were perhaps all hired about the same 

time, '24, '25, '26, some place like that, '27.  And they went through these 

hardships.  Hell, we used to have model change, maybe run six months at a time.  

There was no -- as I said, no unemployment, no nothing.  You just had to scrape 

and do the best you could.  In those days, nobody ever thought about relief or 

didn't even know there was such a thing.  I don't know whether there was any at 

that time.  I don't really know. 

Q You know, in talking with you about these early -- early people who were 

involved in the union, it seems that about the only thing they had in common that 

I've been able to discover here, as far as you remember, is that they were more 

experienced workers.  Was there anything else that they had in common as far as 

their backgrounds were concerned that you recall? 
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A No, no, it was a matter of getting an organization to combat these god damn 

unethical procedures of the company. 

Q Okay, very good.   

A It only comes back to one thing.  The company got exactly what they deserved.  

They were very poor-sighted in that area of labor relations.  They didn't know or 

seem to care. 

Q What about your wife's reaction to all of this? 

A Why don't you ask her?  That's a question I can't answer.  She didn't resent it.  I 

guess she figured I knew best, and that was it.   

Q Okay.  I know some people have said that occasionally wives did, you know, 

exude influence on husbands, held people back from union membership. 

A Yeah, I've heard that, yes.  There was a lot of them, but their wives were 

instrumental in being backward and what have you.   

Q Now, would you say your wife was supportive, or was she just neutral? 

A Oh yes, sure.  Getting off the subject, just yesterday it come to my attention that 

some woman was bitching about the union today, talking about a strike.  My god, 

they're asking for some of the most unreasonable things.  She never worked in a 

plant.  She don't have any idea what they went through.  That's even prevalent 

today here and there, not widespread no because that's not true.  But still, there's 

some people that are so damn backward, and they still think the company does no 

wrong.  Of course, those people never worked in the plant.  And secondly, they've 

had so damn much handed to them on a silver platter such as vacation pay, 

holiday pay, and insurance, life insurance, and the like, they don't appreciate it.  
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They think it just came to them on a silver platter.  They -- let me assure you, 

there was none of that stuff that came voluntarily. 

Q Now, you're saying present union members don't -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- have enough of an appreciation? 

A That's right.  The only one thing that I can honestly say, I was on the fifth floor in 

top committee, I can't remember the year.  I think it was '45 when the company 

did come out with something.  Charlie Wilson was president.  He came into one 

meeting and said I'm going to give you cost of living.  We've never even thought 

of it, heard of it, or knew anything about it.  You get a penny an hour for -- what 

was it, a penny an hour for each half-point or something to that effect.  I don't 

remember all the details, but I can remember there was nine committee people 

from around the country were in on this, plus Reuther and the top guys out of the 

union in Detroit.  We had quite a discussion.  God damn it, there's something -- 

this guy's got something up his sleeve that we don't know about.  What is it?  And 

finally we said well god damn it, it's worth a try, we'll try it.  It's the best thing the 

union ever got.  And we came so unexpected and uncalled for, if it hadn't been for 

Charlie Wilson, we'd never had the cost of living.  I think that right now, what is 

it, maybe a dollar forty-five, dollar fifty cents an hour that's accumulated.   

Q Something a lot of unions are fighting for -- fighting tooth and nail for today. 

A Right today, that's correct.  But that was actually a gift from Charlie Wilson. 

Q Good for Charlie. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Well, we're almost out of tape here again, so we're going 
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to have to pick some of this up the next time. 

(Pause for a change)
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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is August 31, 1976.  This is the second session 

with Mr. Louis Adkins.  My name is Clem Imhoff.   

Q Mr. Adkins, I wanted to start out today by clarifying a couple of things from the 

last interview involving the meeting at the Lien Garage.  I wanted to ask, first of 

all, where that garage was located? 

A Corner of Milton and Mount Zion. 

Q All right.  Now, is that building still existing today? 

A No, there's another station there, but they tore down the other building. 

Q And I also wanted to ask just why you met at that -- at that particular garage? 

A Well, I don't really know other than somebody designated that, and that's where 

we met. 

Q Was Mr. Lien known as a -- a union supporter or anything like that, are you 

aware? 

A No, he was just -- Al Lien was a brother to Oben and Al was more or less a liberal 

or progressive and, you know, just a good guy.  It was some place to meet in the 

cold -- get out of the cold rather. 

Q Yeah.  Well, and you could count on him keeping the place secret then, too, is that 

-- was that a concern? 

A Yeah. 

Q You also mentioned in passing last week the matter of applying pressure to those 

who were reluctant to join the union.  And I wanted -- I was interested to know 

just what you meant by that?  What kinds of pressure could you apply to those 

who were reluctant to become members? 
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A Oh, different individuals did different things.  You might have stole their tools.  

You might have walked on them.  You give the cold treatment and didn't speak to 

them or talk with them or nothing, just isolate them.   

Q Now, these kinds of pressures, were -- did you apply them in the very early years, 

or is this something that developed later when -- when the union membership 

became stronger?  Just what -- what about -- 

A I don't really recollect.  It was general practice.  Different people did different 

things in different locations in the plant, so -- 

Q Would you, for example, been able to apply these tactics to people before the 

1937 sit-down? 

A Oh, they were done after the organization in '34. 

Q Oh, okay, all right.  Since we're speaking of it, how rapidly did the membership 

grow?  We spoke about the early meetings, you know, when there were -- the first 

meeting when there was forty or fifty people in attendance and how rapidly did 

the union grow at first in '34? 

A Oh, as time went on, it kept going -- magnifying and getting bigger, bigger, and 

bigger. 

Q Now, you say as time went on. Just what timeframe are you speaking of? 

A I -- well the thing just developed, that's all.  As to time, I can't tell you. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A But it did, it picked up.  One brought somebody else, and that was the way it kept 

going. 

Q We talked a little bit last time in passing about how the company reacted to 
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organizing efforts.  Now, I wanted to get into some of the specifics of -- of the 

company reaction to the union in the early years, and I wanted to ask first of all 

about how the company got information about you, in other words, their spy 

system or their espionage system.  Were you aware that they -- that they had a 

real organized effort to get information on you guys? 

A Why sure, Herb Lilla.  That was the name he used here, and Carter.  Sure, the 

Pinkerton people were in here.  They give them oilers job with nothing to do and 

just go around and prime people, find out what they could, when they could, 

where they could.   

Q How did you find out that they were Pinkerton people? 

A Oh, you can smell them.  Being rats, what the hell, you're bound to smell them as 

they come around. 

Q I guess that's what I was wondering, whether you were -- whether you were 

smelling a rat or whether you actually had hard information that -- that these 

people were -- were, in fact, Pinkerton people? 

A Oh, yeah.  Herb left his door open over in the YMCA one day, and there was a 

few people that went over there and found all the Pinkerton records.   

Q Oh, okay.  That's very important, you know.  Would you -- what was this -- what 

was this man's last -- could you spell his last name? 

A Well, I don't know.  He claimed to be Lilla, Herb Lilla. 

Q What, L I L L A? 

A I presume so.  I don't know.  

Q Yeah, okay, but that was a -- that was an assumed name? 
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A I don't know. 

Q Okay.   

A He was from out of town, the same way with Carter.  They were out of town, and 

how many more they had in there, I don't know.  Those two, we definitely nailed 

them to the cross. 

Q How did you find out Carter's identity?  What was his first name, by the way? 

A I don't recall, and I don't recall how but -- ah, it was their actions.  They had 

plenty of time, nobody restricted them.  They had nothing to do.  They just 

walked around pumping people. 

Q Did either of them ever pump you as you say? 

A Oh hell, they pumped everybody anywhere, everywhere, and so forth, yes. 

Q Now, what about -- what about local people who did -- were you ever aware of 

local people who gave the company information on the union, local stool 

pigeons? 

A No, but there were certain people on the payroll of the company, local people, that 

kept going around and trying to pump.  And I imagine somebody here and there 

volunteered information, I don't know.  That's assumption on my part. 

Q So you don't know any specific instances of local people? 

A No, no, no, no, no. 

Q Now, this pumping for information, did it ever involve intimidation of any kind as 

far as you were aware? 

A Oh, no other than that one time when I told you they tried to indiscriminately fire 

guys from one side of the plant to the other side to the center.  And then when 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 31, 1976 

65 

they hit the center of the plant, they just absolutely stopped production and we 

resolved that, and the three people were all put back to work.  In other words what 

they did, they just fired them indiscriminately for no reason at all.  These guys 

weren't, you know, in the forefront or any prominantcy, they just fired them to be 

firing them, to discriminate and to intimidate other people.   

Q Were you personally ever fired or threatened with firing? 

A No, no, no. 

Q Now, as active as you were, how did you explain that, the fact that you were 

never, yourself, threatened? 

A I don't know other than perhaps they were fearful of what the outcome might be.  

I just assume that.  I don't know. 

Q Now, fearful of the outcome, do you mean potential reaction of other workers -- 

A Oh yeah. 

Q -- or the law, or just what -- what -- what did you consider your primary 

protections, I guess? 

A Well, I worked through being an officer of the local union, a prominent.  What the 

hell, when we got them for discrimination and went to the board because the 

board had upheld other discrimination cases.   

Q Do you recall any public relations efforts by the company to put down the union 

or to counter the union effort? 

A Oh yes, they had GM Alliance, and that was as phony as a three-dollar bill.  And 

then they had something else.  I don't know what it was.  They was going to 

install a -- a kind of a grievance procedure contrary to the union.  They just put 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 31, 1976 

66 

two guys -- two wrong guys on the job, and they sabotaged it, so to speak, made it 

miserable for the company. 

Q Now, when did this -- when did this company grievance procedure, when was it 

developed?  Do you recall? 

A I don't remember.  It might have been '36 or '35, somewhere in that area.  I don't 

recall the dates. 

Q And you say it was sabotaged by -- and how did that work?  Who were the people 

who were involved in that? 

A Just -- I don't know.  Take opposite positions from what the company wanted 

there or tried to conceive and put in effect.   

Q You mean so these were union members that they put on this grievance -- 

A No, there was just two of us, Carl Nelson and myself.  I don't know what they 

called it now, but they had some name for it.  It was going to establish a grievance 

procedure dominated and controlled by the company. 

Q And yet they put you and another fellow -- were you the whole committee or were 

there others on the committee? 

A Oh no, there was maybe six, seven on the committee. 

Q And the six or seven others were, you know, if you can remember the names, that 

would be good, but who did they -- were they company personnel people or 

where did they come from? 

A No, no, they were soft, these people that undoubtedly belonged to the GM 

Alliance, as they called it. 

Q Do you remember any of the names of the other people who were on that 
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committee? 

A No, I don't really remember, no. 

Q Now, later on, Clyde Arrowood's name was prominent in the Alliance.  Was he on 

that committee? 

A Yeah, Arrowood, yeah.  That's it, Clyde Arrowood.  There was another guy by the 

name of Art something.  I can't recall his last name now.  They were prominent in 

this company alliance that they originally started way back when. 

Q Now, you say you and Nelson, apparently, just how'd you go about you say 

sabotage this outfit?  What did you do? 

A I don't know.  It's difficult.  Issues arose when I took exception and told the 

company where they were wrong, just general disruptive. 

Q But there were only two of you.  It seems like you could have been outvoted very 

easily? 

A Well that could have been, but nevertheless, we made it strong enough.  And 

these weak-kneed sisters that the company picked didn't have any resistance.  

Hell, they were scared to death of their own life and everything else.   

Q Do you recall any other efforts by the company, this -- this business with the 

grievance committee is very interesting.  Do you recall any other efforts along 

those lines that the company made to counteract the influence of the union? 

A Offhandly, no.  Not openly, of course.  They had supervisors going around and 

sitting down, taking you off the job and trying to talk to you.  But they -- they 

were ineffective.   

Q Do you recall any particular encounters that you, yourself, had with supervisors?  
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You know, how would have this -- you know, what would have they said, what 

would have they tried to do?  Do you recall anything that you went through? 

A No, the only thing was that we were mostly on a wing and a prayer and hoping to 

resolve grievances.  But hell, the only thing these foremen thought about is how 

many jobs they could get out for as little time as possible.  And we absolutely 

didn't accomplish anything as far as grievances were concerned.  You go talk to 

foremen and you got the answer in the front end all the time. 

Q What about -- what about like personnel managers?  Do you have any encounters 

with personnel managers in these early years involving the union? 

A Actually, they didn't have any locally.  Clyde Orchid was more or less the 

employment manager. He served as the personnel guy, but actually -- oh hell, he 

was even a time clerk.  He kept records of time.  But so it was a guy, you know, 

wearing a lot of hats, ineffective.  It was later that they really established 

personnel as such, the labor relations and such.  That was quite -- I don't 

remember now, it was '38, when it was, but it was along in there. 

Q And what about the general managers at Fisher?  Did you ever have any -- you 

know, you were -- you were an officer of the union.  Did you ever have any 

encounters with them over the organization of the union? 

A Oh, he was the personnel guy if you want to talk about it and such, Denny Hurley.  

Hell, you might as well talk to the lamppost.  He wasn't about to do anything or 

give anything or what have you.   

Q Well, did you make any efforts to deal with him or -- or did he come to you to try 

to intimidate you? 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 31, 1976 

69 

A No, no, we have a meeting scheduled maybe once a week or once every two 

weeks, and it was practically worthless, just time wasted.  I presume all he was 

trying to do was to see what he could find out without giving anything.  They 

were very foolish.  They didn't, you know, go along with this, that, or anything 

else.   

Q But you would meet with him on a regular basis pretty frequently? 

A I wouldn't say regular.   It was spasmodic here and there, yeah.  We had our 

committee and so it was time wasted so to speak.  Maybe it was all to get 

advantage is what ultimately developed. 

Q Now, these meetings with Hurley that you're speaking of here, was that before the 

'37 sit-down again?  Was that in the very early period? 

A I am of the opinion it was.  Now, I could be wrong on that, but I'm pretty sure it 

was. 

Q Now, so you'd have met in a group.  Would have this been the officers or other 

people? 

A Well, it was for the officers of the union and Hurley was in command, and then he 

had the superintendent of the various departments in.  This was prior to when they 

had personnel people. 

Q Let's see now, were you going to make a point?  Did I interrupt you?  Okay.  

Now, you say it's like talking to a lamppost.  Well just, you know, tell us a little 

bit about how the lamppost behaved anyway?  How does a -- how does a human 

being act like a lamppost?   

A Oh I'll check it out, I'll get back with you, I'll look at it, I'll see what we can do, 
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and this and that.  That was the total extent. 

Q But do you recall that anything ever really was checked out?  You know, do you 

recall any specific instances where you wanted him to check something out and 

he either did or didn't? 

A No, no, they -- it was just a stalling tactic, yeah, pacification.   

Q So you seem to think these meetings weren't worth much, and yet a little bit ago, 

you said that maybe it wasn't -- you know, maybe something did come out of it.  

