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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is June 17, 1976.  Today, we are interviewing Mr. 

Ralph Hilkin, H I L K I N, of 407 Caroline Street in Janesville, Wisconsin.  We are 

interviewing Mr. Hilkin in his home.  My name is Clem Imhoff.     

BY MR. IMHOFF: 

Q Mr. Hilkin, let's begin by discussing your family's background first of all.  Where 

were you raised, what were your parents backgrounds in so far as you remember, 

all that sort of thing. 

A Well, I was born in Dubuque, Iowa seven miles south along the river in the hills, 

you might say.  I come from a family of nine.  We were born and raised on a 

farm.  There was for boys and five girls, and my parents were born and raised on 

a farm.  As time went on, my older brother still enough to go out and work they 

had to find a job because the farm was too small to support that type of family.  

My older brother eventually came to Janesville and got a job at the GM plant, 

which was the Fisher Body at that time.  And my brother next to me went to 

Chicago, and he -- well, he was -- he got a job at a bank.  He was probably self-

educated.  He went to night school and eventually got to the head of the trust 

department, and he was there until he retired.  My oldest sister -- my oldest sister 

took a -- I think at the time it was called the Normal course of teaching -- she was 

a teacher until she married.  And then some of my other sisters, some of them 

went to high school and some of them didn't.  Well, eventually they all left the 

farm and my folks had to sell it because of their age.  They retired in a small 

community about a mile from where we were raised, and -- 

Q What was the name of that community? 
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A In St. Catherine's Iowa. 

Q I was wondering -- first of all, could we have both of your parents names and then 

just exactly where they were from? 

A Yes, my dad's name was John J. and my mother's name was -- her maiden name 

was Mamie Oswald.  And they were born and raised in this community of St. 

Catherine's, and when they married my dad bought the farm from my grandfather, 

and that's where we stayed and farmed for the rest of our career on the farm until 

we left home.  I came to Janesville when I was 21, after I had graduated from high 

school.  I might say that getting a high school education in those days was quite 

rough, because we just didn't have the money.  My brother in Chicago probably 

financed me through high school.  By financing me, I -- we had to pay a tuition to 

go to a public school at that time, and I had to travel back and forth to the farm. 

Q Was that in Dubuque or where was the high school? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay.  What was -- what kind of -- what was -- what kind of farm was it, what did 

you raise? 

A Well, we raised most of the crops like corn and oats, hey, but it was in the hills.  

We didn't have a level spot on the farm.  It was all done with horses.  We had no 

power machinery.  It was all hard work, it was all uphill.  I think that's what 

prompted most of us to leave the farm. 

Q Was there any dairying? 

A Yes, we had -- of course, we had to have some dairying and hogs, because you 

had to have an income through your mail check, and the hogs were mostly raised 
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from paying the taxes, which came due the first of the year.  That was always a 

must -- take a lot of hogs to the packing house in that money was used for paying 

taxes. 

Q What about your family's ethnic background?  What is Hilkin?  I'm not -- 

A You mean what nationality? 

Q What nationality, yeah. 

A Well, my -- we were of German origin.  My dad was part -- partly Luxembourg 

and German and my mother was German or high German, so -- 

Q And what about the -- what about the family's religious background? 

A We were born and raised Catholics.  We only lived a short way from the church 

and we were always called on to serve mass or attend the priest at mass, possibly 

because we lived so close, most of the others lived quite a distance.  

Transportation was much different in those days.  Everybody walked to school, 

most people walked to church, if it was within walking distance.  So as a result we 

were called on many, many times to participate in the mass as a server. 

Q So you'd say your family was quite active in church affairs -- 

A We come from a religious family.  And we still practice our religion. 

Q And what about political background, do you recall anything of the family's 

politics? 

A Oh yes, we were born in the old Democrats.  In this township where I was born, it 

was Mosalem Township in Dubuque County, it was strictly Democrat.  To my 

recollection wasn't over a half a dozen families that were Republican.  So in the 

primaries, you know, you knew just what party affiliation the voters were when 
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they stepped in the door, and my uncles who lived as neighbors to us they were all 

of the same party. 

Q Now why the association with the Democratic Party?  What did that mean to your 

parents?  Do you know? 

A It was like their religion.  Anyone that wasn't a Democrat to my dad was an 

outcast, I might say.  And I think I carry that through.  My wife and I are both 

Democrats.  I don't hesitate in saying that.  And we have Republican friends, but 

my thinking is not the same. 

Q Now how do you mean, what do you see as the differences? 

A Well, I think they expect the same benefits from the government, but they still 

want to vote their party belief, or whatever, and I just -- I just can't see that, 

because if you expect all of the benefits from the Democratic Party, I think you 

should vote for them. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And I don't know just what I would call it.  I have something in my mind, but I 

don't think I want to put it on tape. 

Q Well, what about your folks again, and their political attitudes?  I was wondering 

why were they so adamantly Democratic, what did the Democratic Party mean to 

them, or what did it do for them as -- in their eyes? 

A I often wondered that myself why my dad was staunch Democrat.  I guess at the 

time I never ferreted out or asked him, but that's the way we were taught and, it's 

something that stuck with me for all my life.  And I just can't say why he was 

such a staunch Democrat. 
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Q Was he before Roosevelt or did -- you know, oftentimes Roosevelt is the 

watershed for Democrats in the family.  What -- was he a Democrat even before 

Roosevelt became president? 

A Oh definitely. 

Q Yeah. 

A I recall when Hoover was elected president.  That would be really my first 

recollection -- good recollection of the first president, and well, after all, we had 

waited for a Democratic president from Wilson to Roosevelt, but -- well, I do 

recollect a little about Coolidge, but I think when Hoover was elected that was 

quite a blow to the Democrats in Mosalem Township. 

Q So how old were you at that time?  Let's see, that would've been in 1928 -- 

A 1928.  Twelve and -- 16. 

Q Sixteen, okay. 

A I just want to mention two, that our only source of news was newspaper, and 

word-of-mouth of course.  We just didn’t have a radio at that time. 

Q Would have that -- would have that been a Dubuque newspaper?  Just which 

newspaper was it that you relied on? 

A Yes, there were two newspapers in Dubuque at the time.  One was more liberal 

than the other, which seemed -- that paper survived at the time -- there was the 

Telegraph Harold and the Times Journal if I recall.  And the Telegraph Harold 

finally must have either bought out the Times Journal because there's only one 

newspaper there now. 

Q Do you recall your -- your family's reaction to the candidacy of Al Smith in 1928? 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

June 17, 1976 

6 

A Yes, I'm glad you asked that because it didn’t come to my mind.  I think my 

parents and the people in Mosalem Township were so determined that Al Smith 

was going to be elected, and I -- my dad -- probably the reason why was he was a 

Catholic and a good Democrat after all.  But I also remember an awful lot of the 

talk at the time about having a Catholic president, that it wouldn’t be long.  The 

Pope would be over here.  I think the same talk came about during the Kennedy 

campaign.  Of course, direct today, it doesn't make any difference what religion 

you belong to.  People have accepted it much differently now than they did at that 

time.  But I'm going to repeat.  I'm glad you asked that question because I was 

wondering why as I was talking just a few moments ago why we were so 

determined that Hoover was going to be beat. 

Q Yeah, right.  So would you -- would it be fair to say that -- was -- was Smith a 

hero then to your family and the folks in Salem Township? 

A I would say yes. 

Q Even though he was a New Yorker, you know, big city guy?  Did that bother them 

at all? 

A Well, I don’t think it did, although, we didn’t know too much about the big cities; 

although, we did have friends and relatives in Chicago that came to visit us during 

the summer months.  I think, to me, New York probably was just another town.  

The only knowledge that we had of it at the time was what we learned in the 

school. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Who do you recall as being your first political heroes or so to speak? 
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A Well, I -- I know for sure it was Roosevelt because he -- he brought us out of the 

depression.  And I think he was -- I'm sure he was the first president I voted for, 

which would have been back there in the Salem Township.  At that time, the 

voting age was 21.  My parents -- my parents did lose a few hundred dollars in 

one of the banks that closed.  There were several farmers that lost their farms 

during the Hoover administration, which made us determined that we should have 

a change of party and a -- another thought comes to me, doing away with the 

prohibition was a big thing. 

Q Oh yeah. 

A Being in a German descent in a German community, people like their beer and 

their drinks.  And I recall this was a -- a real asset to get the prohibition law 

changed at that time, and of course, Roosevelt was the hero.  

Q Yeah.  Was prohibition -- did people obey the prohibition amendment while it 

was in effect, or was it widely ignored in that area? 

A Widely ignored is putting it mildly.  There was more stills in the hills.  Everybody 

made their -- their home brew, and -- I shouldn't say everybody, but most 

everybody.  And having a couple of barrels of wine in the basement was almost a 

must.  So with the return of beer, why the home brew went out, which was an 

awful chore to make it, and it never lasted. 

Q So would you say the -- was the home brew inferior then to the -- the breweries? 

A Oh definitely, definitely.   

Q Sometimes we romanticize home brews now, you know.  But apparently -- 

apparently it wasn't quite up to snuff, huh? 
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A Right. 

Q Now, you indicated before that this whole area that you lived in was Democratic, 

and I gather people mainly of German descent again, or just what was -- how 

would you characterize this Salem Township area that you grew up in? 

A Well, it -- it was predominantly Democratic.  I -- earlier I mentioned that I don’t 

think there was over half a dozen families that voted Republican at that time.  And 

I can recall quite vividly that -- my parents talking about it when it came to the 

polls.  It wasn’t disturbing, but they knew that there was some opposition to the 

candidates that were running.  In fact, there wasn't too much opposition in our 

township because there just wasn't enough votes to put a Republican in office.   

Q Oh yeah, yeah. 

A And Dubuque County is predominantly a Democratic county, and they still elect 

the Democrats over there. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A I don’t really know of any Republicans that are in office in the courthouse. 

Q Do you have any idea how that affiliation with the Democratic party began, what 

it's origins were in that area?  Did your folks ever -- ever talk about that? 

A No, I really -- I don’t know what the origin of it is.  I've thought about it a number 

of times since I've left there, why they were such staunch Democrats.  But then, 

the thought comes to me.  I had an uncle through marriage, he's married to my 

father's sister.  He had lived in the city, and he operated a saloon.  That's what 

they were called in those days in a boarding house.   
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And he did -- he was better financially fixed than my parents were.  He 

eventually moved to the farm, which didn’t adjoin ours, but it was next to it -- or a 

couple of farms away.  And that was one of the better farms in that community.  It 

was owned by my grandfather at the time.  He was supposed to have bought it 

from him, which I questioned.  He was -- now he might have been the source of 

this, oh I might call it the reason why my -- my parents and my uncle, my dad's 

brother that live next to us were such staunch Democrats because he was a shoot 

politician.   

Just recently, I'd made a visit to see my brothers and sisters in Dubuque, 

Iowa, and we got talking about what a shrewd politician my uncle, John Miller, 

was.  He even short penciled some votes in for a certain candidate.  And I think at 

the polls, they had observers for both parties at the time, and when they come to 

tally up the votes, I think there was more than -- more than were registered or 

listed. 

Q Right. 

A And he was reprimanded for that.  He was shrewd.   

Q How large of a family do you come from by the way?  I don’t think we have that 

yet. 

A Yeah, we did. 

Q How many brothers and sisters do you have? 

A There was five sisters and four brothers. 

Q Ah, okay good, good.  You -- you indicated before that your recollection of the 

farm is one of hard work.  I was wondering if you would expand on that? 
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A Well, it was hard work.  I mentioned before everything was done with horses.  

There was no other power.  And it was in the hills.  There was no flatland.   

Q Did the kids, you and your brothers and sisters, were you primarily interested in 

getting out of there and leaving farm life, or did you -- you or some of the others 

want to take up farm life?  Just how did you react to -- you know, in terms of your 

own futures, how did you -- how did you react to the farming? 

A Well, I think because of the -- the way farming was done in those days, 

particularly in the hills, most of us looked forward to leaving the farm for 

something a little bit better.  Although, I didn’t resent farming that much, but I 

just couldn't see working in the hills, which was much harder than what we called 

up on the level.  My mother probably influenced us more because she was the 

dominating person in our family. 

  So as a result, I mentioned before, we'll start from the top down.  My sister 

was a -- my oldest sister was a school teacher.  And my next brother, he didn’t 

have a high school education, so he -- he started out by getting odd jobs around 

because most of the money went to -- to supporting the family, to my dad.  And as 

he got older, he left Dubuque and came to Janesville.  We had relatives here, and 

we still do, in Janesville.  And they encouraged him to come over here.  And 

eventually, he got a job at Fisher Body. 

The next brother, I mentioned before, went to high school.  In fact, I recall 

he only went to second semester because he had to work on the farm.  He 

probably was a brain, so he went the second semester, and he had to catch up the 

first semester on his -- on his own.  And of course, he had to pass the tests.  And 
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he went to Chicago.  He was lured there by our relatives from Chicago and found 

a job in this bank and studied elementary banking in night school, worked his way 

up.   

Q Which bank was that that he worked for by the way? 

A Chicago Trust.  It probably merged a number of times.  That's -- then I came 

along.  Somebody had to help work the farm.  So I'd go to school a year, stay 

home  a year.  It took me about six years to finish high school on account of not 

being able to go every year.   

Q Well, you must have been pretty determined to -- to finish high school if you were 

willing to do it that way? 

A Well, I suppose.  Like I said, I think my mother was probably responsible for us 

trying to get an education.  It wasn't easy like most kids were.  Then from there on 

down after I left home, I guess my other -- the sister -- the sister next to me went 

to high school.  And from there on down, I had been away from home, and I just 

can't recall how those girls made out.  But my one brother did stay on the farm.  

He was the only member of the family that -- that farmed.  He took over the 

family farm, and after he started getting a family, found out it was too small.  He 

couldn't support his family on a small farm, so he moved to a bigger farm, much 

bigger farm.  We only had 150 acres, but I think there was only 80 acres of work 

land, tillable land.  The rest was woods.   

Q I was wondering what you recall about your schooling and, you know, beginning 

with the elementary years, what stands out in your mind about schooling? 
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A We went to a parochial school.  I went there for all through my elementary 

education and so did my brothers and sisters, which meant we got religious 

training as well as the other schooling.  I recall they did teach German language, 

but eventually before I started school, they eliminated it from the program.  But 

my older brothers -- my older brother and sister, they did learn the German 

language because in this small Salem Township, most of the families were of 

German extraction.   

Q Was German dropped as a result of World War I, do you know, at that time? 

A Well, I wouldn't want to go on record as saying it was, but I -- just there's a 

thought that comes to me that I think it was banned during World War I.  I'm just 

guessing at it, but something does come to my mind because my -- see, my older 

brother and sister, they would have been in school in the older -- in the upper 

grades by that time. 

Q Was this school -- was this school in Dubuque or was it out in the country? 

A It was out in the country.  Like I said, it was about a mile from home.  It was 

supported by the parish.   

Q And which order of nuns -- I'm assuming that nuns taught.  Now, which order was 

it? 

A It was the Franciscan order.  They had their -- their Homer complex in Dubuque, 

but Dubuque, Iowa is quite a religious community.  They call it Little Rome.  I 

don’t know how many Catholic churches they have, but there must be eight or 

ten.  They have many religious institutions.  They have Clarke College for girls, 

Columbia -- or Loras College for boys.  They have other orders of nuns there. 
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Q So it's a diocesan center, too, isn't that right? 

A Yes, uh-huh. 

Q Now, anything else about the school, about your elementary years that -- that 

stand out?  Do you feel -- do you feel that -- what did you like about going to 

school first of all?  Let's start with the likes. 

A Well, I don’t know of any likes.  There's probably more likes than dislikes about 

it. 

Q Okay, then -- then the dislikes?  I always like to start with a positive.   

A It's hard to gather a few in my mind about the dislikes, but I suppose we couldn't 

wait until we were old enough to walk behind the plow.  And this was the case 

with all the -- most of the students there.  In the spring of the year, you'd have to 

stay home for a week and help get the grain in.  But we always -- I recall looking 

forward to getting out of school so you could help work the farm.  I don’t say that 

I dislike school that much, but I think this was prevalent throughout the -- the 

mill.   

Q Yeah. 

A The boys in school and conversation just built up a -- it was a buildup within you 

that you just couldn't wait to -- to get out of school, graduate.  Some of them, at 

that time, didn’t finish eighth grade.  They probably go through sixth, and then 

their parents would keep them home to help work the farm. 

Q How old did you have to be before you could get out of school to help with the 

plowing?  When did that generally happen? 
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A Well, you had to be big enough so you could stand behind the plow, but usually 

twelve, eleven, twelve years old.  It all depended on your size. 

Q Was it -- was it fairly -- how typical was it for a family in that area, like your 

mother in this -- in your -- in the case of your family to insist on the children 

getting additional education through high school in most of your cases?  Now, 

how typical was that? 

A Throughout the community? 

Q Yeah. 

A Well, I don’t think there was over -- it could have been maybe three families that 

did send their children off to high school.  There was only one other that I can 

recall, but I will give you the benefit one more that -- which I couldn't even recall 

who it would be. 

Q What I'm  -- what I'm getting at, I guess, is that I have a German background 

myself.  I know my parents used to say that -- well, there was kind of a feeling 

that education -- you know, too much education was not necessarily a healthy 

thing, and it was more important to get out and work.  And as far as my parents 

were concerned anyway, this was sort of a trait of the German-American culture, 

you know, that a kind of a putdown attitude toward education, at least education 

beyond learning how to read and write.  And I was wondering if -- if there was 

that -- if there was that sense of things in your community and if your parents 

were going against the grain so to speak? 

A By that, you probably mean were we doing something different than -- 

Q Right, yeah, yeah. 
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A -- the other families in the community? 

Q Yeah. 