What -- what -- why did you keep going to these meetings with this guy if it was 

like talking to a lamppost?  What did you hope to get out of it? 

A Oh, time will soften the blow perhaps.  I don't know.  Anyway, we just kept 

pegging away, pegging away, pegging away, and hoping and praying that 

something would develop and it did. 

Q I wanted to ask, too, about community reaction to the development of the UAW 

during the early years, let's say before -- prior to the sit-down.  Now, I think the 

sit-down's kind of a watershed, and after that, things were a little different.  But 

what about before that?  What do you recall about community reaction in a 

general sense? 

A Oh hell, we were accused of being communists and what have you.  They had the 

paper in their corner, and the paper kept publishing a lot of anti-union articles, and 

that's about the full extent of it. 

Q Did you ever talk to people in the paper to try to get them to -- to deal with you 

differently or to publish your material? 

A Yes, I've been up to see George Cavalage.  He was the editor many, many times.  
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And you get the brush-off.  They couldn't offend the company, that was what it 

amounted to.   

Q Would they publish, say, announcements of your meetings or things like that in 

the early years?  

A Well, I don't know.  We never went to them in that area.  We just tried to go up 

and straighten out, oh, anti-union statements that was published.  And believe me, 

they were scared to death that the company was going to pull out.   

Q They really -- they seemed to really believe that the company was going to pull 

out? 

A Well, they would do everything in the world to prevent it.  That was the whole 

substance of their procedure in the way that they published these things.  

Q Now, when you met -- when you would go to meet with George Cavalage and 

other people at the paper, what -- what kinds of issues -- what specific issues 

would prompt you to do that?  Over what kinds of things would you go to see 

them if you could remember any of the specific -- 

A No, I don't remember specific issues.  I know Elmer Yenney and Mike Egbert and 

oh, several of us went up there on many, many occasions, took exception to this 

or that article and what have you, but there was never no retraction.  Oh the thing 

was, just like I said, they were fearful the company was going to leave town. 

Q Now, is that what they said to you?  Did they really -- 

A Oh, no, no, no, no, no. 

Q -- or is this your -- your interpretation? 

A That was the opinion, and the tenor of the articles led one to believe that they 
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couldn't afford to let GM go.  They had to keep them here.  

Q Now, what about Henry Traxler, the city manager at that time?  Did you ever 

have any dealings with him concerning development of the union? 

A Oh, not only a couple of three times.  That time strike we settled up in his office, 

he -- he was a fairly decent guy.  He went down the middle of the road.  I'll tell 

you, he and Nate Flansinger, I think, were two of a kind, very good, very fair. 

Q That's an interesting -- that's an interesting comparison.  I've heard people be more 

critical of Henry Traxler. 

A Yeah? 

Q Say that he was -- you know, that he was, you know, leaning toward the company.  

So this is a little -- 

A No, I -- every time I met with Henry, hell, I walk right in his office same as I'd 

walk in here at home and sit down, have discussions with him.  He appeared to be 

very fair and impartial.  So, he was all right.  Sure, people hollered about him and 

not fixing the streets to spend money.  He was trying to keep the tax rate down.   

Q Here again, if you can recall any -- what kinds of things would you have went to 

him about?  What specifics would you have tried to get from him? 

A Oh, other than evacuating the plant there on that one sit-down, I don't honestly 

recall the incidents.  But I visited with Henry on many, many occasions about 

problems, very receptive. 

Q Did he give you any clues as to his attitude toward -- toward the development of 

the UAW? 

A No, only thing is you -- you had more or less competence in the guy.  He seemed 
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to be a fairly decent sort of guy.  And hell, you didn't have nobody else to turn to. 

Q So, I guess what I'm trying to get at is did you consider him pro union or just -- 

A I think he was in the middle of the road.  He was trying to keep everybody happy, 

a conciliator.   

Q Okay, right.  Yeah, that's -- okay, very good.  I wanted to ask, too, about -- about 

schools.  Now, you had kids in the public schools during those years.  Did you 

ever -- did they ever come home with any tales about what teachers said about 

unions or anything like that?  Do you have any recollection about schools and 

attitudes toward labor unions? 

A No, not -- not by memory, no.   

Q For example, did you ever try to get labor materials in -- into the public school? 

A Well, we did get books into the public schools, but that was in later years. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A They accept them without any argument. 

Q Now, later years, what time period are you speaking of? 

A Oh, well this is '45, '48, somewhere there about, yeah. 

Q But you never did anything like that in the early years then? 

A Oh no, no. 

Q Well, was that because it just didn't occur to you or because you didn't anticipate 

success or -- or that seems like it'd be kind of a natural thing for a -- a labor local 

to do, you know, to try to get materials favorable to your side into the schools? 

A Well, the first place, we were inexperienced so to speak.  And secondly, we didn't 

have the material to give them.  
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Q What about other political leaders?  I asked about Traxler, specifically, but were 

there other political leaders in Janesville during the very early years now that you 

had dealings with? 

A Oh, Jim Croake was the sheriff.  Bill Ford was chief of -- no, it was Bill Ford or 

Newman.  I think it was Bill Ford. 

Q I think it was Ford. 

A Yeah, was chief of police.  Oh, they used to try to break up our picket lines on 

occasion, and we'd have to go up and hold their hand and kind of soft soap them.  

There weren't any arrests.  We did all right.   

Q Now, you seem to think then that the law enforcement people kept the fairly light 

hand? 

A That's right, yeah.  They were very cooperative.  Sure, they'd come to us and 

holler about doing this and doing that, closing up the streets.  We got by.   

Q Now, closing up the streets, what are you -- what -- in connection -- in 

conjunction with what? 

A Put pickets out and stop federal traffic, anything incoming and going out, what 

have you.   

Q Would have this been prior to '37? 

A Well, it could have, yes, and principally after that with our various escapades with 

the company.   

Q And you're speaking of the streets around the -- around the plant? 

A Oh yeah.   

Q Here again, what about -- what about religious leaders?  Were you aware of any 



LOU ADKINS INTERVIEW   
August 31, 1976 

75 

religious leaders in the community who were -- you know, you used today -- 

today, we're used to religious leaders being socially active and involved.  What 

about at that time on either side? 

A No, as I say, we were inexperienced.  We never went to them and -- and as far as I 

know, they didn't bother us, we didn't bother them. 

Q So it was really separation then as far as the church and union? 

A That's right.   

Q And again here, we talked a little bit about this in connection with Oliver Riche's 

role in the organization of the union in the very early days, but I wanted to ask 

about other labor leaders and how you interacted with them in the years prior to 

'37?  Now, you indicated that he had been very cooperative and played a 

prominent role.  Now did that continue? 

A Oh yeah, yeah, Ollie was always -- until his death, yes, he was always 

cooperative.  You never asked him to do anything or what have you and what he 

didn't do it.  He was very cooperative.   

Q Now, were there any other local labor leaders who stand out as being helpful to 

you in those early years? 

A Offhandly, I can't recall.   

Q Were there any, who for one reason or another, were not -- not receptive or hostile 

to the development of the UAW here? 

A No, no, no.  I never heard of any.  See, at that time, there wasn't anything here in 

town other than the building trades, and they weren't too substantial or too solid.  

There was no industrial unions or no public service unions or anything of the 
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kind. 

Q Yeah, I'm speaking of the building -- mainly of the building trades people.   

A Well, they were pretty weak themselves at that time, very little activity in that 

area.  

Q Now I've -- you know, I've talked with UAW people who moonlighted on the side 

during those years as mechanics or carpenters or electricians.  Now, did you ever 

run into any problems with building trades unions who were concerned about 

UAW people moving into their bailiwicks on the side? 

A Oh yes, we received complaints now and then, go to the individual, tell him he 

was there trying to build a house or do this or that.  Sure, we talked to the 

individuals.   

Q Now, you mean the individual UAW members who were doing that? 

A Yeah, that's right.   

Q So where you were aware of these cases then, you did make an effort to try to get 

your member -- 

A That's right. 

Q -- even though he needed the money? 

A Well, that's right, yes.  We told them how wrong they were. 

Q Now, do you remember doing this?  Is this something you did on several 

occasions or one or two occasions?  Was this a frequent thing that came up? 

A Oh no.  I don't think there was over six or eight complaints filed from the Central 

Labor Union, no. 

Q And which of the building trades did they tend to come from? 
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A Oh, carpenters and painters, yeah. 

Q That's a good point.  You know, when I asked that question about schools, you 

said that you wouldn't have had anything to give to them in any case. 

A That's right. 

Q And I was wondering how you obtained information, yourself, about UAW 

affairs?  What were the lines of communication that you had to rely on and the 

lines of information that you and other members would have relied on for 

information about the UAW? 

A As time went on, why we had --  

Q Now, in the early -- in the early years.  Let's confine it to the early period. 

A We had conferences in Milwaukee and Racine and Kenosha, and we'd meet with 

other UAW people and exchange information and such.  But generally speaking, 

it was all through trial and error, hoping and praying. 

Q Yeah, I'm interested in some of the tries that you made I guess. 

A Well, I don't know how you can -- 

Q Well, what about -- okay, let's say first of all, be a little more specific about it.  

With your own members, you know, you said you couldn't rely on the newspaper 

to help you at all.  You didn't have much time when you were in the plant to do 

this kind of thing.  How did you communicate with -- with members? 

A Oh, we had a grapevine that would tell people this, that, or something.  You'd tell 

the right people, and they'd tell somebody else.  That's the way it developed.   

Q That's -- that's an interesting point.  Now, who did you consider the right people?  

Who were some of the -- who were some of the keys in the grapevine? 
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A Well, maybe we had the wrong ones, but nevertheless, it got the word around.  It 

was successful, word of mouth is what it amounts to. 

Q Now, when did you first begin to develop printed means of communication? 

A Oh god, I don't recall now. 

Q So in these early years, you wouldn't have -- you wouldn't have printed up leaflets 

or handbills or anything like that to communicate with members? 

A No, no.  We didn't have the money in the first place, and we didn't have the 

facilities to do it.  No, it was all strictly word of mouth, grapevine. 

Q And then also, what about communications with the international, how were they 

maintained? 

A Well, talk about international, I don't know just when that came about.  I know we 

had GM conferences in Detroit as things went on.  Hell, in the first convention, 

when was that, '35?  Crying out loud, Wisconsin was about only state that was 

represented.  Sure, there was a couple locals here and Toledo had a couple, but 

Wisconsin had 90 percent of all the members at that time.  That was the first 

convention was held in the Fort Shelby Hotel in Detroit.  Incidentally, I got 

records and minutes of that, and I gave it to Howard Milbrant, and he was 

supposed to copy it and get it back to me.  He hasn't did that yet, but anyway, 

that's the proceedings of the first convention of the UAW.  That was loaded with 

Pinkerton people, Otto Klinert from Terrytown and Kramer from Toledo.  And oh 

god, I can't recall all the names, but they were actually brought to the forefront as 

being Pinkerton people. 

Q What was your role in that '35 convention? 
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A I was on the credentials committee. 

Q Do you recall anything else about it, any of the issues that came out?  Now this 

was -- this was still AFL, right? 

A Yeah, Bill Green granted a charter at that time to the UAW. 

Q Did you have personal contact with Bill Green at that time? 

A Oh no, no.  All the contact was with Michaels -- or not Michaels, but F. J. Dillon. 

Q Yeah, right.  Yeah, I knew that.  Now, was there any talk at that convention, or 

did you begin to think at that convention about the -- about industrial unionism, 

about a CIO type of organization? 

A I don't recall now.  I don't know.  I -- I don't recall. 

Q Do you recall dealing with any representatives of J. L. Lewis, say, because he'd 

organized the miners by that time.  I was wondering if he had any -- any people at 

that convention because it wasn't too long after that that the CIO came -- 

developed? 

A Yeah, yeah.  No, I don't really recall.  I don't know. 

Q On this -- on this business of information, now you've -- in communication with 

the international office specifically, now you've indicated that Francis Dillon was 

your primary contact I gather, right? 

A That was nearly days before the convention, yeah. 

Q Yeah, all right.  Were there other people that you remember as being important 

AFL organizers here or people who came out here to help organize? 

A Oh, we'd have some kind of parade through town, and maybe all the people from 

Kenosha and Racine and Milwaukee would come.  They assisted, yes.  We had 
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motorcades here in town quite often in the summer months. 

Q And this was during the early years now? 

A Oh yeah.   

Q Who -- do you -- are there any people that you remember from other Wisconsin 

communities as being helpful -- particularly helpful or influential? 

A Oh, god you ask for names.  No, specifically, I -- I can see them, but I can't recall 

their names now.  That's been a long, long time ago.  But I do know that we've got 

an awful lot of help from three communities on the lake shore.   

Q Would have this been -- was this financial help or largely moral support? 

A Moral, yeah.  No, there was no such thing as financial. 

Q Well, I didn't think so, but you never know.  I read in a document somewhere 

about an AFL organizer by the name of Paul Smith, who was supposed to be here 

in the early years.  Do you recall him at all? 

A Oh no, no, I never heard of him. 

Q And also a man by the name of J. J. Hawley with the Wisconsin Federation of 

Labor.  Do you have any recollection of him coming to Janesville? 

A No, no. 

Q On this -- back on this business of information and materials, I was wondering if 

you recall any reading material that you, yourself, came across that -- now this 

wouldn't necessarily had to be stuff that the AFL or UAW put out, but any 

reading material that you came across that was influential to you as far as you 

were concerned? 

A No, no.  No, I tell you, I resided with my uncle, who I told you was president of 
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the musicians in Indianapolis, and perhaps that wore -- you know, rubbed off.  

And at that time, Indianapolis was the principal union town in America.  There 

was more international union headquarters in Indianapolis than any town in 

America.  Oh sure, I was just a kid.  Hell, I don't think I was over 12, 13 years 

old.  I was running proofs at the press who printed all the union journals.  I went 

to all of the Teamsters and the plasterers and the carpenters, oh god, they -- 

miners.  They was all in Indianapolis in those days, 1911, 12, 13.   

Q So you did have some early familiarity with -- 

A Oh yeah. 

Q -- with unions besides your uncle's? 

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q That's interesting.  Do you recall any -- any reactions that you had as a youngster 

to -- to these people? 

A Oh no.  It was something the average person doesn't get in contact with in the day 

back, and oh god, I can't begin to think of who all -- the presidencies varied 

because Shelton Hammett printed every union journal in America at that time.  

And I run the proofs, the messenger boy.  

Q That's -- that's very interesting.  I wanted to ask, too, if -- this deal -- this is on the 

relationship with the community again, if you recall any Janesville residents 

outside of General Motors or outside of the union who were supportive or helpful, 

anybody that we haven't mentioned that -- that was in any way helpful to the 

union? 

A No, outside of Al Lien, he was just -- he was as poor as the rest of us I guess.   
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Q Sure, sure.  Any merchants, for example -- 

A No. 