A Well, I can recall my mother talking to the -- she'd done a lot of reading I guess 

when she was out of school growing up.  She found a job at a boarding house, 

which brought her into the city.  She just loved to read, and this could have been 

possibly why she went and influenced us.  But at any rate, she was determined 

that we was going to get some type of an education so we wouldn't have to work 

in the hills I guess. 

Q Yeah, yeah.  Now, how did your father react to that?  How did he feel about that? 

A Well, I don’t think  he was too much in favor of -- of us getting an education 

because the money problem.  There just wasn’t any money there. 

Q Absolutely.  You know, that's why I ask, you know, because obviously you could 

have been used on the farm if you'd been there, so this was some sacrifice that the 

family went through. 

A And like I said, there probably was just enough money to -- to get by on tuition.  I 

remember my oldest sister had a family that -- or my parents found where she 

stayed.  She done the housework and nowadays, they call that babysitting.  Then, 

the brother next to me stayed with my uncle so the board and room wasn't too 

high there.  I don’t know even know if he paid any board and room.  This uncle, 

incidentally, was a rural mailman at the time.  He -- anyone that had a job like that 

in those days, they were -- what's the word I want to use? 

Q Well off? 
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A Well off, yeah, because I recall he did own two houses side-by-side.  There was 

no other aunt or uncle in the relationship that I remember even owned their own 

house. 

Q Yeah, yeah. 

A Everybody was renting.  I guess the word I want it to be -- no, forget it. 

Q I was wondering if there are any people who were especially influential to you 

while you were -- while you were growing up?  Any teachers, for example, in the 

schools or priests in the parish or anybody like that? 

A Not really.  The -- the priest at the time that came -- that migrated to St. 

Catherine's there in Salem Township from Germany, I think he got his education 

in this country.  And the nuns that done the teaching at the school, they were -- 

they were no influence to us as far as politics was concerned or -- but this uncle 

that I had mentioned before, the politician, I think he might have had a little 

influence on us. 

Q Yeah. 

A Because at that time when we were growing up, there was -- the means of 

transportation was at a minimum, you know.  So as a result, there was more 

family gatherings at the time.  There'd be an eighth of beer, and just the men 

would do the drinking.  The kids would sneak one if they ever had the chance.  So 

that was a Sunday's outing.  It was discussions on farming and politics.  But this 

uncle was -- he seemed to be more up on events than -- than my dad was.   
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Q Now, what about your own reading habits?  Do you recall -- do you recall any of 

the reading that you did during that period when you were -- here again, when you 

were -- while you were growing up? 

A Well, it -- probably politics was the furthest thing from my mind.  I was interested 

in history more so than any other subject.   

Q That sort of -- that sort of fits in, you know. 

A Although, when I went to high school, I did take a business course that -- it seems 

my parents, or at least my mother -- no, I'll give my dad some benefit of it too.  

Get a job in an office, you know, so you don’t have to work in the factory or on 

the farm.  Well, my business education probably helped me some because I don’t 

think I'm the worst person in the world with figures.  But it never materialized to 

the point where I got a job typing or shorthand or bookkeeping, where my brother 

next to me took a business course also.  And he did make some use of it.   

Q Were there any people that you remember especially admiring while -- here again 

during -- during your growing up years?  Any people who -- who, you know, you 

thought you'd like to be like them? 

A Well, I really don’t recall as I was growing up, but after I was grown up, I -- I 

often wished that I had been educated in politics or in -- in labor -- management 

and labor -- or labor.  

Q Yeah.  Do you -- do you recall ever -- you know, your union involvement has 

been such an important part of your life, and I was just wondering if -- if you 

recall while you were in school ever reading or hearing about it?  You know, do 
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you recall anything at all about how unions were treated or whether they were 

dealt with at all? 

A I don’t think so.  As I was going to grade school, there was hardly any mention of 

unions, organized labor.  But I did have an uncle that was in the -- the railroad 

strike of the early 20's.  At that time, the Milwaukee -- they called them the Car 

Barns were in Dubuque.  The railroad strike came along, and they moved the 

Barns to Milwaukee, which left many, many people out of work.  I think that's 

about the only thing I recall of unionism as I was growing up. 

Q I was wondering, too, about your family's -- your family's -- your view of your 

family's place in the community?  And what I'm getting at here, I guess, is -- is 

any class awareness that -- that you might have had while you were -- were 

growing up.  Do you recall anything -- anything about that?  Where did you feel 

your family was in the community?  Where did you -- you know, what did you 

think -- if you thought at all in class, social and economic class terms? 

A Well, I don’t know if we had any particular spot in where we could say that we 

belonged to a -- we belonged in a certain group because there were -- there were 

families that had very little education, very little education I'll say.  Our family, I 

don’t know how the rest of the people looked down on us, if we wanted to be 

better than the rest of them or -- because we weren't.  Like I said before, there was 

only about three families that did have a higher education than -- so maybe we 

were looked at as trying to be better than somebody else.  I don’t know.  I never -- 

I don’t think I ever heard it remarked.  I, myself, always thought, oh, I'm just a 

little bit better than he is.  
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Q When you went to high school in Dubuque, you know, you were -- you were in 

the position of a country boy going to the city to school.  Did that ever -- did that 

ever -- how did you feel about that?  I know that often times, there is tension 

between -- between, you know, the townies and the country folks where you have 

both in the same school? 

A I was bigger than the rest -- than a lot of them because I told you -- 

Q Right, right. 

A -- that I missed a couple of years because of working on the farm.  I don’t think 

anybody monkeyed with me or harassed me because of that. 

Q And you don’t recall feeling inferior or anything because -- because you were 

coming in off the farm? 

A I -- one thing that I do recall is the -- the teacher -- I don’t know if it was social 

problems or what, but he would always give me the questions pertaining to the 

farm, which did irritate me.  I can recall some of them were on supply and 

demand, you know, pertaining to if you had a -- a lot of corn.  Corn was down, 

and if you didn’t have hardly any corn, then the price was up, increasing 

resistance is diminishing returns.  You're hauling a big load of wood in, and the 

thing breaks down.  But I always got those questions.   

I always thought to myself why in the hell doesn't he ask somebody else 

some of these once in a while.  Incidentally, that teacher turned out to be a -- he's 

a -- what's the word I want to use?  Defected to Germany during World War II.  

His name was Kaltenbach.  I don’t recall his first name, but he was a Nazi -- Nazi.  

And I think eventually he was charged as a criminal and lost his life, but -- 
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Q Was there -- was that -- was there -- in that area, since there were so many people 

of German descent, was there a lot of support for Germany during either of the 

wars, let's say, World War I or World War II as you recall?  Now, you wouldn't 

have been there during World War II, but you might have heard? 

A No, there wasn't because during World War I, I was old enough to kind of 

remember.  Everybody hated the Kaiser.  I think they all wanted to get at him.  If I 

could get my hands on the Kaiser, that was the big saying.  I think there was only 

one family that refused to take war bonds at the time.  You probably don’t -- 

maybe you don’t know about it, but they sold bonds -- 

Q Yeah, right. 

A I think they went around in the country at least, and I probably in the cities too.  

They sold these bonds, and they matured in the future, so after so many years -- 

there was -- there was only one family that refused to take them.  Of course, now 

all they do is just raise the debt limit, the national debt. 

Q Right, right. 

A And there was -- there was a member of the community that lost his life in World 

War I, and he was -- I don’t know if there's any conscientious objectives at the 

time, but he did object to the draft.  I don’t just recall how they -- they confronted 

him with the problem, I guess, he didn’t register for the draft.  He consented to 

being drafted then, and -- and as I recall it, he was trained and immediately sent to 

Germany and was put up at the front lines and he lost his life.  So he was the only 

gold star at the time.   
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Q I wonder if there was anything else about high school -- your high school 

experience that you recall as -- as being particularly important or influential to 

you? 

A Not really. 

Q Any people or any incidents that happened that seem to stand out as you look 

back? 

A Not that I can recall. I probably didn’t associate with the right people.  I never 

took part in extra-curricular activities because I had to get home and help with the 

chores.  But I could tell a good teacher from a bad one. 

Q How did you -- how did you -- what made a good teacher and what made a bad 

teacher in your mind?  I'm interested in that, I guess, because I am one or was 

one. 

A Well, I looked -- I liked the bookkeeping teacher was a man.  Not necessarily 

because he was easy going, but he could get through to you.  I did have several 

younger women teachers.  But that never -- I don’t know why but me being older 

and bigger than the rest of the kids, I guess what I want to say is it never had any 

effect on me as far as making eyes at them or something like that. 

Q Yeah, yeah, yeah.  But that would make for kind of a -- a different relationship 

than a high school kid might normally have. 

A But I do recall some of the seniors would probably only be four years younger 

than the algebra teachers. 

Q Yeah, right. 
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A I did a course in algebra, which I regret it.  I don’t know why I ever took it.  It 

wasn't my cup of tea.   

Q Mm-hmm. 

A And I know the teacher is the one that did help me get a passing grade.   

Q Now, I wanted -- I was wondering if you had any -- any work experience outside 

the farm in -- in your home area before you came to Janesville?  Did you have any 

kind of odd jobs or any work after high school before you came to Janesville? 

A Well, not really.  I did have odd jobs like in the summer.  We'd hire out to a 

farmer that had the machinery to do custom work, thrashing and shredding corn.  

But I -- I did particularly after I was out of high school.  I did do work for 

different farmers around. 

Q Mm-hmm.  But even there, it was mostly farm -- it was predominantly farm 

work? 

A Strictly farm work. 

Q So you never worked in Dubuque or anything like that? 

A No. 

Q So then your first real, you know, factory-type working was in -- in Janesville? 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q All right.  We're getting low on tape on this side, so I think we'll -- this is a good 

time to break and switch over.  This is the continuation of the interview with 

Ralph Hilkin on June 17th.  Mr. Hilkin, I was wondering -- we touched on this 

before.  You mentioned your brother's influence -- your older brother's influence 

in terms of getting you here to Janesville.  I was wondering if you could tell that 
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story in more detail?  Just how did you decide to -- to leave the farm and come to 

Janesville? 

A Oh yes, I can elaborate on that.  I had been out of high school -- excuse me, I had 

been out of high school for a year, at least, and in Dubuque, Iowa, there just 

weren't any jobs because during the depression, one of the biggest interests in 

Dubuque closed down, which was the Brunswick Blake Manufacturing Company.  

They're still in existence.  I think they moved east at the time, but there was 

several thousand people laid off when they closed during the depression years.  

Then as a result, there were -- there were no jobs.   

I don’t know if I looked too hard, but I always had it in the back of my 

mind that I could have been qualified as a bookkeeper or something like that 

because that's what I -- that was some of the studies I took while I went to high 

school.  So early in -- or late in '33, General Motors opened the plant here after 

being closed for a couple of years due to the depression.  They started the 1934 

model in -- probably in the fall of '33.  My brother, Joe, who had been here in 

Janesville for maybe six or seven years had been working there.   

And although he had been laid off for a couple years, he was happy to see 

the plant open, the same as all the rest of the workers that had been employed 

there.  It got to the point where all the men with seniority were called back or 

those that the company cared to take back were working and they were hiring.  He 

had written to me and asked me if I was interested in going to work here, that I 

might be able to get a job.   
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So I thought well, it would be better than what I was doing, which was just 

working in the farm for spending money.  So he came over and got me.  He was 

married at the time.  I put my application in.  The employment manager, the man 

that worked under the employment manager was a pretty decent sort of a chap.  I 

guess my brother had talked to him.  In about two weeks, I got a call to go to 

work, which was a real new experience to me.  They put me on a job where there 

was two of us, and we -- I was informed that that was a one-man job, but he had 

been off sick, the employee that was on the job was off sick.   

So it took two of us to keep up to the line.  I'll never forget that day as 

long as I live.  I came  home and I couldn't hardly walk I was so stiff using all 

different muscles. 

  I don’t think I worked there a month and my brother finally says to me -- 

he had joined the union, and he says to me you'll have to join the union.  It didn’t 

cost too much at the time.  I don’t know what the dues were, probably fifty cents 

and the two dollars to join.  This was real news to me because I didn’t know that 

much about unionism.  So I -- I signed up.  I guess I never regretted that it, that I 

did at the time -- that I signed up at the time.   

But production just lasted -- let me rephrase that.  Production slacked off 

in late summer, so I worked possibly from the middle of March to the first of 

September, then I was laid off until the following model.  It was early in '35 that -

- to my recollection, this would be one of their first strikes that was called in 

General Motors, and it was at a transmission plant.  I remember that real well.  It 

was someplace in Ohio or Indiana.  But by that time, the locals here -- there was 
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two locals, 121 was from Chevrolet and 95 was from Janesville -- or from Fisher 

Body.  They were getting quite well organized. I was never an officer in the 

union, but I was a steward or spokesman in our group, which was on the sub-

assembly. 

Q I was wondering just -- now this was Fisher that you were working for? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay.  And how long did it take you from the time that you applied to the time 

you actually began your job there? 

A Well, I don’t think it was over two weeks.  I went to -- I came early in March -- or 

the first part of March.  I was called to work I think it was March 14, 1934.   

Q Did you have to wait in a bullpen area or anything like that, or did you just stay at 

home and wait for them to call you? 

A Well, I went -- I went down and I filled out an application.  I think my brother had 

talked to this party in the employment office, which I referred to as being a pretty 

decent sort of a person.  His name was Bill Lee.  He was -- he wasn't the 

employment manager, but he did have a lot of influence in calling people to work.  

After that, I just -- I don’t recall of going down and waiting in the bullpen, but this 

was quite prevalent, though, in case they wanted to -- after -- they had a full 

compliment of men for that certain amount of production.  Then, there was people 

that would go down and wait in the bullpen.  Maybe they wanted a man, and 

they'd go out and hire a man out of the bullpen. 
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Q Mm-hmm, okay.  Now, I was wondering just what -- you know, you talked about 

that first job that you had.  And I was just wondering what exactly that job was 

and where in the plant was it?  Where along the line was it?  

A I'm glad you asked because I'd like to elaborate on that.  

Q Good. 

A It was on the assembly line.  As the bodies came out of the ovens where the -- 

from being painted, you started getting the inside of the body ready for trim.  And 

it seemed my first job, I couldn't -- I was showed how to do it, and you couldn't 

get in this body until this other group of men got out because there's only room in 

there for so many people.  And I worked only on sedans.  And I was putting on 

the trim sticks around the back window, and there was another operation there 

was putting the gearbox cover.  This gearbox -- this cover was over the gearbox, 

the crank that raised and lowered the windows.   

And it -- I don’t ever remember of getting in one -- in the body where I 

had time to do my work.  It always seems to be about two body lengths from the 

end of the line, and it came off of this particular line, and it went down the next 

line where the polishers worked.  I crawled out the windshield opening it many 

times because I just didn’t have -- and the other party too, I didn’t have time to do 

my work.  I began to wonder what I was getting into, but I was just a filler in 

there.   

I mentioned that before because the party that was on the job was off sick.  

And I can see why he got sick because he just had too -- two of us couldn't keep 
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up and he was doing it alone.  And from there, I was moved into seat framing, the 

seating of assembly line.  And I was -- I had that job for quite a few years. 

Q See, now just what was that job then that you -- 

A Seat framing. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A We framed the -- assembled the front seat frame. 

Q Ah, I see. 

A And from there, they went on the sub-assembly line for -- for trimming purposes. 

Q All right.  What about your brother Joe's background?  Once again, did he come 

to Janesville specifically to work for GM or what was the situation? 

A Well, I'm going to reiterate, my cousin -- or our relatives here in Janesville 

influenced him to come to Janesville.  I think his first job was driving bread drunk 

for Benison and Lane Bakery.  But he -- he was trying to get into Fisher Body 

where my cousin and some of the other friends of my cousin worked.  They were 

making big money there at the time in 1927 and '28, whereas driving a bakery 

truck, it just wasn't paying that kind of money.   

So he finally -- he finally got into the Fisher Body.  And he had worked 

there until the depression shut the plant down until he went to -- he was drafted 

for World War II.  But working there much longer than I did, he could see the 

value of forming a union. 

Q Mm-hmm, yeah. 
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A And being one of the older employees at that time in 1934, it didn’t take too much 

influence to -- for him to -- to join.  And of course, he influenced me, and I could 

see why.   

Q So you'd only been there actually a few months before you -- 

A Oh yes. 

Q -- were to join the union, right.   

A I think -- if I recall, I joined the union two months after I was there. 

Q I wanted to ask about your reaction to assembly line work.  You know, you were 

coming out of a rural area, and you were always working out in the open and 

more or less on your own schedule, you know, you didn’t have a line pushing 

you.  You don’t have a line pushing you out on the farm.  I was wondering -- it 

seems like that was an awful lot of changes to go through.  I was wondering just 

how you reacted to that experience of coming -- coming off the farm, working in 

the indoors and the assembly line situation.  Do you -- do you recall how that 

affected you or how you reacted? 

A Well, there was nothing like being outdoors, but money was -- overshadowed any 

-- anything that you might have resented.  It was going from probably spending 

fifty cents in a week or two weeks to getting a paycheck of twenty-five dollars. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Just like any young person, I bought myself a -- some clothes the first thing, went 

back down to Mosalem Township.  Of course, we always had to go to church on 

Sunday, and well heck, you were the center of attraction.  My friends couldn't 

hardly -- you know, what do you do?  How much money are you making?  But 
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like I said, the paycheck was -- it had more influence on you than being outdoors 

in the open and setting your own pace as far as getting things done. 

Q Yeah.  And -- now by this time, did you have any attitudes toward labor unions?  

Before -- now before you went to -- before you began working -- just before you 

began working, you know, you come here, did you bring any attitudes about labor 

unions along with you?  Had you heard about them, thought about them at all? 

A I don’t think I did.  I didn’t -- I really didn’t know too much about them when I 

first came to Janesville.  There was -- there was nobody talked unionism because 

nobody knew too much about it I guess. 

Q Right, right. 

A Now, back in Mosalem Township at St. Catherine's the farmer's did have a co-op 

formed where they sold their milk.  I did know about that.  And the big gripe there 

was the same as it is today.  The farmer wasn't getting the price he should be 

getting for milk.  It was all lost between the farmer and the customer.  So I did 

know a little about an organization. 

Q Yeah, right, right.   

A Or the -- the power of an organization, I guess. 

Q Sure, sure.  Now, what did your brother -- what did your brother tell you to 

convince you -- or just how did you go about -- how did you make that decision to 

join the union aside from the influence, which your brother apparently had? 

A Well, I probably questioned him.  After all, I just started working. 

Q Right. 
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A Then I -- I only had so many paychecks.  I think we got paid every two weeks at 

the time.  Now I'm -- you want me to join the union.  If I recall, his reaction was 

well if they're all joining it, you better.  And it probably meant something to him.  

I got -- I got so many members to sign up and I was his brother.  And, you know, 

I got my brother.  So, I didn’t resent joining, but I wondered why.  But it didn’t 

take me long after that to know the reason why because of the speedup.  And I -- I 

think if you talk to any of the other early members of the locals at GM, they'll tell 

you the same thing, that the speedup was the determining factor in forming the 

union. 

Q Now, when you speak of the speedup, just what are you -- 

A The line -- the line speedup.  They were producing more than one body or car a 

minute -- one body a minute, that would be in Fisher Body.  And I recall real well 

there was sixty-five and sixty-six an hour.   

Q How many were there when you first began working?  What was the rate? 

A That was it.  Well, I don’t know if it was sixty.  I really couldn't -- truthfully, I 

couldn't tell you what the speed of the line was when they started up in 1934, but 

it didn’t take too long after that, they started stepping it up to see if they got one 

body more an hour, well it was -- it would be that much more profit, wouldn't it? 

Q Right.  Well, how did you know that they were speeding the line up?  I mean they 

could do that pretty inperceptively.  I mean even half a car an hour would make 

quite a difference to them.   

A Well there's -- 

Q And how could you tell? 
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A There's a tally.  They can tell how many bodies come off of the line.  So if they -- 

if they stepped it up a body a minute -- or a body an hour, you'd know it.  There 

was -- there were people -- employees there that -- they were interested in 

knowing. 

Q So they just -- they made it a point to keep track? 

A Yes. 

Q People who were involved in the union was that? 

A I would say yes. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Otherwise, if somebody else told you, it would be hearsay. 

Q And so they would just keep a count themselves how -- how -- how many came 

off -- 

A No, the tally.   

Q Or they watched the tally? 

A Um -- 

Q I'm just wondering about the mechanics of that, just exactly how, you know -- 

A Well, you see -- 

Q -- a worker could find out how many cars are coming off the line in an hour? 

A Well, there was -- 

Q If you recall. 

A -- a wheel that they had -- anyone could see it that was working in this area.  You 

could see them turn the wheel. 

Q Oh yeah, okay.   
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A And then the -- they -- they tallied so many, you know, what body you'd go by.  

This lever would tally.   

Q So there was no way then that they could really speedup the line without workers 

knowing about it? 

A No. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A No, no, they couldn't speed up the line because it was all out in the open.  There 

was nothing remote control.  

Q Yeah, all right.  Now, who -- whose responsibility was that?  Who actually -- who 

speeded -- who speeded up the line? 

A Well, probably -- probably was the straw boss that got the job to speed it up, but 

he got orders from probably the superintendent.   

Q Yeah. 

A Or the department head.  If he -- if he didn’t -- the first thing in the morning, you 

got the schedule -- this was later on.  I -- like in the first years, I wouldn't really 

have that much recollection, but after I got interested, there was a schedule, see.  

You'd have a -- maybe you'd have 530 units come off of the line.  Well, that line 

has to run so fast to get those 500 -- those units.  And if there was a slight 

breakdown, maybe you lost four units.  So maybe after lunch, they'd have to set -- 

set it up a notch. 

Q Oh yeah, uh-huh. 

A To get those other units off. 
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Q I see.  So this was -- this was not necessarily -- the speedup business was not 

necessarily a daily thing then?  Or it wasn't necessarily a steady thing, the -- the 

line actually moved at different speeds at different times, is that right? 

A Well, within a body or two.  

Q Yeah, okay. 

A They couldn't hardly set the speed of the line up five bodies an hour because after 

all, a human can only do so much so he could keep up his -- and there were -- they 

could set it up under maybe one or two jobs an hour, and you could absorb that 

work. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Because more than likely, they wouldn't put any more men in. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A Into a group.   

Q Right. 

A It was just that pure and simple.  But if they set it up five or ten -- ten an hour, 

why then you could tell the difference, too, especially if things were going 

normal.  If you had trouble, see not everything works perfect on production.  If 

you have trouble, you start getting down the line.  And if things are going good, 

why you can keep up and maybe gain a body or two from where you start out.  

But then the next guy working next to you, he might -- he might be pushing you 

down too.  On account of him, you can't work yourself up to get close to that 

drinking fountain to get a drink of water because if you went up there and spent a 

minute, you were -- you were lost. 
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Q Yeah.   

A It would take you all day -- all morning to catch up. 

Q Yeah.  

A The guy down below you there, he'd start hollering because he didn’t have time to 

do his work.  It was just a big rat race. 

Q So when you talk about speedup, are we actually talking about a couple of car 

difference in an hour then?  We're not -- the difference between 63 and 65 or 65 

and 67, is that really what we're talking about? 

A Yeah, that's what we're talking about. 

Q Okay.  Now, I think that maybe people, you know, who don’t know about the -- 

the car business and don’t know about assembly lines might say well, you guys 

were raising all the fuss over one or two cars an hour?  I mean was that the -- that 

was the speedup that caused the union to develop and all that?  How do you 

respond -- how would you respond to that kind of a criticism, you know? 

A Well, the -- the person that probably was doing the criticizing didn’t work down 

there.  So he -- he wouldn’t know.  Maybe even your wife wouldn’t know, you 

know.  You say, well I joined the union.  Why?  Because I can't -- I -- the speed of 

the line is too fast.  I don’t have time to do my work.  I've got to go in a half hour 

earlier in the morning and work myself up the line, and I've got to stay five 

minutes after the line shuts down to do -- to get things ready.  This was important.  

If you didn’t have any stock -- if you had to go and stock up, you're lost.  At 

noontime, you'd have to stock up your bins because you couldn't walk from here 

over to there and get stock because that body kept moving.  
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Q Now were you actually -- were you doing that on your own -- was that your own 

time? 

A Yeah, you were -- this was on your own time.  And these were the -- I mean it just 

wasn’t -- the body moving -- or the line moving one body faster, but this getting 

things ready -- now today they tell me they're going sixty an hour, but they've got 

their breaks.  Well, we had a break in the morning and one in the afternoon later 

on.  I don’t know when they instituted that.  Then again there, you'd have to get 

yourself some stock, you know, to go to the john.   

But those are the things I'm positive and I know for sure that's one reason 

that the -- the unions were formed.  Because at that time, they had piecework.  

The harder you work, the more money you made by the hour unless you was on -- 

on strict straight hour rate, then your -- your rate was the same.  And then there 

was the elimination of the piecework that eventually came, but not with -- not 

easy.  It was a lot of negotiating before they done away with the piecework 

system. 

Q If the speed of the line was controlled, how could -- how could a piece -- how 

could you make any more money on a piecework system?  You know, there were 

only so many cars that were going to be produced anyway it would seem? 

A Well, I'll explain that this way.  If you only worked on sedans -- well, suppose 

they had twenty sedans an hour.  We'll just take that for a figure.  And the people 

that worked on sedans -- well, let me go back to -- well, like the day I started, if 

you were one man on that one job and maybe they stepped up sedans five an hour 

from -- we'll say twenty to twenty-five.  I think that's a little far fetched though.  If 
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you got X amount for -- per job per unit, so at the end of the day, you might have 

forty more sedans so you could almost -- I wouldn't say you'd double your piece 

work rate, but it would sure bring it up. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A But if that group that done the certain amount of work was bigger than -- than the 

amount of units they were running, they'd take a man out. 

Q Yeah, yeah. 

A And then you'd have to absorb his work, see.  Maybe you didn’t need a full man 

to make 95 cents an hour.  Well, there's no half a man, so maybe they'd -- he'd 

work a couple hours and then they'd take him out.  So then you had to absorb his 

work.  Do I get through to you? 

Q Yeah, I see, right.  I was wondering about -- on the union again, you indicated that 

you -- you maybe hesitated a little bit before joining.  Now, did that hesitation -- 

when did you actually make a commitment is what I'm getting at and how strong 

of a commitment was that? 

A Before I joined? 

Q No, after you joined -- well, yeah right.  Okay.  You indicated that you hesitated 

for a while.  I'm wondering how long that was before you actually joined the 

union? 

A Well, I think I stated before I think I joined after I was there a couple of months.  

Like I said, I -- I started work in the middle of March, and I think I joined in May. 

Q Yeah, okay.   
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A But my interest in the union probably wasn't very great that first year or two.  

Like '34, I got laid off in September and then '35.  But after that, it increased 

tremendously.  We got talking to more people, you know, and after all the -- the 

speedup, I think.  I don’t only think but that was a discussed subject no matter 

where you went.  

Q Yeah. 

A You went to the pub, you met somebody on the street.  Today, I don’t know if 

they talk much about production at the plant.  But back in those days, that was a 

topic of conversation no matter where you went.  The hard work, the speedup, 

which was -- they both went hand in hand, you know? 

Q Mm-hmm.  Were there other people who talked to you about joining the union, 

people besides your brother who talked to you about getting involved and 

encouraged you to get involved? 

A Well, once I settled on a -- in this particular group of seat framing that I 

mentioned before, there were some employees there that had worked there before 

the depression years.  But they had a lot of influence on me, I think, as far as 

encouraging you to get involved.  I recall this one gentleman was -- he was quite 

radical.  He was from Mosinee, Wisconsin.  He just -- he was -- he was really a 

radical.  He was a good friend of mine.   

Q See now who was -- who was that? 

A His name was Myron Rothman. 

Q Now, when you say he was a radical, just what -- what does that mean to you? 
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A By that, I mean he'd shut the place down any minute if he could, and he didn’t 

know where his next meal was coming from because had a wife and two children 

at the time.  After all, you have to feed your family.  But he couldn't wait for 

layoffs or short days.  I'd always tell him, I said god -- well I didn’t get married 

until 1937 and he was married in '34.  Oh, he -- he just couldn't stomach the big 

corporations.  I think there was a lot of us that felt the same way, but we put up 

with it. 

Q Yeah.  Now, I was wondering about the people who worked in that seat-framing 

department.  How many people roughly would have worked in that area with you? 

A Oh, I think we had at least a dozen men worked in the seat framing. 

Q Mm-hmm.  And now they'd have been the people who were closest to you 

obviously. 

A Yes. 

Q And the people you'd have probably seen on an hourly basis.  Were there -- which 

other departments were close by that you would have, you know, people that you 

would have known and seen on a daily basis, say? 

A Well, it was the seat framing and the sub-assembly line where the seats went on 

this line to be trimmed. 

Q Yeah, all right. 

A Now, these were the front seats, and then down the aisle at the end of this line was 

another back seat line.  But we had the front seat line.  And those were the people 

I knew best because we were closer. 
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Q Sure.  And about how many people would have that been that you would have 

seen on a daily basis and would have gotten to know say fairly well besides the 

twelve in the seat framing? 

A Oh, a rough estimate might have been less than a hundred or close to a hundred. 

Q Oh all right. 

A This Lou Adkins worked on this -- on this front seat. 

Q Oh really, okay. 

A On the trim spitting tacks.  That's why I knew him much better than I knew some 

of the rest of the committeemen. 

Q All right.  Now, I wanted to ask you about the people you worked with.  And 

since you mentioned Lou Adkins and he played a key role, let's start -- let's start 

with Lou Adkins.  What do you recall about him and about the role that he played 

in those early -- you know, in the early years? 

A Well, he was outspoken to start with, and the foremen knew it.  He wasn't afraid 

to speak up.  I think in my earlier days, I was more timid.  And after all, I didn’t 

want to get fired because you had no production.  There was no recourse, you 

know, if you got fired.  I always admired Lou because he was outspoken, and he 

wasn't afraid to take the foreman to task. 

Q Now, who was the foreman there at that time?  Or men maybe, more than one? 

A Well, we had a straw boss by the name of Peril Baumgartner.  He'd get his orders 

from somebody else.  There was really -- and there's -- in the cushion line, we'll 

call it, that it took in -- that included both the back and the front seats, there was -- 
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let's see, there was one, two, there was a foreman for each -- each line -- or a 

straw boss.   

And then -- and then there was a department head.  Dick Condon was -- he 

was a foreman in the cushion line.  He was a native of Janesville.  And if I -- I 

recall, he -- he went out with the big boys, you know, and drank.  And then they 

shipped in a -- the cushion department head came from Flint, Michigan.  I don’t 

even -- I don’t think he was human.  His name was Whitey Ronimus, and I 

understand he's still living.  

Well anyway, when he came down the line, you knew there was some 

trouble.  I just hated to see him because he was uglier than a bear with a 

toothache.  And he wasn’t just -- he wasn't too tall.  And he -- when he wanted 

somebody's attention, he'd get up on the line and give the whistle, you know.  

Everybody was glad to see him go.  I can't say that I -- 

Q Do you recall any encounters that you had with him? 

A Well, at that time, he talked to the older employees, you know, because like in the 

'34 and '35, I was just new, you know.  So he -- I guess you would call -- call the 

party that -- or the men he talked to or the group leaders, you know, what's wrong 

here?  Why aren't we getting these seats?   

Well, they stepped up the line, and we didn’t get the manpower to -- to 

compensate for the added production.  And the line would be traveling with 

maybe a miss every four or five, I think they call them bucks -- but they were 

fastened -- the seats were fastened onto something.  Maybe it would take them I 

don’t know -- what length of time it took from the time a seat was put on the line 
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until it came off, but maybe it was -- let's say it was -- let's say it was at a half 

hour, see, maybe it took him a half hour before he -- he caught up to it, and then 

down he'd come to the head of the line, you know, what's the problem?   

But you were always supposed to call to provide like a half a dozen frames 

in the bank in case something happened over here.  Well, it didn’t take long to use 

up the bank.  Where did the bank go?  Down the line.  They speeded up the line; 

we needed help, nothing doing.  I don’t think that thing prevails today because --  

Q When that -- when something like that happened and you said you needed help, 

what -- what did -- did the foreman just assume you were goofing off or what, you 

know, how could they just dismiss something like that? 

A Well, they just assumed that you should pick up the added production, and 

everybody was at top speed as it was.  You know, how fast can -- how much 

faster can you go than fast?   

Q That was -- that was something I was going to ask before.  It would seem that, 

from what I understand about the production lines then, they were working you as 

hard as they could.  They had made some judgment about just how fast you could 

go, and that's how fast they ran the line. 

A The judgment was made out by the time study back in Detroit. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A And when we'd ask for help, maybe they'd send the local time study down the line 

and study the job.  And the -- you might find out that you're making too many 

moves.  I recall one time we asked -- this was before the union had anything to 

say.  We asked for -- we weren't getting -- we figured we weren't getting enough 
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pay.  This line that we fed was getting like ten cents an hour more than we were, 

so we asked for a -- for more money and they did give us the courtesy of a 

meeting after work. 

So we went in and -- there was only a few of us that done any talking.  So 

that night, they studied the job, and they found out we were getting adequate 

hourly rate.  Or, it was really piecework, but it never -- your piecework never 

amounted more than your hour rate.  They had us cut down to -- they had us really 

cut down, you know.  So anyhow, they studied the job and they -- so we got an 

answer the next day that we needed -- we were getting enough hour rate, but we 

needed more jigs.  Those were the -- the jigs were the framework -- the frame 

where you put your work on and put it -- put the seat together, because we had 

men working off of barrels and boxes and what have you because the added 

production by the hour -- or per hour. 

Q Yeah, yep. 

A You can't send a car out without a seat in it. 

Q Right. 

A If you're not -- if you're not set up, maybe we weren't, I don’t recall but I guess we 

weren't set up for the faster production. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Before we get too far away from Lou Adkins, I wanted -- I wanted to 

ask if you recall any -- any incidents that he might have been involved in -- 

A In the earlier days? 
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Q Yeah, right, during this period here when -- during these first couple years that 

you were working.  Any incidents that might shed some light on his -- his 

personality or his approach to -- to things? 

A Well, I think management was realizing, you know, that there was going to be a 

union.  And they just couldn't fight it.  Although, in those -- in those earlier days 

or the first couple of years that I worked there, there was no committeeman 

recognized.  But he was a spokesman.  That was important as far as I was 

concerned because he could talk to these foremen.  I don’t think there was any 

name-calling or anything like that, but they were starting to recognize him, I'm 

sure, as being a spokesman.  Because after all, you have to learn to creep before 

you can walk, and this was the big -- here's the cycle, you know, that built it up to 

where it is today. 

Q You don’t recall any -- or do you recall any effort that they might have made to 

get rid of him or to diminish his influence in some way? 

A Not really, no. 

Q So they seemed to -- it seems that they almost accepted him as a leader and 

worked with him on that basis? 

A Yes, I think so.  Now like -- like group spokesmen at the time, they probably 

would have discussions with the foremen, you know.  We need more men or we 

are -- our hour rate is too low.  There was always somebody -- there is a leader no 

matter what group it is.  

Q Yeah, right. 
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A If it's digging ditches, somebody -- so as a result -- but he was -- he was more of a 

department spokesman or leader.  

Q He was --  

A Group leader. 

Q Yeah, I was going to ask was he recognized as the leader in this department by the 

workers themselves? 