Q -- who extended credit or anything like that? 

A No, no, no.  

Q Yeah.  Banks who encouraged -- 

A No. 

Q -- labor -- laboring people to bank there or anything like that? 

A Hell no.  Laboring people didn't have money enough to bank any place. 

Q Right.   Yeah, fair enough.  I asked a question earlier about your reaction to the 

economic system that you were a part of, toward -- toward free enterprise 

capitalism.  And I wanted to ask the same question now for this period in your 

life, during these formative years, here you'd been -- you'd been working for a 

number of years.  You had reacted against some aspects of that system.  I was 

wondering if you made any -- you know, just what your reaction was toward the 

general economic system that existed at that time? 

A Well, I don't know -- 

Q If you really thought about it in those -- in those terms at all? 

A No. 

Q And how'd you react to the capitalist system? 

A Oh, no, no.  We weren't opposed to that.  Hell, no.  Strictly -- 

Q So you -- you were opposed to specific practices of General Motors.  You did not 

think -- you did not -- you were not opposed to an economic system then? 

A No, no, no.  
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Q Yeah, that's the distinction that I wanted to make. 

A I only had two goals.  One was to eliminate the discrimination in hiring and recall, 

and secondly, the speedup system that they had.  And they had plenty of it. 

Q So -- now what about your reaction to communism, for example?  In the 30's, the 

communist party was fairly sizable and influential. 

A Oh, we had a couple of guys come try to sell commie's philosophy.  And no, we 

were deathly opposed to the Kristophel and -- oh god, I can't recall, Abel and 

them.  No. 

Q Do you recall the names of the people who came here? 

A No, no. 

Q Were they here for a period of time or was that a -- did they just come for one -- 

A Oh no, one guy got in a local and all he wanted to do was be secretary.  And we 

had him sized up as being a commie, and he just didn't get elected. 

Q Do you recall -- do you recall his name? 

A No. 

Q So there was no receptivity at all to -- 

A Oh, they tried to get in, yes.  Abel Costello came over here, and he was out of 

Kenosha.  I forget this guy's name.  He was an assemblyman from Milwaukee, 

Dave -- Dave something.  I can't think of his last name now.  He was around here.  

But they helped and talked at the meetings, but we took their message and let it go 

at that.  

Q Now, who was Costello at this time?  You mentioned his name.  What -- what -- 

A I don't know.  He was with that Simmons bed in Kenosha.  I don't remember.  He 
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was some officer over there, and he was quite -- damn good speaker.  He was very 

fluent. 

Q Now, you considered him a communist though? 

A Oh, very definitely, yes.  You could tell the trend of his talk. 

Q Now, do you know for a fact that he was a member of the communist party or -- 

A Oh, no, no, no, assumption.   

Q Well, what kinds of things did he say that led you to believe that? 

A Oh, I don't know.  There's certain phraseologies that they all used and oh the 

worker, blah, blah.  I don't remember now, just discount it and forget about it. 

Q Now, the -- you know, there was a fairly active socialist movement in the country 

too at that time, Norman Thomas was running for president.  What kind of 

feelings did you have toward -- toward -- 

A We never got into that area.  Hell, we kept out of politics, didn't know enough to 

get into it. 

Q Well, yeah, that's -- that's the impression I've had up to now.  I was just 

wondering if you had any different -- different reaction? 

A No. 

Q Oh, okay.  Before the CIO was organized and before the UAW in Janesville 

affiliated with the CIO, what do you recall about the -- the AFL's efforts here, and 

about -- specifically about this business of the federal local union, which the 

local's here were for a couple of years, I guess.  What do you recall about that?  

Were the federal locals effective? 

A Well, you say effective.  I -- I would say that you had to do it on the local basis.  
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Hell, they -- sure they came in and talked to people and got them stirred up, but 

nevertheless, would have had to have been on the initiative of the local people.  

They perhaps wouldn't have been no local unions.  Now, they were perhaps as 

ignorant as we were when it come to organizing people, I don't know.   

Q What did you understand would eventually happen to these federal locals and to 

the membership of the federal locals?  Did you think these were -- that they would 

-- did you think that if you stayed affiliated with the AFL that you'd be able to 

continue as a federal local indefinitely, or were members going to have to move 

into the craft unions eventually?  Just how -- how did you understand that? 

A No, there was no thought in that area.  I think it was more or less initiated either in 

Washington or Detroit, that breakaway.   

Q So you seem to think then that the AFL did an adequate job of -- of organizing 

here? 

A Initially, yes.  Yeah,  it was all right.  Yeah. 

Q Now, you say initially, well when -- when did it change?  When did they not 

become all right? 

A Oh god, Wes was promoted in Detroit.  Oh, Bill Green gave a charter to the 

UAW, and then we went out of the Federal Labor Union into the UAW.   

Q Were you satisfied with the assistance that the AFL provided you as a local? 

A Well, financially, we didn't get a dime from nobody as far as financial.  But in the 

early inception, Dillon did come out occasionally and stir them up, that was a 

whole thing.  It had to be done by the local people for the local people.   

Q Were you satisfied with the role that Dillon played during those early years? 
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A Oh yes, Dillon was quite a convincing orator.   

Q Now, were there any problems that you had?  Anything that you wanted to get 

from him or from the AFL that you couldn't get that you remember? 

A No, no.   

Q Now, what about the -- what about the transition from the AFL to the CIO?  How 

did that happen here?  What are your recollections of that? 

A Oh, we had problems, internal problems.  Some wanted to go with Homer Martin; 

some wanted to go with Addes and them.  It finally came out all right.  We had 

two divisions of the UAW at that time, the Homer Martin Group and the George 

Addes group, R. J. Thomas. 

Q Now, where did you fit into that picture? 

A Well, I don't know if it was just speculation on my part.  I felt Homer Martin was 

sleeping with Henry Ford and them, and later developed he was. 

Q Well, what led you to suspect that about him? 

A I don't know, intuition. 

Q Smelled a rat again, huh? 

A I don't know, just intuition.  No, I was strictly on the other side of the fence there. 

Q The other side of the fence? 

A We were divided.  Some went with Homer Martin, some went the other way. 

Q What were the lines of division as you recall it?  Who fell on which -- which side 

of the fence here?  Among the leadership, who -- who supported Martin?  Who 

support Addes and Thomas? 

A Oh, I don't know.  I think Van Horn was strictly Homer, and I was for Thomas 
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and Addes and them.   

Q Were there any other -- any other people in the union who would have taken a 

stand and, you know -- 

A Oh, Howard Thompson, I guess he was -- he was financial secretary.  I think he 

was in Homer's corner. 

Q What about Jack Johnston?  Where did you place him? 

A I don't know.  I think Jack, perhaps, was -- he was probably riding the fence.  I 

don't know. 

Q Who did you consider your -- your supporters in the Addes/Thomas faction? 

A Oh, I had a lot of them locally. 

Q Well, some of the names of the people that you would have relied on? 

A Oh, Nick Luchsinger was very reliable.  He's dead now.  And I don't know 

offhandedly.  It was just a matter of who relied on who, that's about what it 

amounted to.  You had your following, I had mine, and so that's about the way it 

went. 

Q Now, you speak of followings here, now what would have -- why would people 

have followed one faction or the other?  What made the difference? 

A I don't know.  Some Italian was down here, and I can't think of his name now.  

Hell, he was giving suits away and what have you to influence people.  I don't 

know.  He preferred charges against me and -- and he was going to have me 

removed from office and expelled and what have you because I was fostering the 

other element.  We had the meeting.  Hell, I was voted, I guess, 99 percent upheld 

my position.  So then from then on, it was a very family-friendly affair. 
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Q Now wait a minute here, somebody tried to throw you out of the union at some 

time? 

A Oh yes, yes, yes.  This Italian, he -- 

Q Now yeah, do you remember his name? 

A No, I can't.  Well, he was affiliated with George -- that gang from the Allied 

Workers now.  I can't think of their names now, but ultimately, that's what 

developed the Allied workers. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, were any local people involved in this effort to try to -- to try 

to oust you? 

A I presume they were in the background.  I don't know. 

Q You mean the people who would have been in the Martin faction? 

A Yeah. 

Q You think were in the background? 

A Right. 

Q So that would have been Van Horn? 

A Yeah, sure.   

Q Did you know that he was -- did you ever have any conversations that indicated 

that he was -- 

A No, no, no, no.  He was influenced by this Italian.  God, I wish I could think of his 

name. 

Q Yeah, well maybe it will come to you.  Don't -- don't worry too much about that 

now. 

A He was the top dog for the -- ultimately the Allied. 
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Q Okay, well we'll get his name then.  That's no -- that's a matter of record 

somewhere. 

A Yeah. 

Q And selling suits.  Now you mentioned selling suits -- 

A No, I didn't say selling, giving.   

Q Giving suits?  Okay. 

A Oh yes, he was buying suits for -- 

Q Suits of clothes you mean? 

A Yes, yes, that was one of the prime ways of influencing people.  Where he got all 

the money, I don't know, but he would sure in hell spend it on certain individuals 

right and left. 

Q Well, who was he giving suits of clothes to? 

A Oh, certain people around in the local. 

Q Leadership? 

A Yes, yeah. 

Q Well, are there any names that you can mention that you know of that -- 

A No, no. 

Q Okay.  So he was, in effect, bribing people to -- 

A That's right. 

Q -- to join the allied to go along with the Martin organization? 

A That's it, right.  

Q Now, did you have any -- obviously you did.  What kind of encounters did you 

have with this guy?  What kind of meetings did you have?  What did he say to 
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you and what did you say to him if you can recall? 

A I can't recall.  I know I was antagonistic.  I didn't like his approach.  He was one 

of these gangster-type sort of guys.  He would push people around.  He was going 

to rule or ruin. 

Q And he was from where? 

A I don't know. 

Q Did he try to give you a suit? 

A Nope, nope.  No, he and I never got along. 

Q We're going to have to pick this up on the flipside.  We're continuing the second 

session with Mr. Louis Adkins.  This is August 31st.  Mr. Adkins, I wanted to ask 

you about that -- the meeting that was held where -- where there the attempt to 

drum you out of the union.  What do you recall about -- about that? 

A Oh, I was given a chance to speak, and as far as I can recall, Nick Luchsinger, he 

panned the hell out of the -- the promoter outside.  They finally took a vote, and I 

guess I win by 99 percent, and so that was the end of that.   

Q What -- 

A I didn't do any crime or wrongdoing or what have you. 

Q Yeah, what specifically were you accused of? 

A Oh, fostering the other side.   

Q So something like fostering decent or something like that in the local? 

A Well, I was -- 

Q Now -- 

A I was in Jack Livingston's corner, and he was strictly with the other group.   So -- 
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but everything was okay after we was absolved of any wrongdoing. 

Q Now, you mention Jack Livingston.  Did he play some role in this? 

A Oh, he was working for the other group.  He was out of St. Louis. 

Q Was he meeting with you at the same time that this Italian fellow was in here? 

A Yeah, he used to come up to my place all the time. 

Q Now, who else would be at those meetings with him?  Who would you have over 

to your house when he was here? 

A Oh, I don't recall who.  There was quite a few people, but I don't recall 

specifically who they were.   

Q Now, you mentioned Nick Luchsinger.  Would -- would he have been included? 

A No, no, he -- the only time that he was really local was at this meeting in the 

Apollo.  

Q Yeah, okay.  There are a number of people whose reactions that I would like to 

ask you about and maybe you'll recall how they reacted in this -- in this situation 

and where they stood in terms of the Martin faction versus the Addes/Thomas 

faction, so I'll just go through the list then and -- and if, you know, you can 

indicate it.  If you recall anything about where they stood on this and also where 

they stood in your own personal situation there.  John Goetzinger, was he around 

yet at that time? 

A Oh yeah. 

Q And where would have he fit in this -- in this picture? 

A I don't know.  He was -- oh, he eventually became a foreman.  And what 

happened to Jack, I don't know.  He left town. 
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Q Dick Halford? 

A Oh, Dick was all right.  He was a good guy. 

Q Now what -- does that mean he supported the faction you were supporting? 

A Oh, I think so, yeah. 

Q Now, when you had the meetings with Jack Livingston, would he have been 

involved? 

A No, no. 

Q Did he support you in terms of, you know, when the effort was made to oust you? 

A Oh yeah. 

Q Alex Kettle, was he still around at that time? 

A Alex? 

Q Yeah. 

A God, I don't remember.  He was quite a character.  I don't remember. 

Q Now, you say he was quite a character, how -- how so? 

A Oh, he was more interested in fishing and hunting and things like that. 

Q So he wouldn't have taken a real active role in this faction dispute then? 

A Oh no, no, no, no. 

Q Les Fay? 

A I don't know.  No, I don't know a thing about Les.  He was a trustee off and on 

different times.  I don't know. 

Q So he didn't play any active role either as far as you were concerned in this 

factional dispute? 

A No, no, no, no. 
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Q See, I asked about Jack Johnston before.  Do you recall where he'd have fit in this 

dispute? 

A No.   

Q What about, in terms of supporting you, the -- or the effort -- or the effort to oust 

you? 

A He was vice president at that time. 

Q Right. 

A And I imagine he went with Van Horn.  I don't know. 

Q Okay.  And I was going to ask you -- 

A I was less a lone wolf.  I took them all on. 

Q Yeah, among the officers then, you were the lone wolf? 

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q Yeah, I was going to ask about Wes Van Horn, so he was -- he was -- 

A Very definitely Homer. 

Q Yeah, okay.  And he supported the effort to oust you? 

A Oh yeah. 

Q Did he actually bring the charges against you, do you know, in that meeting? 

A No, I think this -- he perhaps did.  I wouldn't doubt it.  I don't know.  I never got 

any evidence to that, but I presume that was it.  The Italian guy, he was a prime 

mover on all of them, and he had to get information some place, and I presume it 

was through Van Horn.  I don't know. 

Q Okay.  Stan Gregory?  Now, he was a president later.  I don't know just what his 

role would have been at this time. 
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A Hell, I doubt like hell if he was a member of the union at that time. 

Q Charles Rosenthal? 

A I don't know.  I don't know a thing about Charlie.  

Q What about Elton Cutt at this time?  He was a secretary earlier.  I don't know what 

his role would have been at this time. 

A Where he went, I don't know.  I wouldn't be surprised if Elton was one of my 

supporters. 

Q So he would have supported the Addes -- 

A Yeah, they was -- these guys that you're talking about were not familiar with any 

of the people and, you know, they were just rank in filers.  They didn't know 

them. 

Q They didn't know these leaders? 

A No, no.  They were influenced by local people. 

Q Yeah, right.  That's a good point.  Now, who would have been in a point to know, 

personally, Thomas, Addes? 

A Oh, Van Horn, Yenney, and Mike Egbert, that's about it. 