A I think so because -- well after all, you look up to somebody.  That's the same as 

in the fire department in Local 580, they always looked up to me as -- as being the 

spokesman.  

Q Yeah, now were there any workers in that -- in that area that you worked in who 

refused to join the union and who did not agree with union objectives? 

A Yes.  In the cushion department, there was one man that didn’t join the union, and 

he happened to be the man that worked opposite me.  And I could not -- I just 

couldn't sell that man the unionism no matter what I done.  In fact, after the sit-

down strike in '37, I recall 1937 as being a hectic year because this cushion 

department was so well-organized and everybody was so interested, you know, in 

the labor movement I guess I'd say that we had more wildcat strikes.  I think Lou 

Adkins will bring this up.   

One day, we probably had a half a dozen wildcat strikes.  This fellow 

would keep working.  You know, he didn’t want to miss out on anything.  

Somebody would say the -- the back line is -- they're on strike, so somebody 

would go down and see because things were in such a turmoil.  It didn’t make any 
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difference if there was empty bucks going by or not.  So then anyhow, we'd -- we 

just didn’t work.  That was after the sit-down strike, not before. 

Q Right.   

A Because at the sit-down strike, they started recognizing the union.  There was 

another employee.  His name was Nick Luchsinger.  Too bad he isn't around.  

He's passed away.  But he was outspoken.  Adkins had finesse, but this 

Luchsinger, he had such a loud voice.  When he talked, everybody looked up to 

him, too. 

Q Was that Waldo Luchsinger or -- 

A No. 

Q -- is that his --  

A His brother. 

Q -- a relative?  Oh yea.   

A Yeah.  Waldo Luchsinger, at one time, was an officer in Local 95 down at the 

plant.  I -- this is just hearsay that the company offered him a management's job 

and -- so rather than do that, he quit it.  He and another party opened a filling 

station up at the Five Points, but he was -- he was pretty well educated I think.  He 

wound up as a -- labor management out at Parker Pen.  

Q Yeah, right.  But you say his brother was -- 

A Nick. 

Q Right, was quite a radical, would you say? 
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A He was -- he was radical.  Boy, he just wouldn't accept anything.  They knew 

when he was around, too.  He just seemed to -- he had the nerve and the wit to 

cope with the -- the foremen.  The foremen, they were no brains.   

Q Would you say that this cushion department was the center of -- or a hot bed of 

union activity? 

A I would say so.  I don’t think it's just because that's where I worked, but I think I 

will call it per capita wise, we had more men sat down during the sit-down strike 

in the cushion department than any other department. 

Q Now, in your view, what made this -- what made this department particularly 

active?  I mean this -- presumably the speedup would have affected everybody.  

But what was it about this department that caused that -- that commitment to the 

union to be stronger there than another department? 

A I think it probably could have been some of the -- maybe largely due to the 

personnel that worked in there like Adkins and Nick Luchsinger.  We did all right. 

Q Are there any other -- any other names you remember of people who were 

particularly committed to the union? 

A Did I mention -- I mentioned him before, but Rothman was -- 

Q Okay, yeah. 

A He was -- like I said before, he was -- he wasn't afraid to speak up no matter 

where the next meal came from. 

Q All right, yeah, yeah.  And are there others now who -- who stand out?  I want to 

develop this just as far as we can.  I want to get as many names as we can.   

A Well, there probably are, but I can't come up with their names now. 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

June 17, 1976 

47 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Maybe I can -- I can picture them in my mind, but -- 

Q Were these workers -- were the workers in the cushion department by and large 

younger or older than most workers in the plant would you say? 

A Well, I think there was an awful lot of them were carry-overs from before the 

depression.  See, they had been around.  Now, this Rothman, I think he started 

before I did after the depression. 

Q So they were pretty experienced workers then, by and large, would you say? 

A Oh yes.  See, like my brother for instance, well he -- maybe I should have thought 

of him.  He was ugly.  He could growl.  

Q Now, was he in the cushion department? 

A Yeah, he was in the cushion department. 

Q Okay. 

A But most of the senior -- seniority employees worked on trimming the seats. 

Q Yeah, I see. 

A Because they did make ten cents an hour more than framing.  And we never did 

catch up to them. 

Q Uh-huh.  I was wondering, too, about -- now about the cushion department again, 

whether there were any -- and I have -- you know, this is just out of the blue.  But 

were there any -- was there an ethnic group that predominated there?  Was there 

one nationality of people who tended to work there or do you recall anything like 

that? 

A No, I think it was a mixture. 
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Q All right.  And did they have a common religious background here, too? 

A I don’t think so. 

Q Okay, all right, good.   

A We did have -- we had two Italians that did come from Italy.  This fellow -- 

they're both still living, Dan Falcone, he's from the liquor store, and Jimmy 

LePete.  This LePete is the way we pronounced it, he was a seniority employee.  

You couldn't understand him, but he was -- he was a hundred percent union.  I 

worked with him as a partner after I got on this cushion line.  I mean finally I got 

out of the framing, and I got on the line.  I worked as his partner.  It was hard to 

understand him, but boy, he just raised hell all the time. 

Q Okay, that's good.  Where were other centers in the plant of -- in Fisher now, 

centers of union activity would you say? 

A I think the body shop is pretty well organized.  I mean they were all organized but 

-- 

Q Yeah, some better than others. 

A They were -- they were a tough group over there.  They -- it seems -- well see, if 

you worked in the body shop, that was -- they worked harder.  Nobody liked the 

body shop.  It was a group that stuck together, I guess.  There was a -- I wouldn't 

call it togetherness, but they -- they did stick together.  I recall the -- one of the 

former members of the executive board came back to the body shop, and he was 

going to start shaking hands with all the boys he had worked with.  He had been 

given a management job and transferred out of Janesville.  His name was Strauss 

Ellis.  He came back, and he started -- wanted to shake hands with the boys in -- 
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this was after the sit down, and they said get him out of here.  They refused to 

work. 

Q Strauss Ellis' name stands out as -- I recall him as a union officer early on, is that 

right? 

A Yeah.  Well, it was -- he was -- Strauss Ellis was an officer.  Yeah, I said he was 

on the executive board of the union. 

Q Oh yeah, of the union. 

A Of the union.   

Q Right, yeah, okay.  I'm sorry, I didn’t catch that. 

A He came from the Atlanta plant, I think, to Janesville.  I don’t know too much 

about him, but I do -- 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A I do recall the man. 

Q Yeah, I was just wondering what else you did remember about him. 

A But the part I remember real well, he accepted a management job. 

Q Mm-hmm, yeah.  Now, about the body shop, how many people were involved 

there, and just what exactly was the nature of their work? 

A Well, that's where the bodies started out. 

Q Okay, so they did the basic welding? 

A The welding. 

Q Yeah. 

A It was mostly welding. 

Q And about how many workers would -- would normally have been there? 
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A Well, I don’t know if -- if I would say -- I don’t think it was half -- let's say a 

third, a good third of the workers. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A There's the body shop and final assembly and trim.  It went -- the body shop, there 

was -- there was a wall that went down through there, and they were really a 

separate group over there. 

Q Yeah.  Now, what -- did you have any insights into what made them particularly 

activists as far as the union is concerned? 

A Well, I think there again, you might say that they had the same problem because 

of line speed. 

Q Yeah. 

A That can make a union man out of most anyone. 

Q Yeah. 

A Because it's hard work over there.  Then they wanted to increase production.  

They turned out to be -- as far as I was concerned, they turned out to be a good 

group over there.   

(Interview concluded.)
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is June 24, 1976.  Today, we are holding the 

second session with Mr. Ralph Hilkin.  We are again interviewing Mr. Hilkin in 

his -- in his home in Janesville.  My name is Clem Imhoff.   

Q Mr. Hilkin, I'd  like to begin today by talking a little bit about the -- the company's 

response to union activity.  Now, the last time we -- we talked, we'd -- we'd begun 

to discuss your involvement with the union in the mid 30's leading up to the -- to 

the sit-down strike of 1937.  I was wondering, during this period when the union 

was -- when the UAW was beginning to develop in Janesville, what -- what are 

your dominant recollections about the reaction of -- of the company to the union? 

A Well, the way I recall, the union was being formed and more members were 

joining.  So as a result of that, the company came out with a company union, 

which charged no dues.  They put out a paper, I think it was every month, stating 

what better benefits you would get from the company if you belonged to their 

organization than if you would -- if you would belong to a union.  And I recall the 

supervision possibly was brainwashed by the company into making them believe 

that the better of the two organizations would be the GM sponsored organization.   

Now, most of the supervision were promoted to -- to their positions 

coming up through the ranks.  Most of them worked on production, and they all 

knew what it was like.  However, they -- they still belonged to supervision and 

had to take supervision's part in it.  Outwardly, there possibly was no harassment 

to the employees, but nevertheless, they still go their production to meet the 

schedules from day-to-day.  So I can't recall any harassment if anyone did belong 
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to the union.  I think later on, we'll probably talk about if there were any 

stoolpigeons, you can be sure of it.  There's all the stories carried to supervision.  I 

don’t care what organization it is.  So they probably knew more -- just as much 

about what was going on as the employees did and possibly more. 

Q So you never had any instances then of say foremen or supervisors intimidating 

you because of your union membership? 

A No, I can't say that I was intimidated. 

Q Were you aware of any other union members who might have had those kinds of 

experiences? 

A Well, not really.  I think in our last interview, I mentioned about one of the 

foremen who I had no love for at all.  He probably came up through the ranks, 

although he didn’t work there too long before the depression and was promoted to 

a foreman after the depression in '34.  But he was very sarcastic.  I recall him 

threatening one of the employees that the -- the bullpen was full of layoff 

employees from the woolen mills.  And if he couldn't cut his job, why he could be 

replaced almost immediately.  That, I would call harassment.  He was threatened.  

And if he didn’t cut his job, there would be somebody willing to cut it.   

Q You mentioned the company group that was formed -- the company workers' 

group.  What was the name of that organization, do you recall? 

A I'll have to pick my brain for this one.  I think it was called something like the GM 

Alliance. 

Q Yeah, okay.  I was wondering if that was -- if that was the same one.   

A The -- I that's -- it's close if not right.  I can't really say. 
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Q Mm-hmm, yeah. 

A I never belonged to it, however. 

Q Yeah, I understand that.  Now, you've described in our earlier session working 

conditions at GM that were -- that were -- that were not particularly good.  You've 

described a situation in your own mind required the development of the union.  

And I was wondering just how -- how other workers -- you know, how did you 

feel about workers who were -- who were joining the Alliance?  How could these 

people do that in the face of the situation that -- that you described at Fisher? 

A The group that I was in -- I don’t know if -- most of them belonged to the union to 

my recollection.  But in our last session, I said that -- I mentioned that there was 

one employee that never did join the union to my recollection.  And I can't 

rightfully say if he belonged to the GM Alliance or not.  If anyone did, you can 

believe that it was kept a secret from the rest of the employees by the employee 

himself, not necessarily the foremen.  After all, anyone with commonsense 

wouldn't go around boasting that so and so belongs to the GM Alliance because I 

think the -- the union member would take an opposite stand to that and probably 

harass the company union man more so than the other way around. 

Q Mm-hmm.  So you would say that in your area, there were very few anti-union 

employees? 

A Very few because the cushion department was -- was -- I would describe them as 

a closer knit outfit than some of the other departments.  And that was mainly 

because we had some of the leaders of the organization -- of the union 

organization were employed in the cushion department, men like Lou Adkins for 
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one, who was always on the bargaining committee and possibly was on the 

executive board at one time.  And then we had other men that acted as spokesmen 

or stewards.  However, there were no stewards in the plant at the time.  What I 

mean by that is they had -- they didn’t have a title as a steward.  I don’t know if 

there are stewards there today or not.  I think I have my doubts about it.  

Q Do you recall some of the other leaders besides Adkins who were in that -- the 

cushion area? 

A Well yes, Nick Luchsinger, he worked on the -- in the cushion department, was a -

- he was vociferous.  When he talked, everybody heard what he had to say, plus 

the -- that included the foremen.  He was outspoken.  And then there were -- there 

were some other employees that I -- Ted Albright for one who worked in my 

particular group.  Now the cushion department probably employed, I'll just guess 

at a hundred men, but there probably were maybe four or five groups in the 

cushion department.   

Q Now, by groups, just what do you mean? 

A Well, by that I mean there were seat framers that fed the front seat line, and there 

were framers that fed the back seat line, so there would be four groups.  And then 

the lines themselves had their group.  I said five.  The man down -- the men down 

on the end of the line that took the seats off, they probably had their own little 

group, so that would really be five. 

Q You indicated that the -- this cushion department was a closely knit group.  I was 

wondering if there was anything other than the presence of the -- the -- some of 
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the key union leaders there that contributed to that -- to that situation of your -- of 

your area being closely knit?  Did -- 

A Well, yes -- 

Q Go on. 

A Well, I would guess that maybe 75 to 90 percent of the employees were seniority 

employees that had worked there previous to the -- to the depression.  And they 

were well aware of what was going on of the -- the speedup.  And the other ten 

percent were new employees who possibly had their first job.  I know I was in my 

early 20's, and I had friends that -- that you might say this was their first -- better 

paying job, not high pay, but their better paying job.  Rather than working for a 

dollar a day, you were getting fifty cents -- you were getting four dollars a day at 

the plant -- at the GM plant. 

Q You know, that raises a very interesting point.  I was wondering if it -- if in your 

observation it was common throughout the plant for the more senior employees to 

be the most active union members also?  Was that a general thing or was that just 

true in this part? 

A No, I think this carried out -- it carried throughout the plant where the senior 

employees were the leaders, and the new employees were educated by the senior 

employees that we better get a union in here before it's too late.  It's never too late, 

but -- but you could see the handwriting on the wall that things were not going to 

go backwards, they were going to go forwards.  The depression was behind us.  

People were starting to buy automobiles, new cars.  The old ones were almost 
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wore out because they were -- with production being shut down and the 

depression, there weren't too many good used cars on the lots.   

Q Yeah, right.  You know, when you talked about senior employees, I think we may 

be creating a misleading impression here.  Now, when you mean -- when you say 

senior, just what do you mean?  How -- how old were these people and how long 

had they been working at Fisher? 

A Well, I think I would put it this way.  I'll take my brother Joe as a prime example.  

I'd just guess that he was -- oh just give me a second's time here.   

Q Sure. 

A I can come up with -- I'd guess he was 26 years old at the time, so he had been 

employed there since 1928 with the -- the shutdown during the depression. 

Q So when we talk about senior employees, we're still talking about relatively young 

men? 

A Yes. 

Q We're not talking about people in their 50's or 60's? 

A No, we're talking about people in their -- in their middle and late 20's and 30's.   

Q Right.  

A Although you -- there were older employees.  After all, it's the same as it is today.  

You've got your employees up to retirement age.  But at that time, I don’t think 

anyone retired from the plant unless they were -- until they were unable to do 

their job.   

Q Yeah. 
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A Because there was no pension system of any kind.  I don’t know if -- I should say 

seniority employees rather than senior -- 

Q Right. 

A -- employees.  I don’t know, maybe -- 

Q That's a good distinction, I think. 

A I thought I was -- 

Q Right, yeah, you did mention that. 

A Seniority employees because anyone in their 20's and 30's, they could have had 

ten years of seniority.   

Q Right, right. 

A And then there probably were employees that had forty years at the time of the 

sit-down. 

Q And now when we talk about younger workers, the new hires I suppose you might 

say, here again, what -- who are we talking about in terms of -- in terms of age 

and experience? 

A Well, I guess I'll be repeating myself, but there were an awful lot of employees 

that had been out of high school without a job until '34 and '35.  And I never could 

understand why there were so many younger people hired in '34.  I stated in our 

last interview that I was hired in March, but there were employees that were hired 

in December since the model started probably in November.  By that time, they 

had had all the seniority employees call back that they planned on calling back.  

Maybe they didn’t call them all back.  I have no way of knowing.  So they started 

hiring new people and younger people because there was any number of people 
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that were my age and possibly a little older that I knew of.  That's -- those are the 

people we're talking about that had to be educated by the seniority employees as 

far as unionism. 

Q So you -- so at that time then, you had a greater than -- would you say you had a 

greater than normal influx of younger workers, new workers? 

A I would say so, yes. 

Q Yeah right, okay.   

A I don’t know of anyone in their 40's and 50's that were employed at that time -- I 

mean hired at that time. 

Q Yeah, okay.  That's very interesting.  Now, you indicated that you had to educate 

these -- these younger workers.  There seems to be kind of a -- kind of a flip-flop 

here, at least historically speaking.  You know, today, you think of younger 

workers being more -- more radical and pushy, and you think of middle-aged and 

older workers being more -- being a little more conservative.  How do you 

account for the -- you know, you had just the opposite pattern it seemed.  The 

older workers -- or relatively older, you know, people in their late 20's and 30's 

were -- with families even were willing to push while the younger workers 

coming in were -- were holding back.  How do you account for that? 

A That's quite a question.  I'll just speak for myself to start with.  I was single and 

only had myself as a dependent.  And if I did lose my job, I -- I could have went 

back to the farm.  I think there was a lot of the younger employees that had 

probably had the same situation since a lot of them came from the farms.  What 

was your other part of the question? 
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Q Well, why was it that the -- that the younger workers were not more -- more 

radical and pushy than the more experienced workers?  You seem -- it seems that 

you may have been an exception because you came in as a new worker, and yet 

very -- you know, you were willing to get involved in the union pretty quickly.  

But the general picture you paint is one of younger workers who were a little 

reluctant to get involved. 

A Well, I think the -- 

Q Or newer workers we should say, I suppose. 

A The older employees or the seniority employees felt there had to be a change, that 

they couldn't go on like that.  And the sooner the change was made, the better.  If 

you had solidarity, eventually, the union would be recognized by GM.  And I 

think that's one reason why there were so many of the seniority employees 

unionized. 

Q Mm-hmm, yeah. 

A And they, in turn, would educate the -- the newer employees.  I just want to make 

a distinction there between seniority and new employee.  Not every new 

employee was in their early 20's. 

Q Yeah, yeah, okay.   

A And I really think that's the reason why the union was -- it was formed here in 

Janesville, the sooner the better.  You just couldn’t go on working at that pace and 

definitely -- I think if you would talk to any of the employees that have probably 

retired or are in their older years at GM, they'd probably tell you the same thing.   
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Q  How did -- how did you go about it -- or how -- how did this education of the 

newer workers take place, you know?  When you speak about the education, just 

what are you -- what are you speaking of there? 

A Well, word-of-mouth is the greatest way to convey to your fellow employee.  

Although, I do recall in the earlier days, there was a school -- I'll call it a school 

for workers, which I did attend.  It was held here in Janesville.  It was put on by 

the vocational school.  We had an instructor out of Madison.  But there weren't 

too many people that attended that.  They didn’t -- I think you'll find this in many 

organizations.  There's always the party -- you don’t necessarily have to call them 

a ride-along, but he figures let Joe do it.  

Q Okay, that's -- yeah, in a way, that's what I'm getting at.  Were some of these 

workers really educated to -- to true union attitudes, or were they -- were they 

simply encouraged to ride-along as you say? 

A They were followers.  They weren't reactionaries; they were followers.  At union 

meetings, if you had fifty people, that was a good turnout unless there was an 

issue.  When there was an issue, then the people that attended all the meetings 

wouldn't even find a seat because they got there early, and you figured well, there 

won't be too many there and you came about five minutes before the meeting 

opened and you probably had to stand.  But the same holds true on Local 580 at 

the fire department.  You had your followers and -- if you had a follower, that was 

good because he was interested enough to find out what went on rather than just 

guess what went on at the meetings.   
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Q I wanted to ask more about this school for workers, too, that you mentioned 

before we get a feel from it.  I was wondering just when, if you recall, you took 

place in this and who taught it?  

A I can't come up with a -- I recall it being in the -- I'll have to guess it was after the 

sit-down strike. 

Q Okay. 

A And I think if we had two dozen at the session, that would have been -- I'd be 

exaggerating it.  Well, you say what did he teach you?  Well, collective 

bargaining if I recall and probably how to conduct yourself as a union member.  

It's really hard for me to come up with this because it's so many years ago. 

Q Yeah, right, I understand. 

A I can -- I can picture where it was and -- 

Q Yeah.  I'm -- 

A -- the instructor and not too many interested members. 

Q Well, why did you decide to -- to participate? 

A Why did I decide to participate?  I often wondered myself because after all, I 

didn’t come from a family that -- 

Q Right. 

A -- I wouldn't say that they didn’t believe in unionism, but they didn’t know too 

much about it because of the early days of organized labor. 

Q Right. 
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A But it -- it seems to when I'm interested in something, I'll follow it up more so.  I 

don’t know if I really want to put this on the records, but one time, my wife 

accused me of wanting to be the center of attraction. 

Q Well, that's -- 

A  I would say but that -- you want to get your feet wet, I guess. 

Q Well, that was really my next question in a way.  I was wondering whether you -- 

and this is certainly legitimate, you know, whether you had ambitions to -- to, you 

know, begin to assume a more active leadership role in union activities?  Do you 

recall having that kind of feeling? 

A Well, I think right today, the speaker that is -- the topic is unionism, it always 

impresses me right up to this very day it does.  And I always said if I -- if I had 

my life to live over, I probably would have educated myself to be a union leader, 

but that's water over the dam. 

Q Well, as I understand it, you did -- you did take a leadership role, especially in the 

firefighter's situation? 

A Well yes, but after all, I was active in their union for 24 of the 25 years that I was 

employed there.   

Q Right. 

A I recall going to a state convention the second year I was there.  It just happened 

to be in Madison.  After that, I was a member of the executive board until I was 

elected president.  And I don’t want to boast, but I probably could have been 

president a couple years before I was.   

Q Yeah. 
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A But I could -- I could see the need of -- of having somebody that was more 

interested in unionism than -- or working towards better working conditions and 

wages than the people that were the leaders of the union at the time. 

Q Mm-hmm, yeah.   

A That's why I took an active role in it.  But I said before, if I would have had a 

better education, then I would have got into the big time. 

Q Right, right.  I -- just a couple of items on that school for workers, I was 

wondering how long -- how long a period you were involved there, and was that 

like a session a week or do you recall? 

A Oh yeah, I was a session a week, and I -- if I recall, it was something like six or 

eight weeks.  I say it was after the sit-down strike because by that time, I was 

married. 

Q Yeah.  Was that the first opportunity that you recall in Janesville for -- for union 

members to actually have educational experience in developing a union? 

A Oh yes. 

Q That was the first time -- 

A The first -- I'm sure it was the first time.  The people from the executive board 

that were delegates to the -- to the state conventions and the executive board 

meetings in Detroit, they were getting their education from the speakers and 

word-of-mouth with the other delegates.  I found that prevailed at being the 

president of Local 580 of the firefighters.  You'd learn an awful lot by going to the 

conventions and talking to other delegates.  And of course, there were all the 

speakers. 
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Q But this school for workers was the first formal -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- situation? 

A To my knowledge, yes. 

Q Yeah, okay, all right.  Now, you said that was after the sit-down.  I was 

wondering, was that within a few months, or was it, you know -- 

A Well, I think it was -- 

Q -- two or three years maybe, or do you have any recollection -- 

A No, I think it was -- I think it was shortly after that because -- 

Q All right. 

A Well, I just -- I'll just guess that because the -- at that time, I was married a couple 

years, and I remember we did have a family started by that time. 

Q Yeah, right, okay. 

A That's how I just come up with the -- with the time. 

Q Right. 

A It could have been '37 or '38. 

Q Yeah.  You were talking about meetings a little while ago, and you -- you 

mentioned that only if there was an issue coming up would -- would you get a 

large crowd.  I was wondering if you recall some of the issues that -- that would 

have drawn those big crowds? 

A Well, I recall -- well the sit-down came along.  I think Flint, Michigan already -- 

let me correct that.  I think Flint, Michigan was the first GM plant to go on a sit-

down, and there probably was others in Michigan that don’t -- that I don’t recall at 
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the moment.  But I think there's an awful lot of the employees that thought it 

couldn't happen here in Janesville.  There weren't too many attending the 

meetings.  Or the executive board didn’t say the sit-down is going to be at the end 

of production on January 6, 1937.  If I recall, the word of -- the word came out -- 

some of them knew it ahead of time because they packed their lunchbox full of 

food.  I really -- I really didn’t know because -- 

Q Yeah. 

A I did know that particular day, but not when I came to work in the morning 

because one of our group leaders told me about it.  He was a real good friend of 

mine. 

Q Yeah, we'll get into that sit-down a lot deeper in a little while, but I was 

wondering was there much socializing among union members outside of the 

working situation?  Did -- did you get together much either in your homes or in 

taverns or restaurants around? 

A Well, I don’t think that through the workweek, yeah there wasn't much 

socializing.  Everyone was too tired.  That's hard to believe, but -- 

Q No, it's not. 

A But most everybody had to get their rest outside of the -- the tough guys that 

could go out boozing.  They'd come to work the next day, but on -- on Saturday, 

you could always meet some friends in the pub.  I think on our last meeting, I did 

mention the -- that was a topic of conversation, the speedup, you know.  These 

things were discussed over a glass of beer, you know.  I suppose there were -- 

there could have been couples, you know, that socialized.   
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Q Yeah. 

A It's much different than it is today. 

Q So it was more in the -- it would have been more a matter of going to a bar and 

hashing things over with  your buddies rather than having them into your home or 

going to their home? 

A Yes, because I don’t recall of -- well, we had some -- maybe half a dozen close 

friends that we'd visit occasionally.   

Q Mm-hmm. 

A There was always shop talk. 

Q Now, who would have been those close friends for you?  Who were those half 

dozen people, if you can recall, that you'd have gotten together with fairly often 

and talked -- talked these things over with? 

A Well, they worked in the group that I worked in or -- 

Q No, I mean their names -- if you can recall their names and any other information 

about them, that'd be -- that would be helpful. 

A You would like -- 

Q Yeah, specifically who they were if you don’t mind? 

A Well this Myron Rothman, he was an outspoken individual that was a real close 

friend of mine at the time.  We worked almost side-by-side.  Then there was Carl 

Wurtz, worked in the same group that would be the seat-framing group -- front 

seat framing group.  And there was Gene Loveless who came here from Flint, 

Michigan.  I think it took some educating to have him join the union.  He came to 
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Janesville with a foreman by the name of White Ronamus.  I mentioned him in 

our last interview.   

After all, he was -- I wouldn't really want to say that this Ronamus 

influenced him, but it could be possible.  And we got to be friends later on, 

probably after the sit-down strike more so than before.  He -- he roomed at the 

same place I did, but I was always a little skeptical of his attitude.  But it was later 

on that we did get to be friends.  I know we stood up for them when they got 

married, and we did visit after that.   

And then there was Ted Albright was a -- I mentioned his name several 

times.  He was not outspoken, but he was a seniority employee.  He worked in the 

same group -- seat-framing group as I did.  And then there was Neil McArton.  

We were quite friendly.  We used to -- I mentioned before there was -- like on 

Friday night or Saturday that you might go someplace.  We used to go to dances.  

I think he wasn’t married and I wasn't, but eventually we married the girls that we 

took to the dances.  He -- Neil McArton came from North Dakota.  I don’t really 

know how he got to Janesville, but -- well, he did have a few years of college.  

And he -- he knew what was going on also.  I -- his name just happened to come 

to me.  I had never mentioned him before, but --  

Q Right. 

A -- the foreman would always have to reckon with him, too.  He wasn't as 

outspoken as some of the -- some of the other people that I mentioned like the 

Luchsinger and Lou Adkins and Ted Albright.  But I think I mentioned more than 

six people now. 
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Q Right, and that's good. 

A And I probably missed -- missed a couple, too.   

Q Were -- what about politics at that time?  Was politics part of the discussions that 

you entered into?  Were you politically aware and beginning to -- to, you know, 

work politically at that time yet? 

A Well, my part in politics at that time was to -- I would just say harass the 

Republicans or the people that voted Republican.   

Q Now, would this have been typical of your group?  Were there any people in the 

group who considered themselves Republicans or independents or were you all 

Democrats pretty much? 

A There were -- there was one young lad -- 

Q I mean in this -- when I say group, I mean this small circle -- this small circle of 

half dozen people or so? 

A Oh no, they were all Democrats.   

Q Okay. 

A But in our group, we had that -- his name was Marsh.  I can still see him, but I 

forget his first name but he was -- we used harass -- harass him something terrific 

on his politics because he was all Republican.  There was -- and I think in our last 

interview, I had mentioned something about people want to be Republicans, but 

they want to get the benefits that the Democrats get for them.  They like the 

benefits that they get for them.   

Like for instance, the -- in '34, I think it was, when the Wagner Act was 

passed and signed by President Roosevelt, that was the first piece of labor 
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legislation that was passed by Congress to my knowledge.  But we always had our 

go-arounds with the people like that.  We had an old sweeper that was -- he was a 

staunch Republican.  Like I said, we'd have -- everyday, he and I would have a 

go-around about our politics.  He could never change my mind, and I'm sure he 

went to his grave being a staunch Republican. 

Q Was -- this circle of friends that you mentioned, were all of them sit-downers? 

A Oh no. 

Q Okay.  

A Are we going to get into the sit-down issue? 

Q Well, while we're talking about these folks, let's just indicate who -- who 

participated in the sit-down and who didn’t. 

A In our group of -- well, I think we -- we might have had a dozen or fifteen men.  

And I don’t think there was over -- well, there was Rothman -- I'll put myself 

right next to Rothman.   

Q Yeah. 

A That makes two, and Albright is three, and probably McArton was four.  I don’t 

think there was over four. 

Q Okay, right.   

A I'd just have to guess there was less than a half a dozen, but that was a good 

percentage of our group. 

Q Right, yeah. 

A Compared to groups that had fifty people or twenty-five people in them.   



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

June 24, 1976 

70 

Q Mm-hmm.  Yeah, okay, good.  Now, I -- I wanted to ask, too, getting back to the 

company's reaction just a little bit before we get too far away from that.  I was 

wondering if you were aware of -- of an espionage system, a spy system that they 

had developed at all?  Do you have any recollection about -- about that? 

A No, I don’t.  I can't recall anything. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Stoolpigeons? 

A I think it was such a guarded secret when this was going to happen that the 

stoolpigeons never -- maybe they didn’t find out about it, because I don’t think 

the foremen knew about it.  It could have came as much a surprise to them as it 

did to a lot of other people. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Like the employees.  We weren't -- we weren't harassed at any time after the sit-

down took place.   

Q Mm-hmm. 

A I could elaborate on that a little unless you want to bring it up later. 

Q Now, what is this? 

A Well, about the -- about the sit-down. 

Q Yeah, well yeah, we'll get into that in just a little bit.  Another point here, a little 

point, I had made a note last week.  I think we talked about Italian workers at the 

plant in connection with they're being union or anti-union.  I don’t think we -- I 

don’t think we'd got around to talk about that.  I was wondering what you recall 

about -- about Italian workers as a group.  Were they generally sympathetic or 

unsympathetic to the union? 
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A No, I think I they were sympathetic to the union.  I didn’t know all of them, but I 

knew quite a few of them.  They were -- I'd just guess at least maybe a half a 

dozen of them in the cushion department.  And I did -- well that -- this Dan 

Falcone's name, he was a seniority employee.   

Q So you say that was Dan Falcone? 

A Dan Falcone. 

Q F A L C O N E? 

A N E, yeah.  He was a good union man, and he knew what was going on.  He 

attended union meetings.   

Q Were these people who had -- the Italian workers now, maybe you can't 

generalize about them as a group, but were they people who had come to 

Janesville recently specifically to work in GM, or were they fairly longtime 

settlers here, do you know? 

A Well, those that I -- there were -- it was a mixture.  There were new employees.  

By that, I mean as new as I was and probably of the same age, within a couple of 

years, take or give.  But then there were seniority employees too, like Falcone and 

LePete and Raviolas, and -- there were Raviolas that were cousins, not necessarily 

brothers.  And some were older, and some were younger.  

Q Were these first or second generation Italian immigrants, do you know?  Did they 

come over from Italy themselves, or were they -- 

A No, they were -- they -- 

Q Had they been born in this country? 

A No, quite a few of them came from Italy in the -- 
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Q Ah, okay. 

A Some of them could have been born in Chicago.  They -- there was a number of 

them that came from Chicago.  I think we talked slightly about that the last time 

when I was talking about ethnic groups, that maybe like Falcone, for instance, he 

got a job here, and then his brother-in-law came, and such is that. 

Q Right, yeah, I remember we mentioned that connection, right 

A In the cushion department -- they both worked in the cushion department.  And I -

- if I recall, there was some relationship there.  

Q Mm-hmm, yeah. 

A Between the two. 

Q Yeah, I see.  Did they live in Janesville? 

A Oh yes. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Now, I know there's a fairly sizable Italian-American community in 

Beloit.  Did any of the Janesville workers live in -- live in Beloit, do you know? 

A No, I think most of them lived in Janesville to my knowledge. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Some of them this side of the point, but there were some of them that worked on 

the railroad, and some of them worked at GM.  And there was -- I know there was 

a couple of them that probably came from Chicago, and they never did build up 

enough seniority, and they probably got laid off and found a job elsewhere. 

Q I think I probably asked this the last time we -- we talked.  But since we're talking 

about it, I'd like to get into, again, to see if you have any recollection of any other 

-- any other groups of workers who were -- who would have been identified as -- 
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as an ethnic -- as an ethnic group?  Were there any other -- and people who, you 

know, kind of stuck together a little bit as an ethnic group?  Do you recall any 

other groups besides the Italian workers? 

A No, I don’t.  There's an awful lot of Norwegians in Janesville, but they're all 

American born. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A And they don’t stick together like the Italians, I don’t think. 

Q Yeah, right, okay.  Right, okay, that's -- that's fair enough.  I wanted also to ask 

about the reaction of the community of Janesville to the idea of labor unions 

during the 1930's.  Now, let's talk about the reaction before the sit-down, and then 

later on we'll get into their reaction to the sit-down too because I think those 

might be -- you know, those are separate questions.  But what about the reaction 

of the community of Janesville to the concept of the labor union in the mid 30's 

while -- while you were beginning to develop the UAW?  What do you recall 

about that? 

A Well, I think most of the people in Janesville felt you should be glad you had a 

job because the plant had been shut down for over a year.  And it worked a 

hardship on the community.  But I don’t think there's too many people that 

realized torture that you went through throughout the day to keep you -- to keep 

up to -- we'll call it up the line or up to production.  Unless you had an 

understanding wife, she wouldn't be in favor of -- of a strike because, after all, we 

just -- we were just getting back on our feet, and now you want to go on strike.  
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And I think this was a -- this was the feeling throughout families and throughout 

the community.   

Q So even in the home, then, you didn’t necessarily get -- or workers didn’t 

necessarily get support for the union idea? 

A I would say no because there was a -- during the sit-down, there was workers that 

they rushed for the door fearful that it would be blocked and they couldn't get out.  

They wanted to get home. 

Q Yeah. 

A We always claimed that there was more legs broke rushing for the door than you 

find in accidents.  But there was a rush for the door. 

Q Yeah, that's interesting. 

A And I do recall one of the -- the guards -- I wish I could think of his name at the 

moment.  I might think of it later on, but somebody threw a handful of tacks in his 

face, and he was one of the guards that was sympathetic to unionism because he 

originally was on production, and then he applied for a plant guard's job and got 

it.  I liked him because he was friendly, talked to you.  I mean the word was 

around that -- well, I think the word was around really that he's a good guy, see, 

as the saying goes today.  But he did get a handful of tacks in his face.  And why, 

I don’t know because I wasn't up in front, but so much for that. 