Q So it's just a handful who would have had any personal knowledge anyway? 

A That's right, that's right. 

Q Now, did you know all these guys personally?  Did you know Thomas and Addes 

personally? 

A Not Thomas, but -- I mean Addes.  Sure, R. J. and I were very good friends. 

Q And did you know Homer Martin personally?  I assume you did. 

A Oh, yes and no.  I don't know.  He never appealed to me, too much religion -- 
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Q I was just going to say -- I was just going to say. 

A He was a shyster if you ask me, good talker, but I didn't go with his philosophy. 

Q I wanted to ask about another person at that time, Walt Trachsel.  Now, you talked 

about him before.  Did he play any role in this at all? 

A I doubt it.  I doubt it.   

Q Okay, good.  When, roughly, did this happen if you -- if you recall?  If you can 

place it before or after '37, that would be helpful yet. 

A I would be guessing.  As I told you initially, I never kept no records or no book.  I 

just took the issues as they came, and as they were resolved, I forgot about them. 

Q Well, what would -- what would be your guess then?  It's better to have that than 

no -- than nothing at all to go on? 

A I don't honestly know.   

Q Okay.  Now, how -- this dispute you were involved in and this factionalism, how 

deeply into the ranks of the union would have it -- would have it permeated?  Was 

this something that really -- was this a leadership squabble or did this involve the 

rank in file also? 

A No, no, it was leadership, that's all.  Certain people on top were sold to this 

Italian.  That was what it amounted to.  I didn't like his approach and his tactics.  

He was a muscle man.  Just, you know, pressure.  I never went for it.  I didn't like 

it.   

Q Did you ever have any evidence that -- or any indication that there was a -- a 

gangsterism involved somehow in any way? 

A No, I think the guy was looking for a job, and he got money from some place 
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because he spent money.  Where the hell he got it, I don't know, because money 

was very scarce in those days. 

Q Yeah. 

A I was under the impression that the guy was looking for a job, making himself a 

job.   

Q How did this factional dispute affect the organizing effort if it did at all? 

A I don't think it did, no.  It might enhance it. 

Q How -- how could -- how could have that been?  It seems like this would have 

been a thing that naturally would have slowed things down, people would have 

been -- 

A No, it didn't.  After this trial, so to speak or whatever you want to call it, I think 

the organization picked up.  It took momentum because after that, hell, I was 

reinstalled in the office and everything went along fine.   

Q What -- did the Reuthers play any role in all this? 

A No, no, no. 

Q So this was -- this was actually before Walter Reuther's power of play then? 

A Oh yes, definitely, yes.  I forget what year Walter was elected, but he displaced R. 

J. 

Q Right, right.  Okay, well that kind of places it in time for us pretty well then, I 

think.  Yeah, okay.  Back to the -- let's leave this factionalism business now and 

go back to the whole question of how the union was organized in the first place, 

how -- how the Fisher local was organized.  I was wondering which groups of 

people within the plant were most receptive to the union?  Which were the easiest 
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to organize as far as you were concerned? 

A Body shop.  Body shop and the trim -- or I mean the cushion room.   

Q Yeah, okay. 

A The paint was a little hesitant and so was the trim shop as such.  There were 

individuals here and there, but far and few between.   

Q Now, in -- as far as you can recall, what was it about the body shop, first of all, 

that made receptive to the union? 

A Oh, I think it was all older people there in age.  Lars Johansson and Russ Hall and 

Dick Halford and -- oh god, there was any number of them that were progressive 

and they went out and sold the thing.  They were dedicated people.   

Q Before -- before -- I promised I wasn't going to bring this up, but what about the 

role of Johansson and Hall?  I forgot to ask about them in this factional dispute.  

Do you recall where they stood? 

A No, I don't.  I think it was only instigated by this guy from out of town and 

perhaps Van Horn, the two together.  It didn't -- the rank in file I don't think was 

aware of it and didn't know nothing about it. 

Q So even guys like Johansson and Hall, who were very influential in their 

department and who were leaders in their department, wouldn't have -- 

A No, no, no. 

Q -- been involved?  Okay, well that's -- that's interesting.  Now, you say these -- so 

the body shop was people mostly with older, more experienced workers then? 

A Yeah. 

Q And these were actually the guys who were easier to organize -- 
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A They were the backbone, yes.   

Q That's -- that's interesting.  You might think it would be the other way around.  

Today, anyway, we associate willingness to generate activity and to get involved 

in movements with youth.  Here, you're saying that it was actually the more 

experience people that -- 

A That's right, the older age. 

Q What about the -- what about the younger people as you recall or the people who 

were new hires?  You know, why were they less willing to become involved? 

A Of course, the least resistance.  They just didn't take the interest that they did later 

at that time.   

Q You mentioned the trim shop, too, as a center of union activity.  Now, who there -

- you know, who -- who -- or you meant the cushion department, I'm sorry.  Now, 

you know, why the cushion department? 

A I don't know.  I could perhaps -- 

Q Well that was your bailiwick so -- 

A Yeah, that could be.  But perhaps I was the instrument of being aggressive in 

leadership, and they were solid.  There's no question about it.  The guys and the 

gals were all very solid.   

Q Here again, are we talking about an area that was -- where most of the workers 

were older and more experienced? 

A No, no, they were a mixture, but somehow they were very militant. 

Q So even the younger, new hires were more militant there when you say that? 

A No, they weren't new hires.  They were people that had been there for a long time. 
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Q Okay.  So even the cushion department then was -- and the union members in the 

cushion department were, you'd say, pretty experienced? 

A Yeah, they were militant, let's say.  They didn't like and appreciate the approach 

of management on the speedup and the hiring practices, or I was influential, or I 

don't know. 

Q Now what -- to what did you attribute the reluctance of the people in the paint and 

trim departments to get involved? 

A Complacency, they just didn't give a damn.  They didn't want to get involved.  It 

could have been money problems.  I don't know.  See, we had exorbitant dues, a 

dollar a month.  And a dollar a month was a hell of a lot of money in those days.  

There was a lot of free-riders.  Let's put it that way.  They wanted what they could 

get for nothing without being involved.  That was our biggest problem to 

overcome.   

Q I've heard other people talk about a division between -- between workers who 

either lived on the farm or recently came from the farm and those who had more 

experience living in town.  Did you -- do you recall anything like that? 

A Well, the guys that was doing both was kind of hard to touch.  They didn't have 

time for nothing.  They were busy farming.  There was a lot of them at that time.  

I guess there is yet, I don't know. 

Q So you'd say it was just a matter that they were too busy to bother with it? 

A That's right.  Take the course of least resistance.  

Q That's interesting.  I want to -- I wonder which factors made some workers 

receptive and others hostile.  Now, you mention the experience as apparently 
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being a key factor with the more experienced workers being more receptive to the 

union.  Now, I want to test out some other -- some other possibilities here and see 

if you have any recollection at all.  One is this farm versus urban thing.  So you 

apparently think that did make some difference? 

A I think that most of them was just too busy farming to even give it a thought. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Farming was more important to them than the shop was. 

Q Another possibility that you might think of, you know, about -- in thinking about 

these things, and in fact, I know it's been influential elsewhere, ethnic 

background? 

A Could be.  I don't know.   

Q Now, you would have had a Norwegian group here, or a number of Norwegian 

workers.  You'd have had a number of German workers, probably many with Irish 

backgrounds, many with English/Anglo-Saxon-type backgrounds.  In your own 

mind, do you identify any of those groups more than others with union 

development? 

A No, no. 

Q So as you recall, ethnic background didn't make any difference? 

A No, no. 

Q Okay.  What about religion? 

A Never thought of -- never discussed. 

Q In your own mind, were -- did you ever think that Catholics or Protestants were 

more likely to join the union? 
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A No. 

Q So apparently that didn't make any difference either? 

A No, never a thought given to it. 

Q Now, I want to make a distinction between this age and experience.  Was it the 

older workers, regardless of their experience, who were -- who were more active 

or tended to be more active, or was it ex -- more experienced workers regardless 

of their age?  You know, a guy thirty years old could have had ten or twelve years 

in, so which was it really as far as you could tell?  Was it the age or the 

experience? 

A No, it was probably people that had worked elsewhere and -- I'll tell you, 

management brought this whole damn thing about, no question about it.  The 

discrimination and their speedup tactics and -- there was no limit to what they 

expected out of a person.  Hell, coming home at night and that was it.  You're so 

damn tired, you didn't know whether you was coming or going.  Management 

drove it to them by continuously speeding up and hurrying up and cutting out 

manpower.  That was the prime factor, management's disregard of human nature, 

that's all. 

Q But some people apparently reacted against it more than others? 

A Well, when you say reacted, what do you mean? 

Q Well, they reacted against it -- against these company policies.  Some reacted 

against it by joining the union.  Others apparently didn't react much at all. 

A Well, again I say -- 

Q That's why -- I guess that's why I wanted to test out all those different factors just 
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to see what -- 

A No, I think it was just didn't want to offend anybody or jeopardize their job.   

Q All right. 

A That's speculation.  I don't know. 

Q Well, when you -- you must have talked with people who -- who were unwilling 

or reluctant to join the union.  What would they say to you?  Why wouldn't they?  

It seemed like a sensible thing to do under the circumstances. 

A I'll think about it or something.  Anything to get rid of you.   

Q Did you ever have any indication that there was fear at the root of that decision 

not to join? 

A Oh, I think there was a hell of a lot, yes.  They were scared, and they didn't know.  

Jobs were scarce.  Even though we worked very spasmodic, but nevertheless, it 

was a job.  Anything I would say would be problematical could be speculation, 

and I can't pinpoint it to any one.   

Q Yeah, I realize that.  Yeah, that's okay.  I wanted to ask about how people actually 

joined the union.  Was that a decision that people tended to make on an individual 

basis?  In other words, did people tend to come into the union one by one, or did 

they -- did they come in with groups of friends? 

A No, one by one.  We had cards to sign up, applications, very simple with a dollar, 

and that was it. 

Q Yeah.  So you're not aware of cases then where maybe a group of ten or a dozen 

who had some relationship came into the union? 

A No, no. 
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Q Yeah, okay, that's good -- good point. 

A It was perseverance that got them all in. 

Q According to -- now this flashes back to the very early days into the first 

meetings.  According to the minutes of one of the early meetings, Chevrolet and 

Fisher employees were to be members of the same union.  Now, how did the 

division -- how was it eventually decided to have two unions, do you recall? 

A Well, I don't honestly know.  Something happened, and what happened, I don't 

know.  But it was the application of charters, and who was the instigator, I don't 

know.  I don't recall.  But anyway, it was decided that the Fisher would go and 

make application, which they did indicative by the charter number.  And later, 

why then the -- in other words, Chevrolet people were more reluctant to join the 

union.  They were more backward.   

Q Well, did Fisher people not want them in because they were reluctant?  Was that -

- 

A No, it was a matter that they just weren't aggressive.  They weren't organizing.  

And the paper nailed Elmer as being a goddamn foreigner coming in here 

communist.  Oh they -- they really worked on him, and perhaps that was some 

reason for them being reluctant to join.  I don't know.  That's my opinion because 

they did work Elmer over.  Later, Elmer became quite a hero because he wasn't 

no.  Sure, his dad was something in the railroad union over in Iowa some place, 

but Elmer was a very fair and honest sort of a guy.  You'd never meet a nicer guy 

and a more honest guy than he was, but they worked him over as being a 

foreigner coming in here, communist ideas and blah, blah, blah, blah. 
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Q You mean they actually -- they actually used the term communist -- 

A They crucified him.  There's no question about it.   

Q Now, do you -- speaking of that, do you recall any instances when you were -- 

when somebody pegged you as a radical or a communist or something? 

A No, not individually, no.  They didn't.  They didn't take after anybody over on the 

Fisher side.  They worked Elmer over.  That was fair game I guess.  I don't know.   

Q Well, did you ever have any indication why they -- from everything I hear, from 

everything anybody says, he was a very fair-minded, decent chap, and, you know, 

why would have they -- do you have any indication why they zeroed in on him? 

A Discourage organization.  It was a company philosophy I presume. 

Q You mean they thought -- well apparently they thought that things were weak on 

the Chevy side, and they might be able -- I guess I'm wondering why they didn't 

do it to the folks on the Fisher side, too. 

A I don't know. 

Q Yeah well, right.  Now, you know, you seemed to have been anxious to assume a 

leadership role.  I know from the early minutes, you know, you ran for office right 

away or pretty -- 

A No, I didn't run -- I was forced into it. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A I declined a couple three nominations, and finally somebody says goddamnit, 

you're going to be an officer whether you want to or not.  So I got the last one on 

the totem pole, and it was against my better judgment.  I didn't assume or want 

any office.   
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Q Who was urging you to take a leadership role? 

A Well, Kuehne was one.  He raised hell.  Goddamnit, you started this, now 

goddamnit, you're going to be an officer.  And he just raised hell at this 

membership when we elected officers.  And I didn't, honestly, go in there with 

any expectations or wants because I declined three or four different nominations 

previously.   

Q Why?  Why were you reluctant then? 

A I just -- I don't know.  I never aspired to it.  I never even gave it a thought. 

Q Apparently you didn't see then -- you didn't see the union as a -- oh, as a way of 

achieving power or achieving status.  I know, you know, these days, a union 

presidency carries a good bit of clout with it, and -- and status and prestige.  But 

you apparently didn't see it that way? 

A I wasn't interested in that.  I had no desires or ambitions for power.   

Q Here again, in the very early years, and these are from the minutes -- this is from 

the minutes, too.  There was an early 1934 meeting in which Straus Ellis indicated 

that there had been some dissatisfaction with the officers.  He apparently made a 

statement to the group that there had been some dissatisfaction with the officers, 

and he did something -- he invited anyone who was dissatisfied to talk with him 

or something like that.  Do you recall anything along those lines in the very early 

years?  Now, Luchsinger would have been president and Straus Ellis vice 

president? 

A Yeah, well, Straus came to membership meeting and said here, we ain't going no 

place, we ain't getting any place, and so he said I recommend that we take the 
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money we've got in the treasury and have a big party and send the charter back to 

Bill Green.  I took exception, and we defeated it by a substantial majority, and 

Straus Ellis was made a foreman the following day.  He later became plant 

manager down in Atlanta.   

Q So you were -- you were dissatisfied then? 

A What do you mean dissatisfied? 

Q You were dissatisfied -- you reacted against his effort to, in effect, break up the 

union? 

A That's right. 

Q Is that how you interpret it? 

A Yes, I was the prime mover there.  I got up and fought hell out of him tooth and 

nail, and I won. 

Q Did anyone else -- who else opposed him in this meeting? 

A I don't recall individuals now, no.  But he was unsuccessful in his efforts.  

Undoubtedly, he had a deal because he wouldn't have been made foreman the 

next day if he hadn't.   

Q Yeah, that's certainly a suspicious set of circumstances.  Again from the early 

years, at one point, the local received a letter from an organization called the 

Civic and Industrial Council, I think it was.  Henry Traxler was the president of it, 

and he sent a letter offering any service that that organization could provide to the 

union.  Now, do you remember receiving that letter, or do you remember that at 

all? 

A No, I don't.  No. 
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Q All right.  I was wondering how you would generally describe your own role in 

the very early years.  You were treasurer, and there were certain obvious 

responsibilities going along with that, but beyond that, how would you describe 

the role that you played in terms of getting the organization going?  You know, 

somebody wanted you to run -- run for office because they said you'd -- you 

know, you'd started the whole thing.   

A Yeah. 

Q Just how would you describe your own role? 

A Oh, I don't know.  The only thing I was interested in was establishing a hire 

procedure.  That was my whole goal. 

Q How did you try to go about that? 

A Well, by organizing the union. 

Q But -- okay, but beyond that, you know, did you try to get people in the meetings 

to move in that direction, or did you take any other steps? 

A Oh hell, there was -- all of the people who was there was in favor of that.  It was a 

very popular position because they resented the fact of bringing in these guys' 

drinking buddies and what have you and friends and relatives and what have you.  

Everybody was opposed to that tactics of the company.  That was my whole 

prime factor in the whole thing.  That's the only goal I had in mind.   

Q Now, you know, what did you consider your most important activities?  Did you 

devote a lot of time, for example, to recruiting members? 

A Oh sure, everybody did, yes.   

Q Now, would have this been -- this would have been time out of work, free time?  
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A Both, sure. 

Q What -- what could have you done in terms of recruiting on the -- in the plan.  I 

know that that was something that the company frowned on -- 

A Clearly opposed, yes.  Oh, just personal contact and persuasion.  I would say 90 

percent of that was done in the plant.   

Q Now, were you -- how did the company react to that?  Were you hassled 

regularly? 

A You did it under cover.  You didn't come out openly and do it.  You button-holed 

a guy individually.   

Q What kind of cover would you do it under are you saying?  Just how -- how 

would you go about in the plant contacting a guy when the -- when your superiors 

were doing everything they could to keep you from doing that? 

A Well, just lucky I guess.  I don't know. 

Q I'm wondering just -- just how would you do it?  Where?  What time?  

A Any time.  Any place, anytime, anywhere.  It made no difference.  Sure, they was 

sneaking around the back of posts watching you, this and that, but just lucky I 

guess. 

Q Well, did you feel that you had to be careful about who you talked to, or did you 

pretty much talk to anybody you wanted to? 

A I wasn't too careful about that.  I was careful of who was watching and where. 

Q Now -- now were there any other activities then, any other things that you'd have 

done in your role as a union member and as a union officer?  Okay.  You had your 

treasurer's responsibilities, and what did that involve by the way?  Did you have 
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to collect dues and things or just -- just what did you do as treasurer? 

A No, financial secretary actually handled the money until he got a -- a stipulated 

amount, and then turned it over to me.  And all I did was write checks and bank it, 

that's all. 

Q All right. 

A I was a member of the board if that's what you're getting at, yes.  We instituted 

policy and what have you.   

Q Now, during the early years, what kinds of decisions would have been made at -- 

at board meetings?  You know, you instituted policy, what -- what would have 

that involved? 

A Oh, I don't know, whatever was up and necessary to bring forth to the 

membership and perhaps more or less decide whether it were or weren't going to 

send delegates here or there and who was going to go, different things. 

Q Now, during the early years, what -- what kind of factions developed?  Now, 

before the sit-down in the very early years, apparently you and Straus Ellis had 

that disagreement.  Now, was that part of a larger disagreement or was that an 

isolated -- 

A No, that was spontaneous.  He cooked that up, I presume, with Denny Hurley.  I 

don't know.  But anyway, that was a one shot deal and failed and he was made a 

foreman, which helped formulate the union too.  It certainly wasn't no deterrent.   

Q Do you recall any other disagreements then, any other issues that created 

important disagreements during the early years? 

A Well, this Homer Martin faction, that's all. 
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Q Okay.  Anything beyond that -- 

A No. 

Q -- any local -- really local issues? 

A No. 

Q So in terms of the operations of the local then, you'd say things were pretty 

harmonious? 

A Right, right.   

Q I want to ask now about the -- about the sit-down, 1937, January -- January 5th 

specifically I think.  Were you in Janesville at the time the sit-down took place? 

A Right. 

Q What do you recall about it?  I was wondering if you could describe the sequence 

of events that took place as much as you remember them. 

A Well, it was decided that Elmer and Van Horn would decide on time and date.  

We'd agreed that we were going to pull it but when we left them to and nobody 

else knew as to the timing and what have you.  So, I don't know, they blowed the 

whistle, and I think it was one o'clock.  Automatically, everything stopped.   

Q Now, automatically, the foremen certainly didn't pull the switches for you so -- 

A Oh hell no.  No, no, no, no.  It was just one of them things that somehow, some 

way, the -- the buttons were pushed. 

Q So there was no previous planning then about -- I was wondering about the 

planning that went into it.  Were you in on the planning sessions at all? 

A Oh, to some extent, yes. 

Q And -- and what do you recall from those -- about the planning that went into it? 
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A Oh, so and so would push the button here, and so and so would push the button 

there.  That's what it amounted to. 

Q But they weren't told beforehand who -- who was going to do the button-pushing? 

A Oh yeah, yeah. 

Q So they did know even though Yenney and Van Horn were the only ones who 

were supposed to know the time? 

A Yeah, and the day. 

Q Okay.  Was -- you know, if you were involved in some of the planning sessions, 

you may know to what extent the sit-down in Janesville was a local decision and 

to what extent it was part of the national pact. 

A No, it was strictly a local position because of the attitude of management. 

Q So the international then didn't care whether you sat down -- 

A They didn't initiate any planning in it, no. 

Q Oh really?  Okay.  Now, how did they react when you informed them that -- that a 

sit-down was going to take place here or did you inform them before -- 

A I don't know.  I don't think we did.  I don't think so. 

Q That's interesting. 

A We were the second.  Atlanta was the first one.  We were the second one.  We 

were aware of what Atlanta had done, and I presume that they gave us some 

thought, some counseling there in that area.   

Q Do you recall any specific -- that you specifically had contact with people in 

Atlanta? 

A No, I don't.  The only thing I knew was they went on strike.  It was a day or two 
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afterwards, we went on. 

Q Now who actually made the decision then to -- that there would be a sit-down 

here?  Was that a decision of the general membership or the board or who? 

A General membership. 

Q So what, you had a meeting and everybody voted? 

A Yeah. 

Q Do you remember that meeting? 

A No, I don't.  No. 

Q Do you recall how long before the strike actually took place that that decision was 

made? 

A I would say -- this is strictly an assumption.  We had a meeting long about 

Thursday or Friday, and it happened, what, on a Tuesday, one o'clock. 

Q So it was just a few days beforehand? 

A That's right. 

Q Why did people decide to -- to do the sit-down here even though there was no 

pressure from the international to do so and even though this was a fairly minor 

plant in the GM scheme of things?  You know, what -- what do you think 

motivated that decision? 

A The company's attitude.  Hell, they were not content with anything.  They brought 

it all on themselves.   

Q Now, what do you recall actually happening on that day?  You know, if you could 

describe it from your perspective in the cushion department, you know, what 

actually took place? 
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A Well, people just put down their tools and stopped work. 

Q Who shut down the line in your department? 

A I did, myself. 

Q All right.  So you flipped the switch then? 

A And the foreman turned it on, and I keep the button pushed in on off. 

Q So you say the foreman tried to turn it back on? 

A Oh hell, they all turned them all on, sure.  They were turned off. 

Q So you just went -- what, you had this -- how did it happen that you finally got it 

shut down?  I mean the foreman would have always been there -- 

A A bunch of people walked away and started congregating and talking and -- and 

there was nobody to do any work. 

Q Now, all right, only Van Horn and Yenney were supposed to know the time. 

A Right. 

Q Now, it seems that with only two guys knowing when the thing was going to 

actually go on -- 

A Well, one in one plant and one in the other. 

Q Right.  Yeah, I know.  Only one guy in the Fisher plant? 

A That's right.  

Q Knowing what time it was going to come off-- 

A At least that was the thought and plan.  Whether anybody else knew it or not, I 

don't know.  I didn't know it.  I knew it was coming, but when, I didn't know. 

Q So you didn't know the precise time yourself? 

A No, no.  When the whistle blowed, that was their signal. 
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Q How did you find out that the whistle blowing was going to be the signal?   

A Well -- 

Q Or was that determined beforehand? 

A That was determined beforehand.  

Q In planning sessions? 

A Yeah. 

Q Who blew the whistle? 

A I don't know. 

Q Okay. 

A I don't honestly know.  I've heard, but I don't recall who did. 

Q Now -- 

A Somebody up at the front end of the shop blew the whistle. 

Q Now, did everybody -- I assume that not everyone laid down their tools 

simultaneously.  How did the thing spread in the cushion department? 

A Well, we just took a hold methodically, I guess, intuition.  Some people did and 

so it happened.  No, it wasn't spontaneous 100 percent, but it was large enough 

that they -- it was effective. 

Q Now, did you -- after you shut the line down, what did you do, you personally? 

A Talked and roamed around and broke the door down in the cafeteria.  They wasn't 

going to let us in the cafeteria.  We went in there.   

Q You, personally, broke that door down or -- 

A Oh no, there was a whole mob.   

Q Why did you want to get into the cafeteria? 
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A Oh hell, they had seats to sit on and comfortable.  That was the general gathering 

place.   

Q But was there food there that you were planning to use, too? 

A Oh hell, they locked that thing up lock, stock, and barrel. 

Q How long after the sit-down began -- I think that was around one o'clock, right? 

A Yeah. 

Q How long after that did -- how long did it take to actually get the line shut down? 

A Oh, I wouldn't say it was over ten, twelve minutes. 

Q Okay.  Then how long after -- how long was it after that that you went and got 

into the cafeteria? 

A Oh, maybe 1:30, 2:00.  Time was of no essence.  Nobody paid any attention. 

Q Yeah, right.  Yeah, I'm just trying to get some idea how -- you know, how things 

actually happened. 

A I would say it was in the neighborhood of two o'clock. 

Q Now, after the first hour, were any parts of the plant still functioning at all? 

A Oh no, no, no.   

Q So the whole Fisher was shut down by then? 

A Right, lock, stock, and barrel. 

Q What about the Chevy side?  Do you have any recollection of -- 

A I never was over there.  I don't know. 

Q Okay.   

A I know there was a group of guys that went through some holes in the wall, went 

over there and spread the word, did a little convincing.   
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Q Now, what did the -- what did the guys actually do?  Did they all stay in the 

plant?  Where did -- or where did they go? 

A No, they stayed in the plant until after this agreement was reached up in Traxler's 

office. 

Q So you -- there was 100 percent participation on the Fisher side then? 

A Oh yeah, yeah. 

Q Everybody stayed in the plant? 

A Oh -- 

Q What about the Alliance people?  How did they react? 

A Well, they had no choice.  

Q How do you mean they had no choice? 

A Well, what the hell, you take an assembly on a conveyor operation, everybody's 

dependent on the guy ahead of him.  When there ain't nobody here, this guy up 

here can't do his work. 

Q Oh, right.  Yeah, what I'm wondering is after the line was shut down, did 

everybody stay in the plant?  You know, you could have looked forward to maybe 

several days in the plant.  Did everyone stay? 

A In fact, we didn't even give it a thought.  We figured we was there until we 

resolved the thing.  I don't know who instigated this thing, going up and meeting 

with Traxler, but anyway, we did go up there.  

Q Yeah.  So nobody left for home or anything like that? 

A Not as far as I know. 

Q Yeah, uh-huh.  How did the company react, and when did -- what did they do to 
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counteract? 

A They were in a state of confusion to say the least.  They didn't know what the hell 

to do.  I know Hurley came out over there in the cushion room.  He said holy 

Christ, they're all union.  The whole damn plant's union.   

Q Well, what did he say?  Did he approach you that day? 

A Nope. 

Q You didn't have any confrontation with him? 

A Nope. 

Q Did you have any confrontation with any supervisor that day? 

A Nope, nope. 

Q Now, what do you recall -- you say there was a meeting at Traxler's office.  Were 

you in the group that went up to that meeting? 

A Oh yeah, yeah. 

Q Who -- who else -- who went along on your call? 

A The officers of both locals. 

Q Okay.  And so you went over to Traxler's office then?  He didn't come to the 

plant? 

A No, we went up to his office. 

Q All right.   

A Chief of police, the sheriff was there.  And I don't know whether the district 

attorney was or not, but I know them three was there. 

Q Okay.  Now, were plant officials there? 

A I can't recollect, seems to me they were.  I think they were.  I don't recall. 
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Q Did Traxler preside over the meeting? 

A Oh yeah, yeah.   

Q And tell me as much as you can recall about just what he -- what he did and what 

he said? 

A Well, as I can recall, he said hey, the companies are willing to agree that you can 

have inspection of the plant if you evacuate.  And they guaranteed that there 

wouldn't be any equipment moved or any production done until that strike was 

settled.   

Q How long did it take him to get that agreement?  You know, what time -- what 

time was this that you were having that meeting? 

A I'd say it was near midnight, around eleven, ten-thirty, eleven o'clock. 

Q Uh-huh, yeah.  Now, how long had -- so it's about ten-thirty or so that you went to 

Traxler's office? 

A That's right. 

Q Uh-huh, so he apparently in the meantime had been trying to work out something? 

A I would assume so. 

Q All right.  How did -- how did you react to that?  How did you and the other 

officers react to that? 

A Well hell, as long as we had the assurance, and Jim Croake, he volunteered.  Bill 

Ford says hell, we'll go with you.  You can go down there to the plant any hour of 

the day or night and see that they're not moving anything.  We got assurances 

from them that they would go and Luchsinger was designated as the guy to make 

the inspection periodically at off-hours and see that they weren't doing anything 
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or moving anything.  We had the assurance.  It was strictly verbal that they would 

enforce it.  Traxler also said that he would see it was strictly enforced.  And as far 

as we know, it was enforced. 

Q So you never came across any violations? 

A Not a bit, no. 

Q Yeah, okay.  What would -- what about the role of Sheriff Croake, first of all?  

Did -- do you recall in that meeting -- 

A He went with Luchsinger down to the plant on several different occasions. 

Q And what about the chief of police? 

A He went along with them. 

Q So they both did follow up on that promise to -- 

A That's right, yeah. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, Croake was an elected official -- 

A Oh yeah. 

Q -- and yet he seems to have played a middle of the road, even sympathetic to the 

union position there, is that how you interpret -- 

A In a degree, I would say yes.  I always felt Jim was in our corner.  

Q Did you -- did the union have anything to do with him being elected in the first 

place? 

A No, we weren't in politics. 