Q Now, I was wondering about the reaction of political leaders of that time, too, like 

Henry Traxler, I think, was the city manager at that time.  Did he have any 

position on labor unions that you were aware of? 
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A Well, I think if he did have a position, it would be against organized labor.  After 

all, I don’t know how he could, being in the position that he was, that he would 

sanction or favor unionism.   

Q Okay. 

A I don’t think the city managers favor it today, forty-some years later. 

Q You don’t seem to recall him, though, as being especially antagonistic to the 

notion of labor unions at that time? 

A Well, I wouldn't -- I wouldn't say that he was antagonistic to it because he did 

want -- he did want a peaceful strike, which we'll get into later on how he agreed 

with the rest of the city officials that the plant would not be opened up until there 

would be a settlement by the international. 

Q Yeah. 

A And GM of course. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A And as it turned out, that's the way it was. 

Q So he played a key role then at that time? 

A Oh yeah, definitely because the -- the sit-down here in Janesville, I don’t think it 

lasted -- oh, if it lasted six or seven hours. 

Q Hmm, I see.   

A I can remember getting out about nine o'clock and putting on a little rally down at 

the railroad tracks there east of the plant.  And then from there, we went to the 

union hall.  We were all hipped up.   
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Q Right.  Now, what about -- there's a man by the name of J. J. Dulin whose name I 

came across, D U L I N.  Do you have any recollection of him as a political leader 

right around that time anyway? 

A Dulin? 

Q Yeah.  That might have been before you -- 

A That doesn't register. 

Q Okay.  What about -- what about church leaders?  What about your church 

situation?  Did you ever -- did the priest ever talk -- talk about unions, or did you 

ever talk with him about it?  Did you get any feedback at all along those lines? 

A Not to my knowledge.  I imagine they had some inward feelings because, after all, 

people were back to work, and they probably were getting a little more revenue 

than they had been getting.  And after all, if you're on strike, your source of 

income is cut off, and it affects everybody. 

Q So there weren't any -- there weren't any priests or ministers then who had a 

reputation for being especially supportive of labor unions at that time? 

A I don’t think so.  There could have been, but I don’t recall any. 

Q Yeah, okay.  What about your own -- how did you reconcile in your mind the -- 

your religious beliefs with your labor union activities? 

A Well, I really didn’t think it was violating my religious belief.  I -- I thought it was 

-- should have been a part of your religion rather than being opposed to it.   

Q So even though you didn’t get any specific feedback form religious people, you 

still felt that what you were doing was consistent with -- with your religious 

principles? 
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A Yes.  It probably should have been the eleventh commandment.  I shall belong to 

a labor organization. 

Q Right.  Let's see now, were you aware of -- while we're talking about religion, I 

think back well before 1900, Pope Leo wrote a -- an encyclical called Rerum 

Novarum, which was -- part of it was support for the idea of labor organizations.  

And at that time, it was considered quite far advanced.  Were you aware of that or 

did anybody in church make you aware of that? 

A Not really. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A To my knowledge. 

Q All right, all right.  That's not surprising.  I -- you know -- 

A That's the first I heard about it.   

Q Right, okay.  Well, we're getting low on tape on this side, so we better flip over.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q This is June 24th.  Again, we're continuing the interview with Mr. Hilkin.  I 

wanted to ask, Mr. Hilkin, about the development of the CIO in 1935 and '36.  I 

was wondering how aware you were of that and what impact that had on the 

development of -- of the Janesville UAW as you recall? 

A Well, I know there was -- there was bitter feelings because of the -- the split in the 

autoworkers.  The one group was in favor of staying with the AFL, and the other 

group, of course, was breaking away from the AFL and joining the CIO.  If my 

memory serves me correctly, the union president at the time was Wesley Van 
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Horn, and he -- he favored -- this was Local 95 that I'm speaking of.  He favored 

staying with -- with Homer Martin.  That was AFL.   

And Lou Adkins could see the -- the advantages of breaking away from 

the AFL and joining the CIO.  But nevertheless, Van Horn was president of the 

union at the time, and he -- he pleaded his case or his side, and there was a bitter 

feeling.  And as far as I was concerned, the AFL was doing a good job.  Of 

course, I was just a member of the union and on the outside looking in.  I didn’t 

know the inside mechanics of the advantages.   

I can recall, too, foremen at the plant were getting a charge out of it.  Well, 

you can't even agree among yourselves.  How do you expect us to -- well, it did 

work a hardship in different plants in the different cities because you had this 

fight between the two organizations now when you should have been fighting the 

management, the organization -- or the -- GM, you know. 

Q Right.  Do you -- do you recall -- about the cushion department now, what was the 

tendency in the -- in that department?  What -- were there more CIO or AFL 

supporters? 

A Well, I think with the -- with Lou Adkins being employed in the cushion 

department, he spread the gospel that we should join the CIO and get -- have 

harmony among the ranks, you know.  Of course, I suppose that swayed most of 

us because I just couldn’t see this hassle in the organization when the -- you -- 

here you want to fight management, and here you're fighting between yourselves. 

You can't -- from the outside to a -- from an outsider, it probably looked 

ridiculous.  Well, they have the same thing now in the Teamsters.  They can't 
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even agree amongst themselves.  And when it comes to bargaining for a new 

contract, why there's something lost there.   

Q Well, how did you react to John L. Lewis at that time?  How aware of him were 

you? 

A Well, I knew he was around.  He was getting things done.  It was in the earlier 

days of the labor union and -- any leader that could organize and get a contract 

was really doing something worthwhile because getting something done was -- 

was a hard job in those days.  Things didn’t come easy.  I think we've got most of 

our knowledge through the radio and newspaper.  Of course, everybody knew him 

because the big, bushy eyebrows and the big, full head of hair.  Some of us might 

have thought that maybe he was a little radical. 

Q Did you think he was a little radical? 

A Well, probably at the beginning I did, but he was accomplishing his objectives.  It 

don’t take long to convince you differently.   

Q Yeah. 

A See, there was a lot of people that didn’t like John L. Lewis because he -- well, he 

was outspoken.  He wasn't afraid to get things done.  Take the bull by the tail is 

the word -- is the saying and get some action.   

Q Well, then he didn’t support Roosevelt the first time around.  Did that bother you, 

or were you aware of that? 

A I really wasn't aware of that. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, I was wondering what -- what was your reaction to the whole 

concept of industrial unionism as opposed to -- to craft unionism? 
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A Well, I think after it was pointed out that -- that the AFL had no room for 

industrial workers, it didn’t take long to convince a person then that you've got to 

go with the AFL -- or with the CIO or you're on your own.  It would be an 

independent -- I don’t know if -- I do recall, too, that some of the -- there were a 

few of the plants did stay with the AFL -- I call it stayed with Homer Martin.  

Now, I don’t know if there was any independents at the time or not.  If there was, 

it slips my mind.  

Q Yeah, right. 

A There could have been.   

Q You mention that your cushion department was pretty much a center of CIO 

support.  I was wondering if there were other centers of CIO support that you 

could identify around the plant?  What kinds of people really supported the CIO 

within the Fisher plant if you recall? 

A Well, I -- that's a hard question to answer because -- 

Q Let's -- maybe I can break it down a little bit more.  Here again, let's ask about 

seniority workers and newer workers. 

A Well, that -- I think -- I think the seniority workers -- then again, the president of 

the union at the time was a seniority worker, but the -- the trim and final 

assembly, I think they went along with the CIO more so than the AFL after it was 

pointed out that there were better advantages since the trades didn’t have any 

room for industrial workers.  

Q Yeah.   
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A Now, and then there's the -- the executive board was made up of not particularly 

planned, but if you had a man from the body shop and a man from final assembly 

or trim, I think that had influence on some of the workers, too. 

Q What about the -- the Italian-American workers that we talked about before.  

Where do they fall down or tend to on this CIO/AFL split? 

A Well, I think that type of a person could see the advantages too because they were 

-- the Italian was eager, you know, to get the thing settled.  I don’t know why they 

should have been just a little bit more that way than others, but I found the ones 

that I knew, they wanted to concentrate on -- on solidarity rather than factions 

because you can't get anywhere with factions. 

Q So that would have resulted in support for the CIO then? 

A Mm-hmm, yeah. 

Q I see, okay. 

A Although, this Homer Martin, I know any number of people looked up to him.  I 

think he was -- I think he was a preacher. 

Q Right.  Yeah, a Baptist preacher. 

A Worked at one of the plants in Michigan.  Anyhow, that's about the way I would 

evaluate it.  And it was quite a blow because I -- I really looked up to Homer 

Martin.  Here's a man that's got the fortitude, you know, to -- to be the president 

of the international association of autoworkers.  That was a big undertaking in its 

infancy.  

Q Right, right.  Now, I was wondering, do you recall a strike or a threatened strike 

in 1935? 
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A Didn’t we talk about that the last time? 

Q I -- I don’t think so.  I heard somebody mention it, and just wondered if you had 

some recollection of it.  You might have mentioned it -- 

A I mentioned it. 

Q Yeah. 

A And now the name of the city comes to my mind, Muncie, Indiana -- 

Q Yeah, right. 

A -- had a -- I think it was a transmission plant. 

Q Yeah. 

A That was the first strike.  The night I recall was in May of that particular year, 

1935.  Anyhow, it affected this plant, see. 

Q Now, in what way? 

A Well, we ran out of transmissions. 

Q You couldn't -- exactly.   

A And I -- 

Q So while the strike didn’t break -- there wasn't actually a strike here, yet there was 

a -- what, a layoff because you -- 

A A layoff. 

Q Yeah, okay.   

A And I really don’t remember what the outcome of it was if they finally had to go 

back to work. 

Q Mm-hmm. 
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A Because they couldn't come up with a settlement.  But to my knowledge, that was 

the first work stoppage that was called by the international 

Q Yeah. 

A The last time we talked, I was -- I was groping for the name of the city.  When 

you mentioned, that came to me. 

Q Are you aware of any quickie work stoppages before the 1937 sit-down? 

A No.  I think -- 

Q No work stoppages at all except for that Muncie --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- or except for that situation? 

A But there was no threats of a stoppage here in Janesville, or I mean by these locals 

here that I know of. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Because you were asking for a dismissal, I imagine, immediately. 

Q Well, let's move on to the -- you know, we've -- we've talked off and on about the 

sit-down.  Of course, it's such a key event that it permeates conversation I guess, 

but I was wondering what you recall, if anything, about the planning that went 

into that -- that strike -- the local planning here in Janesville? 

A You mean by the executive board of the union? 

Q That -- I suppose that's the first question.  Was the planning carried out 

completely by the executive board or were other members -- were rank in file 

members involved? 
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A Well, to my knowledge, it was -- it was planned by the executive board with the 

sanction of the international.  I don’t think any of the employees had anything to 

say is there going to be one and when is it going to be?  I think that was planned 

by the -- by the executive board in conjunction with the sanction of the 

international. 

Q Were you aware at all that something was developing or something was coming 

off? 

A Oh yes.   

Q And how -- how so? 

A Well, word-of-mouth for one thing.  You knew there was going to be -- or there 

was one in the making because there was no -- no progress being made in Flint as 

to a settlement.  We were almost sure there was going to be one in Janesville. 

Q Now, there had been sit-downs in other cities around the country previously to 

January 5th or 6th when the thing broke here, wasn't there? 

A I don’t recall. 

Q I was wondering if you were aware of that. 

A No, I'm not aware of it.  It could have been.  Flint was the big topic of 

conversation.  They were -- they sat down in the plant and, I guess, there was 

arrangements to get food to them.  They were -- food was now barred.  After all, 

you can only take so much in your lunchbox.  But if I recall, that strike went on -- 

before Janesville, it must have been a couple of weeks old or more before it hit 

Janesville. 
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Q Now, I was wondering just exactly when and how you became aware that -- that 

the sit-down was going to take place? 

A Well, I didn’t know it until the day it happened because I didn’t carry an extra 

sandwich with me.  But my partner, this Myron Rothman, he -- I don’t know how 

he got his information, but he knew there was -- it was going to be that day or 

possibly because he did have a few extra sandwiches, and I imagine he must have 

shared one with me because I didn’t have any -- I don’t think there was -- we 

didn’t have any -- anything for supper if I recall.  I don’t -- I'm almost sure we 

didn’t.  I can't recall eating any lunch at suppertime.   

Q How -- how did you decide, you know, you had to -- you had to make kind of a 

quick decision it seems whether to -- whether to stay and sit down or whether to 

take off.  How did you -- 

A Well, I knew ahead of time. 

Q -- arrive at that decision? 

A I knew ahead of time that I was going to sit down if there was going to be one. 

Q Oh, okay.  Now, how had you made that decision then?  You know, what were the 

-- you know, why -- why were you -- why were you going to take this chance? 

A Well, I think I touched on that before.  It was a must.  You can't -- you can't work 

like this for the rest of your life.  There's got to be some changes made.  I thought 

well, if I lose my job, I said I was single at the time.  And I didn’t have anybody 

to support.  I could have went back to the farm, you know. 

Q Right, right. 
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A Because I was needed there if it came that far.  And if you couldn't make up your 

own mind, I'm sure somebody else could have made it up for you that you have to 

support this because this is the best thing we have going for us was the sit-down 

strike.  Of course, nowadays, you can't do it because it's against the law, isn't it? 

Q Right, right.  

A I think right after that, they passed the law. 

Q Well, how did you feel about it at the time?  You know, the president of GM at 

the time, of course, made the argument that they -- you were taking over their 

property and that what you were doing was illegal and immoral and all that.  How 

did you feel about that?  How did you justify that in your mind? 

A Well, I don’t know if I gave that too much of a thought because -- I probably 

thought it's a pound for a pound, you know.  If they're going to take the sweat and 

blood out of you, why they owe you, pint for a pint.   

Q Yeah, okay.   

A There was no doubt in my mind that I would -- well then my brother Joe was 

working on the cushion line and he sat down.  And I -- now, there was a good 

case -- I'm sure his wife didn’t favor the sit-down strike.  She wasn't that type of a 

person.  But nevertheless, he did sit down.  And there was another avenue of  

getting information because he worked on this cushion line where Lou Adkins 

worked right down from us.  We did have conversations about unionism.  I think I 

told you last week that I hardly got my feet on the ground down at the plant, and 

he says you better join the union.  I says, what's that?  I said why, not what's that 

because I knew what union -- 
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Q Right. 

A -- I knew a little something about unionism.  But I don’t think anyone, unless 

you're ever involved -- the tension that builds up when it comes to like a strike or 

something like that, when we get into the fire department local, why we'll talk a 

little about that, how do you make a decision.  That was more a monumentous -- 

Q From your point of view, yeah. 

A From my point of view than it was way back when I only had myself to take care 

of with no pension rights to lose and only a few years of seniority. 

Q Were many of the workers who sat down in that situation, were they -- were they 

people who were more or less footloose at the time or -- 

A Oh no. 

Q -- or were many -- were there -- were they mostly family members would you 

say? 

A There were a lot of family men.  Most of them were family members.  The single 

guy wanted to get out because he wanted to see his girlfriend.  Who knows how 

long -- we figured we were going to be locked up because Detroit -- or Flint was 

locked up.  They were -- I stated before, they could have -- they could have been 

in the plant at least two weeks before it happened here.  I don’t really know, but I 

know it was -- it was some time ahead of us. 

Q Well, did the -- did the -- did those sit-downers who were family men, did they 

seem to you to be under a lot of -- a lot more pressure, a lot more -- did they 

experience a lot more tension, do you recall about that? 
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A Not really.  I don’t know why -- why their attitude was such as it was, but it didn’t 

seem to effect them.  I know -- there was a -- one of the -- he was a seniority 

employee.  I don’t know if he had been married yet -- no, I don’t think he had -- 

let me start all over.  Where I roomed, this seniority employee was engaged to the 

lady's daughter where I stayed.  And he had no qualms about going on a sit-down. 

Q Okay. 

A So seniority employees versus the less seniority employee, I don’t think there was 

that many qualms about it.  I think probably a lot of the feeling was the tail goes 

with the hide.  If we don’t make it, we'll just have to -- what is the saying, root 

hog or die someplace else. 

Q Yeah, yeah, right. 

A But we just can't carry on like this any longer. 

Q Yeah. 

A Indefinitely, you can carry on.  You can go top speed for so long, and then 

something gives.  And I'm thinking of a number of the employees that were 

married and had families, seniority employees mostly.  And then again, this 

Myron Rothman that worked next to me, he came from Mosinee, Wisconsin.  He 

didn’t have anything.  I don’t know how long he could have lasted on with a 

lengthy strike.  But there were employees that went on what they called poor 

relief at the time.  It's called welfare now.  It's just a fancier name.  Some years 

later, they were contacted to pay back their welfare payments.  I don’t know if 

they ever did or not, but this is truly -- you can bear -- you can search this one out.  

Some of the employees -- older employees like Osmond or Adkins will tell you 
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because it was brought up at the union meeting, you know, do we have to pay it 

back?  But there were employees that had to go on welfare.  After all, you have to 

eat.   

Q Yeah, right. 

A I don’t think there was much of a soup kitchen set up.  There was no money in the 

local treasury to set up a soup kitchen.  I don’t remember if there was a bowl of 

soup set out or not.  I can't recall.  I don’t know, did any of the others tell you 

anything? 

Q No, haven't heard anything about that. 

A I don’t think there was.  I don’t know where it would have been because I was 

usually down to headquarters everyday. 

Q What did you actually do?  Just how did -- how did the -- how did the sit-down 

develop?  How was the word spread and, you know, just what did you do during 

the period when you -- when you held the plant? 