Q Now, what about after the sit-down?  Did he -- did he get union support in future 

elections? 

A You asked me something that I can't remember.  I think he got a heart attack and 
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was paralyzed.  He was in pretty bad physical shape. 

Q So that was his last term then? 

A I -- I am of that opinion.  He may have had another term.  I know he was crippled. 

Q Okay, good.  Now, you indicated that you don't remember ever informing the 

international that you were going to sit-down.  Well, how did they react after you 

did?  Did you get any reaction?   

A I don't know.  I never -- I don't think that they did.  They were more interested -- 

Flint went on strike a couple of days later, and that was a focal point.  All the 

attention was pointed towards Flint. 

Q Now, what did you do -- how long was it before you -- it was a couple, what, 

three, four weeks I think before you went back to work, right? 

A I think it was maybe longer than that. 

Q Yeah. 

A Murphy -- 

Q Yeah the dates, I have the dates. 

A Murphy was the prime mover, I think, in Detroit on the settlement.  

Q Right. 

A I had the opportunity of riding in a power car with Murphy from Detroit to 

Washington once, and I never sat with a -- and discussed issues and things with a 

guy that I liked more.  That was my highlight in all my experiences was riding 

with him in a club car. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Yeah, that's very interesting.  We're almost out of tape 

today, so I'll pick that up next time.   
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(Interview concluded.)
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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is September 14, 1976.  Today we are conducting 

the third session with Mr. Louis H. Adkins in Janesville.  We are speaking with 

Mr. Adkins again at his home.   

Q Mr. Adkins, I wanted to start today, first of all, at the end of last -- of our last 

session, you had made a brief mention of a trip that you made from Detroit to 

Washington.  And during that trip, you had an opportunity to talk with -- with 

Governor Frank Murphy, who at that time, I guess, was on the Supreme Court.  I 

was wondering what you recall of that discussion with -- with Justice Murphy.  It 

seems to -- he seems to have impressed you a good deal? 

A Well, it's difficult to look back.  And in my opinion, it was just a matter of general 

discussions and conversation just like you'd talk with anyone.  He was the most 

likable and agreeable guy I've ever met, and he knew the issues.  We just talked 

generalities about everything and anything.  We did not talk about GM.  At that 

time, we were in negotiations with GM, and we didn't get into that.  We may have 

discussed it briefly but not to any consequence.  But he impressed me as being 

forthright and comes right to the point.  He didn't hedge around about it. 

Q So you didn't talk at all then about the situation in '37 and his role in settling the 

sit-down in '37? 

A Oh, I perhaps complimented him in that area, but other than that, no. 

Q Again, you mentioned -- we talked just a little bit last time about the transition in 

Janesville from the AFL to the CIO.  I was wondering just what you -- we talked 

about this in the context of the dispute that you had with -- with Wes Van Horn 

and others because you were supporting the CIO, I gather.  I wanted to ask what 
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you recall about the development of that whole -- of that whole question over the 

years? 

A Well, as I said, they tried to oust me from the union, and I can't think of the word.  

But anyway, we had a trial according to the constitution, and I was exonerated by, 

I'd say a hundred percent, ninety-nine percent.  After that, they went CIO and 

there was no discussion. 

Q Now, how far back in your mind does -- does that question go?  You know, when 

-- when do you recall being aware of -- of having to make a choice or a choice 

impending about the AFL or the CIO? 

A Oh, I don't remember dates.  I had met John Livingston, and he visited me on 

many occasions here.  In fact, he stayed in our place overnight several times.  And 

I was impressed, and I thought that they were a whole lot more aggressive and for 

the people than the Homer Martin segment was.  Homer Martin never appealed to 

me.  He always acted as though he was too religiously inclined rather than being 

in the field of labor.   

Q Now, these time when you met with Mr. Livingston, was that -- were they before 

1937 or after the sit-down?  Could you put them in the -- do you have a 

recollection of that? 

A No, I don't.  I don't keep a diary or dates.  I don't know. 

Q Now, John. L. Lewis really began to organize the CIO in 1935, and that would 

have been roughly a year after the beginning of the organization here.  Do you 

remember when Lewis began to organize the CIO and what your reaction was to 

that? 
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A Well, I had a great deal of admiration for John L. and you couldn't do anything 

but go with the guy.  He had a reputation of forthright and being a genuine union 

guy.   

Q So even at that early period then, you would -- you would have been aware of him 

and you'd have supported him, is that -- 

A Oh yeah. 

Q -- is that fair to say? 

A Right, right. 

Q What do you recall about -- now I know you were in -- you were in Detroit off 

and on and you were in Detroit during -- during the early part of '37.  What do 

you recall about John L. Lewis's role in settling the sit-down in '37? 

A Oh, I -- I hadn't -- I didn't participate in that segment. 

Q Okay, all right.  In -- I think it was in 1940, I recall reading a document that Wes 

Van Horn wrote when he shifted from the AFL to the CIO.  He'd been a backer of 

Homer Martin, and there was some events that took place that made him change 

his mind.  That was as late as 1940.  Now, was it -- do you recall whether it was 

that late before the locals here shifted to the CIO? 

A I don't honestly recall dates.  I'm the worst guy in the world to remember dates.  

Resolve issues and forget about them. 

Q Yeah, okay, all right.  Okay.  I can understand that.  Do you recall whether -- 

whether Locals 95 and 121 shifted to the CIO at the same time, or was there a -- 

did they take a different approach? 

A Norm and I, we both went at the same time to the same place. 
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Q Okay.  Now, who, besides you in Local 95, would you consider instrumental in -- 

in supporting the CIO position? 

A Oh, there was a lot of people, and offhand, I can't recall the names.  But there was 

a lot of support both ways.  There was friction.  But after the trial -- so-called trial, 

it seemed to heal the wounds and that was the end of the friction.   

Q As you recall this friction that you mentioned, do you recall any other issues or 

problems that developed stemming out of this friction other than the -- the trial 

that you were involved in? 

A No, it was strictly Homer Martin versus the CIO, that was it. 

Q Do you -- as you recall it now, do you think that it had any impact at all on the 

overall organizing effort at Fisher?  In other words, was the organizing of Fisher 

slowed down by this struggle or just how was -- how did it affect the organizing 

effort? 

A No, I don't think it-- it perhaps stimulated it. 

Q In what way? 

A Oh, it got more interest in the thing. 

Q Oh, yeah.  Was there anyone besides John Livingston who -- who was especially 

influential in steering you in the CIO direction? 

A No. 

Q Maybe steering you is the wrong word, but influencing you in that direction? 

A No, I don't think so other than waiting and hearing and seeing John Lewis. 

Q Mm-hmm.  

A He was an idol.  Let's put it that way. 
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Q Again, in one of the earlier conversations, you mentioned the -- the GM Alliance 

that was developed by the company as an anti-union effort apparently. 

A Right. 

Q And we didn't get into that in any detail.  I was wondering what you recall about 

the Alliance, how they developed and who -- who were the leaders and this sort of 

thing? 

A Well, the company initiated the thing, and I think this guy by the name of Maybe, 

they made him president.  I never attended any of their functions, so I don't know, 

but I do know that they had this organization, phony.  It was financed and 

operated by the company. 

Q Do you recall any -- any meetings or confrontations that you had with Alliance 

people? 

A Well, just told them how wrong they were and words to that effect.  It's difficult 

to go back and put it together, but you fight fire with fire.   

Q Do you recall ever discussing matters with -- with Floyd Maybe? 

A No, I never did personally with him.  I did with a lot of other people.   

Q Do you recall any of the other people that, you know, that you might have talked 

to about it who took the Alliance position? 

A Oh the (inaudible), and there was a guy by the name of Koebler.  I think -- that's 

about the full extent.  There was twelve or fourteen, I think, that the company 

relied on, and they made a bad choice. 

Q What kind of -- you know, when you talk to these people, what -- what would 

they say in support of their position?  You know, it seems like it would be 
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difficult to rationalize. 

A I think the company had indoctrinated as sure as Christ that they were going to 

move out of town and what have you.  That was the general theme, they'd lose 

their job and a lot of fear. 

Q What kind of backgrounds did these people come from?  Did they seem to have 

any -- any characteristics that might have distinguished them from other -- from 

other people?  Did they have better jobs in the plants and everything? 

A No, no, they were just weak sisters that the company somehow got a hold of and 

used them.  That's about all I can say.  They plain and simple used them. 

Q Were -- let's take some of the categories we were talking about earlier with regard 

to union members.  What about their experience in the plant?  As far as you recall 

these Alliance people, were they more experienced or less experienced? 

A No, they were just average employees. 

Q Any differences in age?  Did they tend to be older or younger? 

A No, no, a mixture. 

Q Yeah.  Any ethnic background that made a difference there as far as you could 

see? 

A No, no, no.   

Q And what about their place of residence?  Did they tend to come from Janesville 

or surrounding areas, do you know? 

A Oh yeah, they were all local people. 

Q All right. 

A Hell, we only had a handful.  They were principally interested, I presume, in using 
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names rather than accomplishing anything, publicity. 

Q So they never had any meetings -- big meetings or anything of Alliance members? 

A No, not that I know of, no. 

Q What about buttons?  Did they wear buttons around or anything like that? 

A Oh yeah.  They had a white button, black imprint, "GM Alliance, Loyal 

Employees."  

Q Did -- did union members wear buttons at that time? 

A I don't remember at that time whether they did or not.  Later, we did.  We had a 

monthly button. 

Q Monthly button, what does that mean? 

A Well, you got -- when you paid your dues, you got a union button for that 

particular month just like the clerks do now and the butchers.   

Q So was that -- was the purpose of that to encourage dues payment, do you recall?  

Or just -- 

A Oh yeah, it worked both ways.  Distinguished the people that had the fortitude 

that showed that they were independent. 

Q I wanted to ask too about -- now you've spoken of going to Detroit off and on 

even -- even during the very early years.  And I was wondering what you recall 

about these trips to Detroit.  First of all, why would you go?  What -- what would 

be the purpose of your trips to Detroit? 

A Well, in the early stage before there was a formal grievance procedure, we had an 

accumulation of grievances, we'd go and meet with Guy Cronin, the head 

personnel director the Fisher division.  We tried to resolve them, and in most 
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cases, we did. 

Q Now, what kinds of grievances -- I gather this was before -- before '37 even that 

we're talking about here? 

A I don't know the dates, no.  I can't tell you. 

Q Before World War II, though, certainly? 

A Oh yeah.   

Q Yeah, okay.  All right, then what kind of issues would you take?  What kind of 

problems would you take to Cronin? 

A Oh, general run of the mill, whatever we felt was justified and should be resolved, 

why we went up there and met with Cronin.  It was just -- today, they do it here, 

and at that time, management was reluctant to do anything, so we had to go 

someplace to resolve it. 

Q Do you remember any that might have been especially difficult that stand out in 

your mind? 

A No, not offhandedly. 

Q Did -- when you made these trips to Detroit, would you have business with the 

international office at that time, too, or was this purely to meet with the GM 

personnel man? 

A Principally, GM.  Sure, we'd go to the officer perhaps and talk, but we were more 

interested in resolving the grievances and such.   

Q Would you have assistance from the international office in that procedure? 

A Oh, on occasion, principally, no.  We handled our own grievances. 

Q Who do you recall as being the international person responsible for GM in those 
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early years? 

A Gabe Jewel.  I think he's over in Milwaukee now with the Allied. 

Q Now, why -- 

A I think he is. 

Q Now, what was his role exactly then because you said he wouldn't probably have 

taken part very often in these sessions with -- with Mr. Cronin, so just what was 

the role that he played? 

A Well, I presume today you'd call him an international rep.  I don't know what they 

called him at that time.  He was on the staff of the international union.   

Q Now, are there any other people then that you remember dealing with in the 

international office during those early years that particularly stand out in your 

mind? 

A No, no, we was on our own. 

Q I was just going to say, it seems like the international played a pretty low key 

role? 

A They absolutely did.  They -- perhaps it was the lack of funds, lack of knowledge 

and what have you.  You've got to understand, we've grown now. 

Q Right, right.  Did you feel at that time -- how did you react to the role that the 

international was playing?  Did you feel they should have been more aggressive 

or more active in any ways, or were you satisfied with what they were doing? 

A No, no, we didn't even consider that.  We were always able to resolve our own 

problems. 

Q Now, it seems that, you know, you indicated that in your sessions with Mr. 
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Cronin, you would often times anyway get a fair resolution of the problem.  So, 

you know, how did you react to Mr. Cronin as a -- as a -- as a person and as a 

negotiator? 

A Well, in my opinion, Jack was a fair-minded guy, and he was trying to keep things 

on an even keel.  And he would go along at 99 percent of the problems.  He may 

say I've got to check this or check that, but he'd get back with us. 

Q Were there any other GM people that you dealt with during those years that you 

recall? 

A No, no. 

Q So it was always through Cronin? 

A Right.  Now, getting back to the Chevrolet aspect, they had to deal with Norm 

Ellis up there, and I guess they had one hell of a time.  Norm never gave them 

anything at anytime,  not even a good morning.  He was rough.  Well, Chevrolet 

was known at that time as being very, very anti-union.   

Q Even moreso than Fisher? 

A Oh, a thousand percent more, yes. 

Q Would -- would you and people from Local 121 go to Detroit at the same time to 

deal with these problems, or were those completely independent -- were you 

completely independent in your dealings with Fisher and Chevrolet? 

A Oh, it was definitely independent. 

Q I recall that in a previous conversation off mic, you described a situation that 

developed in Janesville involving a Ringling Circus. 

A Yeah. 
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Q And I was wondering if you could -- if you could describe that, just how that 

situation developed and what it meant to you? 

A Well, Carl Bunts was president of the stage hands, and at that time, Ringling was 

having a hell of a time all over the country.  They were hiring scabs and 

strikebreakers and what have you, and the AFL was attempting to organize them.  

They had billed into Janesville on a given date, and Carl got word that they were 

coming in and contacted Bloom from the bartenders and he got a hold of me, and 

well, we put on quite a show.  I bet there was ten, fifteen thousand people up on 

the streets, and I don't think they had three, four people going to the show.  

Finally, this John Ringling North turned the -- I was talking to the sheriff and the 

chief of police over by a telephone pole.  Bloom was along.  We was trying to 

convince them they better get these guys to fold up and get out of town to avoid 

any discussion.  And about that time, everybody started to run and looked up and 

my god, here was a herd of elephants being prodded, and they went right through 

everybody.  I crawled on my hands and knees over to some people's porch to 

avoid it.  Oh, we went down to the jail and the courthouse and tried to get them to 

serve warrants on them, but they got out of town before they could get the 

warrants put into effect, and so that was the end of it.  Ringling never did come to 

Janesville from that time on. 

Q Now, you said there were ten or fifteen thousand people here.  Where did they all 

come from? 

A Well, here in locality and surrounding areas.  They all come to see the show.  I 

don't know how it got so widely publicized that there was going to be a 
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demonstration, but we sure put on a picket line.  That was unification. 

Q I was talking -- it seems that you had community support at that time in --  

A Oh a thousand percent, yes. 

Q Now, do you remember roughly what time period this was that that happened? 

A No, I don't. 

Q Would it have been before World War II, do you remember? 

A Offhandedly, I would say yes, but I'm not sure. 

Q Okay, all right.  I just want to get it nailed down a little bit if I can.  I was talking 

the other day with a man in Racine who said that he had come to Janesville at one 

time as a part of a large mass demonstration in support of the UAW.  Would this 

have been at -- at this time, or were there other times when that sort of thing took 

place? 

A No, I think this was in the early stages.  They used to organize a motor caravan 

over to Racine and Kenosha, and they'd put on a parade in the afternoon -- 

principally Saturday afternoons. 

Q Yeah, I see.  So this was a fairly -- how often would have these taken place? 

A Oh, sometimes every week, every other week through the summer until we got 

organized substantially. 

Q Now, do you recall participating in these --  

A Oh yeah, sure, yeah. 

Q And what -- what did you see as the purpose of these affairs? 

A Oh, it's a demonstration to get solidarity, get the people lined up.   

Q So what, you rotated?  What, you'd go to -- you'd go -- I gather you'd go over to -- 
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A No, no -- 

Q -- or did everybody come to Janesville? 

A No, they were organized very good and it was unnecessary for us to go there.   

Q So this was just an effort on the part of what, the state UAW or the state AFL?  

Who was the responsible agency, do you know? 

A The autoworkers. 

Q Yeah, okay.   

A Yeah. 

Q So it was an effort on the part of state autoworkers to organize Janesville? 

A That's right. 

Q Uh-huh, yeah I see.  Before we get too far a feel from the -- the great elephant 

charge I guess we can call it, was anyone hurt at that time? 

A I don't recall, no.  I don't, no. 

Q What kind of reaction did that -- what kind of reaction developed in the 

community from that incident? 

A Oh hell, it was just a big show.  Everybody was happy, and it was a beautiful 

evening.  Everybody was out for fun, and everybody had it, I guess. 

Q It was a better show than the circus itself? 

A Why sure, that's right. 

Q How did the -- do you recall how the newspaper, for example, reported that? 

A Oh, general news.  They didn't belittle us.  And they -- as I recall, I think that they 

were kind of critical of John North from his actions of turning the elephants loose 

in a big mass of people, and I do mean mass. 
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Q Uh-huh, right.  Is there anything else now about that incident that you recall that 

we should -- any of the people who were involved or any aspect of it that you 

recall that you'd like to discuss here? 

A No, no, we were interested in getting North nailed to the cross for his actions, and 

I don't know.  I presume that the law enforcement officers saw fit to let well 

enough be well enough, forget about it.  They never pursued them. 

Q Yeah, I see.  Have you ever visited the Circus World Museum in Baraboo? 

A No. 

Q I was just wondering if this -- you know, this is an aspect of their history that 

should be dealt with, and I just wonder if it is in that -- in that museum at all.  It's 

very interesting. 

A Well, this is nothing unusual.  They had trouble all over the United States.   

Q Yeah, right. 

A Ringling did.  

Q That's what I mean. 

A So this was just one of the many instances they had, and they folded then for a 

couple years and didn't do nothing, then they came out without the tent. 

Q Huh, I believe here again referring back to a pervious conversation that you -- I 

think I remember you at one time indicating that you were in Detroit at the time of 

the Rouge River Massacre as it's come down in history. 

A That's right. 

Q Were you -- just what -- you know, where were you and what do you recall about 

that situation? 
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A We had a GM conference.  All the GM locals sent delegates to Detroit, and the 

strike started on a Friday if I remember.  And on Saturday, we got a bus and all 

went out to Miller Road, and we participated in the picket line.  In fact, it was just 

a mass demonstration.  That's what it amounted to. 

Q Now, do -- were you involved -- where were you relative to the violence that took 

place there? 

A Oh, I don't recall whether that was prior to or after.  I don't remember. 

Q So you were not -- 

A No, I was -- 

Q -- not an observer or anything like that? 

A No, I wasn't in when they turned the thugs loose. 

Q Yeah, right, okay.  You -- you were a longtime chairman of the shop committee 

for Local 95, and that's a very -- that's a very key role for any -- any union.  I 

wanted to ask you just first of all, what was the role of the shop committee during 

those early years, let's say, before World War II?  Just what were you doing as a 

committee? 

A Well, doing just exactly what they're doing today, attempt to resolve the members' 

problems with respect to speedup, plant working conditions, and seniority issues 

and the like.   

Q Mm-hmm. 

A The problems of the employees. 

Q So this was the -- you were the advocates of the employees before management 

then, is that fair to say? 
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A Oh yes, yes.  

Q I see.  And you could deal with -- you dealt with a whole range of issues then? 

A That's right.   

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, what about your own particular responsibilities as chairman of 

that committee? 

A I don't know. 

Q Well, what did you -- what were your responsibilities?  How did you -- how did 

you -- you know, what was your role as chairman? 

A I just don't know how to answer that.  It's a routine thing.  Hell, you just take 

charge and -- and attempt to resolve everything that's -- that is legitimate.   

Q Well let's -- let's go into some of those problem areas and how -- you know, what 

you might have dealt with a little more specifically.  Was wages the -- at all the 

responsibility of this committee? 

A No, wages were at negotiations when the contract came up, but other than that, it 

was general problems throughout the year, the same as they have today and have 

had over the years. 

Q So working conditions, I assume, would have been a big part of it? 

A Oh yeah, that's right.  Right. 

Q Now, do you recall some of the specific problems involving working conditions 

that -- that would have been prominent at that time, that might have been 

persistent?  You know, time and again, you had to deal with these things? 

A Well, primarily it was speedup.   

Q Any -- anything, let's say, involving health hazards? 
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A No, no.   

Q And what about -- now, what about seniority?  Just how did you -- I know this has 

been an important thing for you.  Just how did you go about trying to attack that 

problem of -- of the hiring procedures? 

A Well, the company always took the position that they were the person who paid 

them, they hired them, and by god, they were going to do as they saw fit.  And I 

was a proponent of seniority because I -- well, that was my whole goal.  In fact, I 

didn't think about pensions or holidays or paid vacations, I was thinking strictly of 

seniority as such.  And I might say I was very successful in that area.  We never 

had a time in all the layoffs when there was a younger person working with an 

older person laid off.  It took a lot of perseverance, but nevertheless, we kept 

arguing and arguing and threatening and what have you and coercion.  We finally 

got it, and I think it was my major goal. 

Q Now, who did you argue with about this? 

A Oh, the personnel people. 

Q And who would these people -- who -- who would have the -- do you remember 

some of the individuals? 

A Oh my god, they used to switch them around every six months, bringing in a guy 

from some place and move him, just keep switching.  I -- I don't recall.  Tom 

Jeffries, I think, the last guy that was here that I dealt with, he was here the 

longest. 

Q Mm-hmm, and roughly, what period would have that been if you can, you know, -

- 
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A Oh, I don't know. 

Q -- before World War II, during, after? 

A No, no.  The switching came -- in fact, they didn't have any personnel director.  

Clay Orcutt was trying to be an employment man, a personnel guy, and he was a 

generally good guy, but what the hell, he was restricted.  He couldn't do nothing.  

His hands were tied.  But after we did get recognition and they negotiated the 

agreement, they instituted the grievance procedure as to how you do it, when you 

do it and so forth.  And it's been expanded over the years.  

Q Mm-hmm.  You mention that the personnel people were switched frequently.  

Why was that?  Did you ever have any -- 

A I don't know, company policy.  They do the same thing with plant managers, they 

call them trollers.  I presume, and this is strictly a personal opinion, they don't 

want them to get too well acquainted.  I don't know. 

Q Do you recall did -- did seniority ever eventually become a contractual matter 

between the company and the union? 

A That's a local issue. 

Q Okay.  That's what I was wondering. 

A Yeah. 

Q Now, did it become -- was it eventually put in the local contract? 

A Oh certainly, certainly. 

Q Now, was that -- was that part of your struggle to get seniority as a contractual 

matter, do you recall?  Is that something you were particularly concerned about or 

-- or were -- you know, just -- was there some other way -- 
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A That was my primary goal, number one. 

Q So your goal was to get that in the contract? 

A Right. 

Q It wasn't just to establish some informal procedure? 

A That's right. 

Q Okay.  Well, do you recall when and how -- not when in terms of dates, but 

mainly how I guess you did it into the contract? 

A Just kept hammering and hammering and hammering.  They always say if you 

want something, just stay with it and you'll get it in time.  That's what happened. 

Q And was Jeffries the person that you -- 

A No, no, no. 

Q -- originally first got it through? 

A Jeffries came in here from someplace up in Michigan.  He was the second or third 

guy when he first came in.  No.  And I don't know who was the personnel guy at 

that time.  

Q Now, were -- were you -- were you also a member of the negotiating committee 

for the local -- for local matters, for the local contract at any point? 

A Why sure, the bargaining committee handled all the negotiations. 

Q So the shop committee handled the negotiating? 

A One hundred percent, right. 

Q I see, okay. 

A That's at the local level 

Q Right, yeah, I understand.  We're talking about -- fairly about local matters here 
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now.  

A Right. 

Q What do you recall of these -- of these negotiating sessions?  How often would 

you have them first of all?  Would these be annual or every three years or -- 

A Well, we had a one-year agreement, we had a two-year agreement, and as time 

went on, we had a three-year agreement.  And it's been three years for quite a 

period of time. 

Q All right.  So that -- did that follow the national pattern -- 

A Well, they didn't have anything to do on the national with wages and seniority and 

the like.  They took care of other problems. 

Q I was wondering if you could -- could you describe what happened in a -- a 

typical negotiating session that you -- you know, that you went through or a 

negotiating series, let's say?  Just -- just what -- what happened in those sessions? 

A Well, that's a difficult thing to say.  We had our objectives, and we tried to hang 

to them.  On occasion, perhaps we had to -- to either get off of them or modify 

them or compromise, but it was a matter of using good judgment. 

Q All right.  That introduces an interesting question.  How were the objectives 

determined? 

A Well -- oh by experience over the past agreement as to what was the problems and 

what was the wants and desires of the employees and the members. 

Q Now, did you have a formal way of -- an organized way of determining what the 

desires of the members were, or was this something that you just kind of sat down 

and mulled over?  How did you determine what the members wanted?  I mean 
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you're dealing with hundreds of members here. 

A Well, we put on a bulletin board that we were open for suggestions and whatever 

they wanted, to put into writing and give it to us.  And of course, the 

committeemen were from different areas of the plant, and they would institute 

ideas and problems.  We would discuss them and come up with a program.   

Q Now, would you -- what -- would you get a lot of written suggestions from 

members off the bulletin board? 

A No, very few.  It was principally and primarily from the committee because they 

had contact with all the people in their areas.  See, we had it districted, seven 

districts, and they'd bring their problems to the forefront. 

Q What were the districts by the way?  You mentioned seven districts within -- these 

were the -- 

A Well, primarily the unloading and dock was one, and the body shop was one, and 

the paint shop, and the trim shop, and the cushion room, they were divided by 

population. 

Q Did you ever take formal polls of members to find out what they thought of 

particular issues? 

A No, they could raise them at the membership meeting prior to negotiations, and 

they could also put them in writing. 

Q It seems that the committeeman, then, was the key person as far as -- as far as the 

communication between the union leadership and the rank in file, is that -- is that 

fair to say? 

A Oh yeah, absolutely. 
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Q Who do you recall serving with you on -- on the shop committee, negotiating 

committee?  Were there any people that -- that you'd like to talk about that you 

think maybe were particularly helpful to you? 

A No, not offhandedly.  I don't recall.  They were all dedicated people, and they 

were prominent and aggressive.  No, I -- 

Q How were the members of this committee appointed? 

A They were elected by their people from their own respective areas. 

Q Now, and then how was the chairman selected?  How were you selected? 

A Well, there was a period of time the committee  elected the chairman from the 

group, and then they got away from that and it was plant-wide, elected plant-wide. 

Q So you were elected plant-wide then? 

A At the tail end, yes. 

Q At the end, I see.  Okay.  Now, did you feel that -- that your methods of 

maintaining contact with workers really worked?  Did -- you know, and the 

reason I ask that is today you hear a lot about union members being alienated 

from the leadership and -- and not feeling that they're really connected in any 

way.  Did you feel that the systems you were using at that time worked?  That you 

were really fairly, accurately representing the needs and wishes of workers? 

A Well, I wouldn't have been there if I didn't think so. 

Q So you were confident then all the time that -- that you were really doing what the 

workers wanted done? 

A Absolutely. 

Q Is there anything else about that -- now I've asked questions from my point of 
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view.  Is there anything about that -- your service as shop committee chairman, 

negotiating committee chairman at the local level that you think was important 

that -- that we haven't talked about here yet? 

A No.  You know, it's difficult to pinpoint any one because there was such a large 

volume.  Primarily, it was speedup.  That was the big issue.   

Q Do you recall how that was resolved eventually, or was it resolved? 

A That's a problem that's a continuing thing.  Management tries to -- well, they've 

got what they call labor standards.  They sit up there, and they've got a standard.  

For anything that's done, they've got a time established in the book, and they try to 

put all the elements together, and then they probably take off ten or fifteen 

percent.  And they say that's the job without ever seeing the job done or 

performed. 

Q Here again, was this -- it seems that, you know, this might be a pretty difficult 

thing to nail down on a contract.  How did you go about actually, you know, 

getting this whole speedup business in the contract? 

A Oh well there, you have a paragraph that just relates to time standards.  And 

incidentally, that is the only issue that you can strike on in the term of the 

agreement is the time standards.  That's a strikable issue if you fail to resolve it. 

Q Do you recall any strikes over that -- over that issue in those years? 

A No, not -- not specifically because of management's failure to resolve, no.  We 

was always able to resolve the issue someplace, sometime.  And as time went on 

and all the grievance procedures became more sophisticated -- 

Q I recall reading about and hearing others talk about various strikes that occurred 
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after -- in 1937 again after the major sit-down.  There were a lot of little wildcat 

local strikes that occurred.  Do you recall that -- that series of -- of strikes here? 

A Well, I think that was the building of the union.  We had a lot of them.  Some of 

them lasted a day, some two days, some three days, but not very long.  It was 

effective, and it was something I presume was necessary at that particular time.   

Q Now, you say that that was the building of the union.  Just in what way did that 

contribute to the building of the union?  You know, that's something you take for 

granted, but other people probably -- probably wouldn't.  They think a wild -- you 

know, a wildcat strike today has a pretty bad -- bad name.   

A Well, those people that think that way, perhaps they've never been in a plant and 

know the issues.  But nevertheless, people saw it was effective, and we did 

resolve the issues.   