A Oh, from the time it was called? 

Q Right. 

A I really think it was -- it was the end of production that day if I recall.  And of 

course like I said, I knew about it, and I imagine there was different ones in our 

group that probably knew about it.  But you had to have your mind made up 

ahead of time.  You couldn't make that decision, you know, right now because it 

was a topic of conversation, the sit-down strike.  Are you going to stay?  I don’t 

know if anybody committed themselves or not as whether we're going to stay in 

or not.  But at any rate, the sit-down was on, we'll say. And if I recall, it was at the 
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end of production.  And of course, in the cushion department, we had the trim -- 

there was a -- it was a cotton pad that went over the spring of the seat, and we 

made ourselves up a bed for the night, and different ones from other areas came 

over.  I don’t know if they borrowed these pads or they made them up, made a 

place up for them to sleep that night.   

Q So you actually stayed right in your cushion area then? 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q Okay. 

A Yeah, we didn’t go out to the front door or anything, maybe later on.  But then 

they shut the lights off.  Of course, it was the 4th or 5th of January so it would get 

dark early -- 

Q Fifth of January. 

A Fifth of January.  It got -- because the first thing, if I recall, it was dark, see?  And 

they turned the lights off and all they had on was the nightlights.  I think the 

foremen were instructed to patrol.  But of course, I remember our foreman going 

through.  Of course, he couldn't see where the hell he was going.  And he's -- he 

could hear some noise here and kind of feel his way along.  But they didn’t harass 

us that I recall or have any smart remarks.  Like I said, it didn’t last that long, and 

I don’t -- and I don’t even recall how we got the word, you know, to come up in 

front.  Of course, they had the lights on up there.  Should I get into it now? 

Q Yeah, right, right.  Just tell all the details that you recall. 

A I think the word came that they were meeting with the city officials up in the 

clock room, because I recall being up in the front end there right on the plant's 
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side of the clock room.  During the time of the -- of the sit-down until we were up 

in front, the union and management must have been talking or negotiating with 

the city to get the sit-downers out of the plant, and they agreed not to open until 

there was a settlement -- international settlement.  And the city officials that I 

recall being there were city manager Henry Traxler and Jimmy Croake was the 

sheriff at the time.  Ford was police chief, and Frank Murphy was fire chief.  This 

all seemed to take place out in the clock room where we could see these people. 

Q Was there one clock room for both -- did Fisher have its own clock room and 

Chevrolet -- 

A Oh yes. 

Q -- had its own clock room?  So when you talk about the front, you're talking about 

the front of Fisher? 

A Uh-huh. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Well, what I'm talking about is all Fisher because I wasn't really familiar with 

what went on over at the Chevy.  Now, whether they were over to Chevy, I don’t 

recall, but they must have been and gave them the same promise as they did when 

they came over to Fisher. 

Q Yeah, all right.  

A But then the word was get your lunch pail and get out of here.  So then they 

turned the plant back to management.  From there, I recall we -- we grouped and 

walked down past the plant.  I think the press must have had some knowledge of 

what was going to happen because they -- we walked down the railroad track, 
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which goes by the Chevrolet plant, and I recall some photographers there.  From 

there -- well after all, we had our cars.  I recall going up to the union hall and had 

a little rally and a pep talk, I guess.  Pep talks are very important when it comes to 

striking because you're asking employees to give up their paycheck.  Their lifeline 

is a paycheck.   

And I'd like to elaborate a little on when the sit-down was called, 

employees -- good, faithful union men, you know, hurrying to get out the front 

door for fear there'd be a -- some opposition to them getting out.  And anyhow, I 

mentioned before that we claimed there was more broken legs in the rush for the 

front door than you could think of.  But anyhow, after all was said and done, 

everybody was gone home except those that stayed in.   

Q About how many stayed in on the Fisher side? 

A I often wondered. 

Q You don’t -- yeah, you don’t have a guess? 

A No, I really don’t have it.  Maybe it was a couple hundred, maybe not even that 

many.  It wasn’t a very big group if I recall.  I think 200 might be exaggerating.  

Q Well, how did you feel about the people who left -- all the people who left?  How 

did you react to that? 

A Well, I think right to this day it kind of gripes me.  It's another case of let Joe do 

it, you know, and I'll get the same benefits.  What lurks in their minds, I have no 

idea.  But like I said before, the single person, why he's afraid he'd be locked up 

for a month and he wouldn’t see his girlfriend.  Then the married -- the married 

person, whose wife didn’t sanction something like this, he probably wanted to get 
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out because, after all, harmony in the family is important.  And he was -- you 

know damn well he was going to be harassed by his wife when the last paycheck 

was spent.  So, he hurried out.  There was a lot of good union -- union employees 

that didn’t sit down. 

Q But you don’t seem to have any regrets about the role that you took.  You seem to 

think that it was -- that you made the right decision to stay there? 

A Oh, certainly.  And I can say right today that there was a awful lot of people that 

picked up their -- or members that picked up their sit-down badge that never sat 

down because they had them up to the union hall in a box.  Anybody that wanted 

one could go up and get one.  

Q Mm-hmm.  So it became a -- it seems that afterwards, it became a source of pride 

really, the sit-down? 

A Right.  I don’t have a -- I lost track of my sit-down badge, but it isn't over two, 

three years ago, I was out to a political rally out to UAW hall and Lou Adkins was 

there.  I showed him my sit-down badge.  He says where did you get that?  I said I 

sat down for it.  That's how I got mine.  But there aren't too many around.  A lot 

of them have been mislaid.  But when you come back next time, I might be able 

to locate the thing. 

Q Okay, good.  Could -- could you get out of the plant and return, or were you -- 

were you held in there?  Just what was the situation as far as getting out and 

coming back in? 

A Oh, I don’t think -- the guards wouldn't allow you to come back in.  Once you 

were out, I think you were out, I guess.  And I don’t recall anyone saying that 
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anybody that decided to sit down had left between the time of the sit-down and 

the time we were asked to leave.  I can't -- I don’t know if there was anyone left 

doing that --   

Q Yeah.   

A -- at that particular time.  

Q Now, what about food?  You said that some of the guys packed extra sandwiches, 

but was any food brought in or were arrangements to bring food in -- what about 

supper that night? 

A I don’t think I had any lunch for supper that I recall.  Well, more than likely, there 

would have been arrangements made.  After all, it wasn't a starve out.  But I think 

in Flint, if my memory serves me, they were -- the wives were allowed to bring 

food in -- bring food for you.  I don’t know how they got it inside, but I do recall 

seeing where they were handing it in.  I don’t know if -- I don’t know where I got 

this idea, but the women -- the wives could hand it in the windows, you know, 

like on the front end or something like that where they wouldn't have to -- but I 

don’t know.   

I imagine they had other sources of getting food in.  I imagine they -- the 

bargaining committee or the executive board made some arrangements with 

management to get food in because otherwise they could starve you out, and how 

long could you -- how long could you go on without food?  The Lord is supposed 

to have gone forty days without food, but they didn’t count Sundays.   
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Q Right.  What about the mood inside the plant during the sit-down?  How would 

you -- how would you describe the -- the mood of the workers and the feeling 

among the workers? 

A Well, I think there was -- the enthusiasm overshadowed the -- the possibility of 

what might happen to you, see, because I mentioned that before that the frame of 

mind that you get in when something like this is taking place, it's hard to describe, 

but there's a certain amount of enthusiasm.  I know when we come back from a 

firefighters' convention, you always felt -- and Ed Wellnitz, who was secretary 

treasurer while I was president, he'll confirm my statement that after -- after 

enduring a convention, they would say boy when I get back home, I'm really 

going to work on that chief and the city manager.  You know, that's the gesture I'll 

use.  But I think your -- the tension builds up within you, see, and you believe 

your convictions.  That's -- that's quite a -- 

Q So there was a lot of enthusiasm then you'd say? 

A If you believe your convictions, that's half the battle I guess. 

Q What were workers doing?  Was there a lot of -- a lot of noise and chatter and 

bag-slapping or were people more quiet?  Just what -- you know, what -- what did 

people do and how did people react in the plant? 

A It was quiet.  There was no cheering that I recall and back-slapping.  It was -- in 

the cushion department, I think the first thing we -- the first thing that came to our 

mind was get a place to bed down for the night.  If you did have a sandwich, you 

could always eat that in the dark because I told you it was -- it was in January, and 

it was starting to get dark.  The first thing I knew, it was dark.  And then the lights 
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went out, all but nightlights, you know, a light here and there.  I hope they had a 

flashlight.  And there was no banquet table set up with food. 

Q So what, people just kind of sat around, laid around then until they got word that 

there was some kind of agreement in the works? 

A Yeah.  We -- I think we were bedded down for the night because I mentioned 

before that the foremen walked through and they could hear probably some 

chatter.  It was their trail through there, and they would -- oh, it's you or 

something like that.  But I said they didn’t harass us for being there. 

Q Did -- was there a sense of being involved in a history-making event or did people 

just kind of take it in stride, this is just something you did?  What about that? 

A Well, there was a feeling that it was -- this is something new, a sit-down strike.  I 

think the feeling was boy, we really got them where the hair is short, and this 

thing has got to be settled or we're going to sit down here indefinitely.  At least, 

that's the way I recall it.   

Q Okay, right.  Now, do you recall any -- do you recall any violence attending the 

sit-down? 

A Well, in the Fisher local, which was 95, I mentioned before that some individual 

threw tacks in the face of this plant guard, and I still didn’t come up with his 

name.  I can't come up with his name.   

Q Now, that -- 

A That's about the only violence that I recall outside of the stampede to get out. 
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Q Okay, right.  When you say threw tacks in his face, what kind of tacks and did an 

injury result?  That seems -- seems like, you know, you could mess up people's 

eyes that way. 

A Well, that was the bitter feeling toward the employee that done that.  You know, 

he could have been blinded.  There was no ill-effects because he was still there 

when we were called to the front end.  I don’t know if there was any that took 

place over at Chevrolet.  If there was, I don’t recall anyone mentioning it. 

Q Had any measures been taken by the union to prevent violent outbreaks that you 

were aware of? 

A Not really.  I don’t know how they would have.  There was no violence on the 

part of those of the sit-downers.  I -- I don’t know why this employee would have 

done what he did because, after all, he was just -- the party was just a plant guard.  

I can't come up with is name.  He -- later, he quit GM and went to work for the 

city for the street department. 

Q So but you don’t -- you don’t remember the union taking any special steps to -- to 

prevent things from happening? 

A No to my knowledge. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Now, we mentioned a couple of people before, and I wanted to see if 

you had any recollection about the specific actions that these people might have 

taken during the -- during the sit-down.  Let's talk about City Manager Traxler 

first.  Are you aware of any specific actions that he took or statements that he 

made? 
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A Not really.  If I would have to make a statement, I think he -- he was looking for -

- for peace rather than violence.  But as far as statements are concerned, I don’t 

know if he made any derogatory remarks or anything like that. 

Q So you seem to think that he was playing a -- a mediating role then -- 

A Yes. 

Q Yeah, okay.   

A Then of course he had all the -- the other department heads involved in it so it'd be 

law and order. 

Q Yeah, right.  What about Sheriff Croake, do you recall anything -- anything about 

his role? 

A I don’t recall any remarks by any of the people involved on the management side.  

Like I said, I think they were looking for law and order, peace.   

Q How did you feel about them afterwards?  Did you feel that they played a 

responsible role or that they'd -- they had taken advantage of the situation? 

A Well, I think they -- they played a conservative role because as long as this plant 

wouldn't go into production until there was a national settlement, that's all we 

were asking for.  And that got us out of the plant. 

Q Mm-hmm.   

A I mean as far as I was concerned.  Now, I don’t know how some of the rest of 

them felt because they -- even though we did sit down, I don’t think it encouraged 

an earlier settlement because the -- there was various plants tied up at the time. 

Q Mm-hmm.  What really was your understanding of the purpose of the sit-down?  

And it seems like GM was pretty well tied up and production would have come to 
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a haul anyway.  What was the purpose of the sit-down here exactly as you 

understood it? 

A Well, I think that was to help bring pressure to Barry and all them.  It seems they 

don’t go along with that nowadays.  Like we'll just take Parker Pen's strike as an 

example.  Production workers went back.  The machinists were out another month 

or six weeks.  They didn’t do that back then, just pull one -- one key plant because 

the more that are involved, in my way of thinking, the better the agreement you 

get out of it.  At any rate, that would be my synopsis of it. 

Q So you thought that was a better -- that was actually a better tactic than to -- than 

to take a target company like is done today? 

A Yeah. 

Q Okay. 

A Because that gets -- more people are involved after all than if you -- if you've got 

20,000 people involved, it seems to me to be more effective than if you have 

2,000.   

Q Well now, are there any other recollections that you have of the sit-down that we 

have -- that you haven't had an opportunity to talk about here?  Are there any 

stories that stand out in your mind or any personalities that stand out?  Anything 

that you think should be discussed about it that we haven't gotten into? 

A I think we touched on it quite thorough.  There probably might have been a few 

divorces that came out of it, too much time spent at the union hall, but we don’t 

want to get into that though. 
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Q Are you -- are you serious or are you being facetious there?  You mean there -- 

the tensions at home were so serious over this thing that divorces actually could 

have resulted -- actually resulted -- are you aware of any that resulted?  

A Well, I wouldn't say -- 

Q That you'd attribute to the strike? 

A -- because of the pressure at home, but after all, there were females employed at 

the plant.  They were good union members.  Now, I can't really say if any of the 

women did sit down or not.  There might have been one or two.   

Q Uh-huh. 

A And at that time, it seems there were more single women working there than 

married.  They may have been married and divorced.  They were active in the 

union, spending time at the union hall and down to the bar.  That might have had 

some bearing on divorce. 

Q Yeah, all right.  So you're speaking mainly of women employees, not the -- not 

the men necessarily? 

A I'm speaking of the men, not the women.  The women -- I explained that to -- 

either they were -- they were single. 

Q Oh yeah, okay.  I see.   

A And -- 

Q Relationships then between single women employees and workers -- and male 

workers?  Okay, right, gotcha.  Now, what happened after -- what happened after 

the sit-down after you went home?  Then what -- what transpired because you 
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were out for several -- several weeks yet I think?  What do you recall about that 

period after the sit-down?  What stands out in your mind? 

A Well, after about a week, it just seems to me we were out a month maybe. 

Q Right, that'd be about right. 

A I recall going back to the farm for a couple weeks.  I could live there cheaper than 

I could in Janesville.  There was no picketing or anything like that because that 

was all agreed to by the powers at be. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A There was no picketing at -- at that strike.  So as a result, you didn’t have to be 

here to picket.  

Q Now, why did the union agree to that?  Do you have any -- any knowledge of 

that? 

A I really don’t.  Nothing comes to my why there was no picketing.  Apparently the 

-- 

Q Yeah, well that's interesting. 

A -- management or the union must have agreed to it.  Their -- their agreement must 

have been in good confidence, otherwise there surely would have been picketing. 

Q Right, right.  What about -- well now if you were -- if you were at the farm during 

this period, you may not really be able to speak to this real well and if so, just, 

you know, that's okay.  I understand that.  But what about support from the 

community for the strike?  Was there any kind of support that came out of the 

community for the strike that you were aware of or that you heard about later? 
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A I -- I think we touched on that a while ago that there just wasn't -- to my 

knowledge, there was no -- no support to the strike at all because -- 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A -- everyone should have been happy to have a job, and that was -- those were the 

remarks that were made.  Of course, the merchants were feeling the -- the blunt of 

it.  An awful lot of the employees that probably didn’t favor the strike said it 

would take years for them to get back on their feet from what they've lost.  The 

city would have an awful time recovering from that because they were just 

coming out of the depression.   

Q Did people feel that you were doing a terribly radical thing?  I mean did they feel 

that -- you know, were you called communists and all that sort of thing then?  Or 

how did -- how was that reaction -- 

A I really think that people felt that it was uncalled for. 

Q But I'm wondering -- the distinction I'm trying to get at is now you say uncalled 

for.  Well, that's different in my mind than radical, which connotes a kind of 

almost dangerous.  So did they think it was uncalled for but not dangerous or 

uncalled for and dangerous?  Just -- just what do you recall about that? 

A I mean -- 

Q Did people feel you were un-American because you engaged in this strike, or was 

it not that serious a thing? 

A Well, I really wouldn't want to say that they looked down on us as radicals.  You 

know, back in the 30's, well there weren't radical -- there radicals, but not too 

many of them because of the -- you know, during the depression years. 
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Q Right. 

A If you had a soapbox and went over to Courthouse Park, you could get a crowd 

listening to you if you had a point to bring out because if -- you know, if your 

theory was I'm going to get you back to work, I'm going to get you a job, well 

you're looked up to as a god.  It's a paycheck versus no paycheck.  There were 

those soapbox orators around, but -- now they -- they weren't really radical I don’t 

think compared to today's type of a radical. 

Q So anyway, the people -- yeah, the people in town don’t seem to have reacted to 

you and the other strikers that way, is that -- is that fair? 

A I would say so, but nevertheless, they didn’t -- they didn’t think it was called for. 

Q Yeah, exactly, okay.  Right, right, yeah that's the distinction I was trying to get at. 

A You're doing it to the community because -- it was to the community and to the -- 

well, I guess the people are the community.   

Q Well, what about the reaction of your family when you went home?  Here, you 

went home on strike.  How did -- how did the folks back home react? 

A Well, I don’t think there was no bitter feelings about it that I recall.  

Q So they were sympathetic to you largely would you say? 

A I would think so -- or say so. 

Q Yeah.  Did your brother go home too at that time, or did he stay here? 

A No, he stayed in Janesville.  He'd keep in touch with me by letter as to what was 

going on.   
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Q Did the -- that you went home is interesting.  I'm wondering if a lot of -- a lot of 

people did that actually, left town and went back to their hometowns during this 

time? 