Q So these -- these strikes then were designed to deal with what, individual -- little, 

individual situations in particular areas of the plant or -- 

A Maybe individual, it might be a group of people. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A It could be any one of a lot of things. 

Q Here again, do you recall any of the -- any of the specifics of any of those strikes 

that took place after the major strike in '37? 

A Only when there was two gals in the cushion room and they failed to belong to the 

union.  I came to work, and there was a mob of people out in the front end of the 

plant.  Found question, and they said there was two gals that didn't belong to the 

union, so the women took it upon themselves to throw them out.  They just wasn't 
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going to work with them. 

Q Did you observe this personally, or are these things you heard from -- 

A No, this has transpired before I got there.  I'm always well the last guy in the plant 

every morning. 

Q Now, you were also, during the war years, president of -- of a joint local.   

A Right. 

Q I gather -- maybe you could tell us just how that happened, how 121 and 95 got 

together during the war years? 

A Well, instead of being two plants, they took and gutted the Fisher Body plant and 

installed machinery to make shelves.  So we had a joint meeting, and we -- I don't 

know how come I was elected president anyway, and we had an agreement.  We 

dovetailed the seniority between the Fisher and Chevrolet, and they were recalled 

-- or hired, whatever you want to call it, because they were new employees to 

Oldsmobile.  Oldsmobile operated the place during the war.  And as I said, we 

dovetailed the seniority and went right down the line and hired them as they 

appeared on the seniority -- joint seniority list.   

Q What, there was a joint election of officers then at that time, too? 

A That's right, yes. 

Q Did you have any opposition? 

A No, no.  I was both the chairman of the committee and president. 

Q Did you serve as president through the whole war period? 

A Yeah. 

Q So you were the only president then of that joint local? 
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A That's right. 

Q Okay.  Were the problems any different?  What kind of problems did you face 

during the war years? 

A Oh, principally working conditions, wages. 

Q What about working conditions?   

A Oh, it was entirely different than building automobiles.  This was strictly a 

machining and foundry job.  And we were all ignorant as a hog on ice on the 

procedure.  Well, we had some people come in from Detroit, George Morelli, and 

I don't remember, Bob, I can't think of his last name.  But they came in and got us 

pretty well hip to the operation of the machine shop and so forth. 

Q Was -- was management any easier to deal with during the war years?  

Management, any moderation in their attitude? 

A Oh yeah, Donny was the plant manager, but I can't think of who was the 

personnel director.  We used to have to go to Lansing now and thing, talk with 

Bill Mahoney, who was the chief personnel guy for Oldsmobile.   

Q Now, what do you think accounted for -- for the eased -- you seem to think that 

labor management relationships were -- were a little eased during those years.  

What accounted for that? 

A Well, I think that primarily, Oldsmobile was more receptive to unions than GM 

was -- or Fisher Chevrolet, although there was a hell of a difference between top 

management.  I'm talking about central office.  That's between Fisher and 

Chevrolet because Fisher had a lot more liberal aspect than Chevrolet did.  But 

Oldsmobile seemed to be more -- well, they were experienced in this machining 
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and foundry work, what have you.  We had our problems, sure.  You're going to 

have problems, but we would, generally speaking, resolve them. 

Q You know, you mentioned that difference between Fisher and Chevrolet earlier 

and I didn't follow up on it at the time.  How did you account for that difference?  

You say Fisher was more liberal, and you know, what accounted for that? 

A Well, I think it was Norm Ellis who was head of labor relations for Chevrolet.  He 

was just arrogant and adamant, sort of a cuss.  He didn't believe that as long as he 

paid the people, by god, he was going to rule or ruin.   

Q So you'd say that was just strictly the personalities involved? 

A I think.  That's my opinion. 

Q Yeah, okay.  No, that's -- that's certainly fair enough.  Now, back to this -- the 

joint local during the war years, I was wondering -- it would seem that if Locals 

95 and 121 got together during the war years that that might have produced a 

union that would have endured after the war, and yet apparently it didn't -- or I 

know it didn't.  And why was that as far as you can recall? 

A I don't know.  I presume that everybody went back to business as usual, 95 and 

121.  There was no discussion in that area.  We just went our separate ways.  

Q So it was apparently considered the normal thing than for the two to be separate? 

A Absolutely.  And I know I, for one, got along with 121 a thousand percent. 

Q When -- when was -- when did you begin to hear serious discussion of merging 

the two locals? 

A Never did until GMAD came in, and they established one plant manager, one 

labor relations, one employment office, and made it a one shot deal. 
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Q So before that, as far as you were concerned, there was never any consideration of 

joining the two locals? 

A There never was any discussion, no, no. 

Q Now here again, is there any aspect of this experience you had with the plant 

during the war that you think is interesting and that might -- might be interesting 

to other people that we haven't talked about yet? 

A I wouldn't know what it would be other than a few people that were on the second 

and third shift attempted one time to raise the issue, and so we let it come to a 

vote whether we would or wouldn't have a rotating shift.  They opposed that we 

had a rotating shift.  We didn't even have room to put them outside, let alone 

inside the hall.  And I think the vote was about 99 percent retention of seniority.  

The younger people wanted to have a crack at the day shift, eight to four. 

Q Now, I gather in that situation, you supported the standard shift setup? 

A I was chairman.  I was impartial. 

Q Yeah, you have a smile on your face here.  I have to add for the record.  Well, I 

know that -- that, you know, your interest in seniority, that would seem to have 

been a pretty serious challenge to the seniority system.  How can, you know, 

could you have really honestly been neutral in that? 

A We just rabble-roused and got everybody out and knew what the vote would be.   

Q Now, was that -- in your mind, is that the most serious issue that developed during 

those war years? 

A Well, it was one of the many.  We had lot of problems down at the foundry about 

speedup and production and what have you.  Donny was a pusher.  He was hell on 
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production. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q Okay, we're going to have to flip over here quickly.  Okay, this is September 14, 

1976.  We're continuing the third session with Mr. Louis Adkins.  See, Mr. 

Adkins, on the flipside, you were talking about Donny, and he was tough on 

production, pushed hard.  What do you recall of your dealings with him during 

those years?  How -- how did you interact with him? 

A Oh, he was just a guy -- I don't know how to explain him, but he was a pusher, 

and nobody done enough work.  He used the patriotic thing that it's for the war 

effort.  Oh god, he sure flew the flag all the time and waved it.   

Q Well, now how did you react to that?  You strike me as a patriotic -- you know, I 

don't think anyone would impugn your patriotism, and yet he used the issue.  How 

did you react to that? 

A We just took the position that people was going to do a fair day's work for a fair 

day's pay period.   

Q What, now there were -- there were three shifts operating at that time? 

A Yes. 

Q Well, there wouldn't have been any question of anyone working more than eight 

hours anyway then, would there have? 

A No, no, no.  It was a matter of during that eight hour period as to what you did and 

how you did it. 

Q It seems that, you know, you might have had problems, you know, you mentioned 

before you weren't familiar of course with shell production and what kind of 
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standards you applied, I suppose.  You said some people from Detroit came in and 

helped you with that.   

A Yeah. 

Q Just what -- how -- what kind of help did they give you?  How did you eventually 

determine what -- what -- 

A They had the know how and had experience in the machining phase of -- of the 

work.   

Q Now, were these company people or people that the union sponsored? 

A Oh no, they were from the Detroit office. 

Q Of GM? 

A UAW. 

Q Oh, I see.  Yeah, okay.  Were there other UAW plants around the country that you 

were aware of that were turned to shell production at that time?  Was this a fairly 

common this is what I'm getting at? 

A No, offhandedly, I think Kansas City -- Kansas City Chevrolet and Fisher was in 

the same field.  I don't recall who else was now.   

Q So there were at least two situations then that the international would have had to 

respond to? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah, I see.  Now, after the war, you were on the top negotiating committee in 

1940 -- '45,'46 for the strike that broke out in '45. 

A Right, right. 

Q November, I think.  I was wondering just what you recall of that experience.  Let's 
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start with how you were selected to be on the top negotiating committee? 

A Well, they have subcouncils as they called them.  And I was from the Fisher unit.  

I forget what -- I think it was subcouncil one or two.  Chevrolet had a subcouncil.  

There was nine subcouncils.  Each subcouncil elected their own bargaining 

committee representative. 

Q And then how many were there altogether?  How big a committee was it? 

A Well, I think it was nine in all from the plant.  But then of course, the international 

had a lot of people involved. 

Q Who were some of the international people involved that stand out in your mind?  

I know that was something I wanted to ask you about. 

A Oh, Walter was the chairman.  Oh god, I don't know.  There was a lot of people 

from the international union involved. 

Q Who was the GM division person at that time, do you remember for UAW? 

A Harry -- 

Q In the UAW, who was -- who was responsible for dealing with GM? 

A Corporation?  Corporation was Harry Anderson. 

Q And on the union side? 

A Walter Reuther. 

Q Now -- but see now Walter Reuther was the president, and then underneath the 

president there's a person responsible for Chrysler, Ford, GM, I think? 

A It was -- he was with GM.  He was the director of GM. 

Q Oh, I see.  Okay. 

A And at that time, Walter was not president.  He was just director. 
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Q Oh, okay. 

A RJ Thomas was president of the international union. 

Q So Reuther -- what was -- what was his role in -- 

A He was chairman of the committee. 

Q Oh, okay.  And then what do you recall about his -- about how he carried on? 

A That's a difficult question to answer.  The guy was just aggressive.  He was sharp.  

He was smooth and well-versed on the subjects. 

Q How was it decided to -- to take on GM?   

A The executive board of the international always picks the target. 

Q So you weren't involved in that -- in making that decision? 

A No, no. 

Q Did you favor it? 

A Oh yeah, yeah, right. 

Q Now why -- why was that? 

A Oh, I don't know. 

Q Did you think it was good timing as far as taking on GM? 

A I presumed it's a matter of pride even if today they have arguments.  Each one of 

the segments wants to be the target.   

Q What did you see as the major problems that year? 

A Wages and a lot of other things, but wages was the primary thing.  We finally 

resolved for eighteen and a half cents an hour. 

Q Did you feel that was worth the long strike? 

A Uh, that's difficult to appraise.  I don't know.  You don't give those things a 
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thought when you're in the problem.  And it just goes on from day to day.  Hell, 

we were -- you see, that was during the war or something.  The War Labor Board 

was instrumental in a lot of issues.  Take smoking in the plant, we had to go to the 

War Labor Board.  Oh, I can't recall other things.  We were in Detroit one day, 

and one day we were in Washington.  We rotated back and forth, back and forth, 

back and forth every other day.   

Q Now, it's been said about that '46 situation that well the union didn't take on GM 

for another 25 years almost, so it's been said that the union took a licking in that -- 

that strike.  Now, did you have that feeling at the time? 

A No, no.   

Q So you honestly felt that what you got out of it was  -- it was worth the effort 

then? 

A Oh yes, definitely.  Somebody had to be the scapegoat.  Of course, I was perhaps 

in a different area being in on the thing in Detroit and Washington than the 

fellows here in the plant, but hell, they never had any back-to-work movement or 

nothing.  Everything was unified. 

Q There's one other matter I wanted to ask you about and I mentioned last week a 

fellow from Racine by the name of Blue Jenkins.  He's done some tapes with the 

State Historical Society and because they do have that information on him and 

you said you're acquainted with him.  I wanted to -- I wanted to ask you what you 

remembered about him and what your -- just what your relationship was with him. 

A Well, I was servicing that plant, and I was on the international payroll and he was 

a member of the committee, the regular shop committee that they had.   
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Q I've -- I learned from another source that he was in Beloit, as a matter of fact, that 

he was in this area sometime in the 1950's, mid-50's is the best I can pin it down, 

trying to deal with the problem of integrating the GM plants here.  Were you 

aware -- were you aware of that at all?  Did he ever talk to you about that? 

A No, sir, he did not. 

Q Were you aware that he was -- that he was involved in that in that way -- that he 

was -- what I'm trying to get at, I guess, is just what the nature of his role was 

here, whether he was up front of whether this was something he had to do or felt 

he had to do behind the scenes?  Did you know that he was surveying the plant at 

that time? 

A I know in my contact when I was servicing Belle City, that he was an advocate in 

the NCCPA. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A That I know, he was a very prominent guy in that movement.   

Q Well, did he ever talk with you at that time about the situation at Janesville and 

what could maybe be done about -- you know, there were no black workers there 

and that sort of thing? 

A No, not to my knowledge, he never mentioned it. 

Q Okay.  Did you remember a person by the name of Al Beck?  I think -- I think he 

worked at Fisher? 

A Al Beck? 

Q Yeah, he was a -- I hear, and this is why I ask you, I hear that he was a black 

worker who was fired or he was a very fair skinned Negro and it wasn't known 
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when he was hired that he was black and when it was found out, he was hired 

(sic).  Do you remember anything about that? 

A That's a new one on me.  I don't recall. 

Q Yeah well, it was on me too, and that's why I ask about it. 

A No, I -- I don't recall the name.  I don't recall the incident.  I don't know. 

Q Yeah, okay, okay, fair enough.  All right.  You know, you mentioned earlier the 

War Labor Board and how you had a deal with the War Labor Board and I meant 

at the time to follow that up.  I was wondering if you remember some of the 

specific problems that you had to take to the War Labor Board and how they were 

resolved? 

A Well, the union advocated the employees be permitted to smoke in the plant 

during working hours, which was prohibited.  GM had a very strict rule, no 

smoking, no place.  And that was one of the issues.  And one was a three-week 

vacation thing and we resolved both of them by virtue of the War Labor Board 

and there was quite a few others and I -- off the top of my head, I can't recall what 

they were. 

Q Now was that smoking issue resolved in your favor? 

A Oh, definitely, yes. 

Q So what -- workers could smoke anywhere in the plant then? 

A No, not anyplace, no.  You've got to use common sense.  Take it in the spray area.  

Duco is highly flammable and thinner and -- 

Q Yeah, I was wondering that. 

A So, no, there was restricted areas, but nevertheless, the employees who worked 
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there had an opportunity to go out of the area and smoke. 

Q Had that been a big issue earlier?  I mean, had you made efforts to get GM to 

relax that rule? 

A Well, no, I don't think it was such a prominent issue prior to that, but that was one 

of the issues in the 44 -- or '45-'46 strike. 

Q And then the three week vacation you mentioned too, just how was that dealt 

with? 

A Well, that's the same procedure, discussion and presented our case and the Board 

ruled in our favor. 

Q Now, what -- now you say the smoking situation, the Board ruled in your favor 

and yet it was dealt with in '45-'46? 

A That's when we weren't dealing with the Board. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Oh, I see, okay.  Okay.  Well, I guess that -- that wraps it 

up for us and I want to thank you very much for your help.  You've been most -- 

most gracious. 

(Interview concluded.) 

 

  