A I would say so because -- and you'll find that true today that there's an awful lot of 

the people come from the north and a lot of people live out in the country, you 

know.  The Chevrolet, especially, had an awful lot of farmers.  Markham was a 

personnel -- no, he had -- I don’t know if he was head of personnel, but anyhow, 

the saying was if you had a little cow manure on your shoes and old, smelly 

overalls, you could get -- he'd give you a job right away because he was born and 

raised on the farm out on Afton Road. 

Q Oh.  Now, did he feel that farmers were more compliant workers and less likely to 

be involved in the union or what? 

A I suppose it's -- it was some thinking in that.   

Q Did you have that feeling that people came in off -- who came in off the farm 

were less likely?  Was that your observation that they were less likely to be 

involved in the union? 

A Yes, and it probably -- well, they are -- I'd have to say they were better workers.  

And you'd find when you're trying to make your job, the fellow next to you would 

just be burning the -- we used to call it he's burning the job up, but he can't stand 

the pace later on, see.  

Q Yeah, right. 

A But for now, he can burn the job up.  In about six months from now, he'll be 

complaining I can't -- I can't hack it anymore.  But I didn’t have anything against 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

June 24, 1976 

105 

it, but those were a few remarks.  And I think they could have been -- and I think 

they were true too.  But I think the overall picture, you'll find a farm boy, he's 

used to hard work compared to a city boy -- or man when it comes to maybe your 

first job. 

(Interview concluded.)
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is July 8, 1976.  We are continuing the interview 

with Mr. Ralph Hilkin today.  This is the third session with Mr. Hilkin.  We're 

again interviewing him in his home in Janesville, Wisconsin.  My name is Clem 

Imhoff.   

Q Mr. Hilkin, I wanted to get into your experience as a -- as a firefighter now.  I was 

wondering, first of all, I don’t think we discussed the last time just why it was you 

left Fisher in the first place and when was that? 

A Well, I -- if I recall, I was -- I was to the point in life where I either had to make a 

change or stay where I was, although conditions are becoming much better at the 

General Motors plant.  I really wasn't dissatisfied there, but there was an opening 

on the fire department, and I had a few friends working on the fire department.  I 

think they encouraged me to at least put in an application.  I had almost joined it 

sometime before, but I wasn't ready for the change I guess is what you might say.  

But I did apply for it in December of 1946 and started working the first of the 

year, the first of January.   

Q Why did the firefighters seem to be an attractive alternative to you?  That's the 

most -- the single most dangerous job -- profession, I think.  I was wondering why 

you were willing to leave GM for, you know, fairly dangerous work? 

A Well, there was job security.  At that time, there were no threats of strikes on the 

fire department.  There was no shut down -- no layoffs or model change.  And I 

think that's what influenced me.  And I did think if I -- if I didn’t like working as a 

firefighter that I did have some carpenter abilities and I would go to that because I 
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did like to work with wood and the challenge of being a carpenter.  But as it 

turned out, firefighter was my career. 

Q I wanted to know exactly what -- what was the nature of the work?  What -- were 

you a line fireman, or an inspector, or just what kind of work were you involved 

in in the fire department? 

A Well, I was -- they called them a hose man.  That's how you start out, as a hose 

man.  You get your on the job training.  And it doesn't -- didn’t take too long, and 

they trained everyone to drive to try them out to see if he has any driving 

capabilities.  Within two years, I was truck driver.  That word don’t sound right.  I 

was an operator.  And that didn’t take too long, and then I became a -- a relief 

driver.  I think we'll get into that just a little bit later because at the time I started, 

we were working every other day.  There were no days off other than vacation 

time when you didn’t have to go to work the next -- the next day.   

I'd like to clarify that a little.  You worked 24 hours on, which meant you 

went to work this morning at seven o'clock.  You ate two meals at the fire station.  

You slept there at night.  You got up the next morning and came home at seven 

o'clock.  So that's your 24 on duty, and then you had 24 hours off.  That was by 

state law at that time.  So, after the 24 off, it was another routine of 24 on and just 

one was 24 on, 24 off until your fourteen days vacation came.  And being a -- a 

new -- or newer employee, you always got an early spring vacation or a late fall 

vacation.   

At that time, vacations started, I think, in March -- the last part of March 

and lasted probably -- I don’t know if it was through October.  And the reason for 
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that was the summer months, at that time, were times of fewer fires.  However, it 

has changed since that.  I think there is as many calls in summer as winter because 

of the new way of living and the plastics and many more businesses.  That could 

be the reason why. 

Q Well, if I calculate it right, you were working somewhere -- you were on duty for 

something like 75 or so hours a week, is that right, 24 hours on and 24 off? 

A I think we called it the 84-hour work week is what it averaged over the period of a 

year.  And if you want to get into a -- getting and extra working day off, we can 

talk about that now. 

Q Yeah, go ahead. 

A Well, shortly after I started, like within I think it was four months, they had -- the 

local had negotiated a working day off every sixteen days, which meant you got 

three days off in a row.  And I can explain that.  When you went home in the 

morning, that would be your 24 off, and then the next day it would be a regular 

working day, and you'd get that day off and you got paid for it, too.  And then the 

next, it'd be -- the next day would be a regular day off, so that gave you three in a 

row.  We called that the Kelly Day, and that -- that Kelly Day got its origin from 

Mayor Kelly in Chicago.  He was supposed to be the first mayor -- the first city to 

give a working day off.  That's where its got its name until in recent years, we 

went to the three platoon system, and then we had to drop that because no more 

was a Kelly Day. 

Q Mm-hmm. 
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A So we worked under that system, oh, I think maybe four or five years, and then 

we negotiated -- that was called a 72-hour work week those first four of five 

years.  The day off -- the working day off every sixteen days, then we were able 

to negotiate the 67-hour work week, which gave us a working day off every -- I 

think it was every twelve days.  And then the next move was the 56, which we -- 

which is now presently the program -- the work schedule. 

Q And when was that adopted, the 56 day -- hour day -- or 56-hour week? 

A That -- I would say it was at least put in effect in 19 -- either 60 -- I think it was 

'67 because I was still president of the union.  It was '66 or '67.  And the -- 

Q Now, what does that amount to in terms of working days off?  Every how often 

do you get a working day off then, or is it a different setup entirely? 

A Well, we had to put the three platoon system into effect because one platoon was 

off -- all the men were off at the same time, where in the other schedules, you 

only had a group of two or three men off, mostly two.  So when we went to the -- 

the 56, there was -- you had to have three platoons, and that gave you four days 

off in a row.  While the other two platoons were working -- I'm sorry, that was 

five days in a row you were off because they had to work three -- you had to work 

three working days, and while those working days were being worked by the 

other platoon, you were off.  And there was some of those other days then that 

were your regular days off, which occurred every -- our deals, more days off.   

Q Yeah, right, right.  I wondered, too, about the wages that you received when you 

first went to work at the fire department.  Were they -- were they comparable to 
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what you were receiving at GM or better?  What was the situation with regard to 

wages? 

A No way were they comparable to GM.  You took a pay cut.  I recall the beginning 

-- first year firefighter was getting 180 a month.  And at the plant, I just can't 

recall how much an hour I was getting, but it was much more than 180 a month.  I 

don’t know what the rate was at the time, but I -- it could have been near the two 

dollar an hour bracket.  So two dollars an hour would be sixteen a day times five, 

which probably was almost double. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A But I was told that I could do some work on -- on my regular day off, which 

supplemented your income.  But from that time on from the time I started until I 

quit -- or not quit -- until I retired, the firefighters' salary went up, not 

proportionally with business.  But in recent years, we were getting the cost of 

living.  When I say recent years, I'm talking about the end of my firefighting 

career.  We were negotiating a cost of living pay increase.  Maybe as time goes on 

in the interview, why I'll have more to say about how we accomplished better pay 

increases.  I just don’t want to get ahead of our program here. 

Q When -- when did you resign exactly so we can get some idea of the span of your 

service? 

A I retired on May 1, 1972. 

Q Okay, all right.  Now the -- the firefighters' union was established when you were 

-- when you were -- when you first went to work there, is that right? 
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A Yes.  I think their charter was formed in 19 -- 1939.  There are a few of the 

charter members still around.  By that, I mean they're still around -- living.  

They're all around somewhere.  But salary-wise, they weren't making any inroads, 

but they did better their working conditions.  As I just mentioned, they got a -- 

they got the Kelly Day, which was a working day off every sixteen days, but they 

had gotten rid of some of the chores that were demanded of them to do and 

helping the city.  I could elaborate on that but I -- 

Q Yeah, go ahead, that's -- 

A We -- I never got in on it because they had negotiated to get rid of some of these 

chores because they were aggravating, and it was all done on your off time and at 

night.  The -- the men that were on the job when I came told us about how they -- 

they had to flood the skating rinks at night sometimes after midnight.  This would 

be on their time off, not their time on.  They'd get up in the middle of the night 

and go down and flood the skating rinks and see that they were in shape.   

Another chore they had was preparing the swimming beach, which at that 

time was located at Traxler Park.  During the fall and the spring, the mud would 

settle into the sand down in the water of course, and they had special nozzles 

which they would go in there -- hose nozzles that is -- and rile up the water and 

get this mud floating out.  Then they'd apply more sand.  The sand was -- I guess 

that chore was done by the city, but anything that where there was water 

connected to it was always a chore of the fire department.  Now, that was two of 

the most aggravating tasks that they had to do.  I never got in on it because they 

had negotiated to eliminate this stuff from firefighting. 
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Q Do you recall when those tasks were negotiated out? 

A Well, it was between -- no, I really couldn't say when the last time was that they 

had to perform that task, but if I had to make a guess, I think that would be in the 

few years before I had joined the fire department because there was a trend, you 

know, to -- well unionism, I think, was taking more of a hold or catching on more 

so in that era.   

Q You were going to mention a little bit ago some of the names of the charter 

members of the union.  I think it'd be good to get the names that you recall on 

record now. 

A You mean of the living members? 

Q Yeah, right. 

A Oh, I think I can almost recall all of them that are living.  So starting on the top, 

we'll -- we have Waldos was a charter member, Ken Bostwick, Dennis Casey, 

Otto Benwitz.  I think that's -- those are the -- the fire chief was not a charter 

member.  I want to make that clear.  He joined a year or two later.  I think it was 

two years later.   

Q It seems odd that the chief would be a member at all.  I think normally -- you'd 

think he would be classified as a manager, so how did that work out? 

A Let me -- I'm glad you asked that because I was just going to clarify it without 

you asking.  When I said the fire chief, the fire chief at the time of the formation 

of the charter did not belong to the union.  He was management, of course, and -- 

but the -- the fire chief that succeeded him was not a charter member.  And that -- 

Q Now who were these two -- these two men? 
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A Well the chief when the charter was formed was Frank Murphy.  And the chief 

that succeeded him was Alex Andresky, and he was a member of the fire 

department since 1927, which would have been a long time before I started.  He 

was appointed chief in the early spring of 1951 after Frank Murphy had retired, 

and he retired -- I would think it was around 19 -- either '70 or '71.  I think it was 

1971 when he retired. 

Q Was he -- 

A It was before I retired.  That's what I'm going by is -- 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Because I have to go by memory.   

Q Yeah.  Did Chief Andresky continue as a -- as a practicing member of the union 

after he became chief, or did his membership lapse? 

A Well, he -- well, since I had been president for a number of years, all my 

negotiating was done with Chief Andresky, and he was hard to -- at times you 

could accomplish something, and there was other times that you just couldn't get 

to first base.  He -- he had his way, and so many times we didn’t see eye to eye.  

Then there were other times he'd help you out.  Maybe he wouldn't agree with me, 

but that's the way I look at it from my side.  

Q Yeah.  What about the -- you know, you -- you mentioned the chief as a -- as a 

manager really, what about the captains?  Were they considered union or 

management -- 

A Oh yes. 

Q -- labor management? 
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A The captains at that time -- I just don’t want to make a false statement here, but I 

think there was a -- there was -- there wasn't a captain -- or there could have been 

a captain as a charter member.  But after captains were replaced as they retired, all 

the men that took their place that were promoted through the rank, they continued 

as members. 

Q Yeah, I see, okay.   

A And I might say Chief Murphy's brother was a charter member, and he was 

promoted to a captain -- to captaincy after I started, and he -- he was a charter 

member and he still was a member when he was appointed captain.  So the police 

and fire commission didn’t really hold that against you at the time.   

Q There didn’t seem to be any real rigid line then drawn between labor and 

management within the -- within the department, is that -- is that accurate or -- 

A I would say so, yes. 

Q Yeah, okay.   

A As in labor -- 

Q That's really what I was trying to get at again. 

A In later years, and I don’t know how it is now, but there was quite a controversy 

here a couple years ago, and maybe -- maybe three as to where the line is drawn 

between labor and management.  I think the captain still belonged, but there was a 

move onto not to allow them to remain as a member of the firefighters local. 

Q You know, I don’t think we said the official name of the firefighters union here in 

Janesville. 

A It's Local 580, International Association of Firefighters.   
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Q Okay, good.  Now, clearly you were -- you were known as a union member at 

General Motors, and, you know, you made no secret of it.  You participated in the 

sit-down, and I wondered if that posed any problems for you in terms of getting a 

job at the fire department or -- you know, were there any problems that resulted 

for you as a result of your past union activity? 

A For some reason or another, that question was never asked of me, and I don’t 

think it was asked of any of the -- of the people that applied for the job.  And I 

often wondered why.  When I try to come up with an answer, it might be because 

they were strong in their own mind, but in the eyes of city hall, they might have 

not been as strong as -- as they were in later years because city hall could say no, 

and that's where it stopped.  But in later years, and by that I mean in the middle 

50's, they were cautioned by the chief as to when they should join, that they didn’t 

have to join if they didn’t want to.  And rightfully, I can't say if he was coached 

from city hall or if this was his own idea.  And eventually, we did negotiate a time 

when they could -- when they should join -- or could join the union.  And I think 

we gave them sixty days before they were asked to and expected to join the union.   

Q Did you happen to learn anything about the early organization of the union of 

Local 580?  When it was formed -- who was involved in its formation, who were 

the leaders for example? 

A Well, I think -- well the leaders were the charter members but -- 

Q Oh, okay. 

A -- who -- you say who -- who was -- could have been the -- the man that was -- 

we'll call him the instigator? 
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Q Yeah, if there was.  If you can identify one or two people? 

A Yes, the Casey brothers. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A I'm sure they were because I think this would be an interesting note.  There were 

three firefighters suspended back in the late 20's, and that would have been after 

1927 or in there somewhere where they -- the two Casey brothers and the member 

by the name of Pete Barr went on strike and they were fired.  Pete Barr was never 

hired back, but the Casey boys were.  I always thought that was quite interesting.  

And now that I think of it, there was a member by the name of Herb Flannery was 

on the charter, too.  I think -- I think you have a list of the charter members? 

Q Yeah, I wanted to get that on -- I wanted to get that on tape though too.  Was 

Flannery considered a leader? 

A He was not a leader, but he was a good follower. 

Q Yeah, okay.   

A But you have to have followers.  You can't have all leaders otherwise you'd have 

an organization going in each -- in all directions. 

Q Right. 

A I found that out.  If you had good followers and you -- 

Q I wanted to ask, Mr. Hilkin, about the Casey brothers' strike I guess we can call it 

in 1927.  Did you ever talk with them about that?  Did they ever fill you in on any 

of the details of that incident? 

A Well, I really don’t recall what the reason was for it, but I -- I could expect Denny 

Casey at least being the leader of it because this is the way -- the way he operated.  
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If he wasn't satisfied with something, he wasn't afraid to let anyone know.  And of 

course his brother was a good follower.  He was on the -- he's a charter member 

and so is Dennis Casey, and I think this probably held true from the time of this 

little wildcat strike until they formed the charter.  There must have been an awful 

lot of discussion because Frank Murphy was not a labor man.  Rumor had it that 

there were a lot of threats if they joined the union.  I guess when they finally did 

form the charter, word has it that he almost went berserk.  He had a good wife, 

and she -- she was a schoolteacher, and she had -- after that, she had a good job at 

Parker Pen.  I guess she was a well-educated woman.  She was part of the family 

that slowed him down and told him -- gave him at least a few clues, you know, as 

to what's happening around him. 

Q This is Chief Murphy's wife now you're speaking of? 

A Yes, this was Chief Murphy. 

Q Okay.  Who was Dennis Casey's brother?  What was his name? 

A Ed Casey.  And Ed was just a firefighter at the time.  He was not a captain.  In 

later years, he became a captain however. 

Q You used the phrase word has it a couple times, and I was wondering just what 

are your sources of information for what you know about -- about these early 

years? 

A Well, you can believe no matter who it is, even though you don’t know the men 

personally, they know about you.  And I -- that's the way it is right to this present 

day.  Every once in a while, I do meet a new firefighter, and although we've never 
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met before, he knows more about me than I -- than I know about myself you 

might say. 

Q Yep. 

A Because of my union background on the department. 

Q Well, did you talk with Dennis Casey about these things, for example? 

A Oh yes, we did -- we discussed it.  He had left the fire department before I had 

joined due to a disability.  You say, well how could he retire on a disability?  He 

had his 22 years in, which was the law at the time.  You had to have 22 years of 

service, and he had his 22 years of service in and he applied for disability pension, 

and it was granted.  So as a result, he would come back and visit.  That's how I 

got to know him.  He'd never hesitate to ferret me out and talk to me. 

Q Did he ever talk to you about what finally precipitated the development of Local 

580?  Just what -- what series of events led up to -- to that organization? 

A Well, it was -- yes, it was all these petty small jobs that they had to do on their 

own time that aggravated them.  And I think right -- they were right in that respect 

because I don’t think anyone should have to get up in the middle of the night to 

come back and flood rinks when the city had men that -- that should have been 

doing that for pay.  But the city was using the firefighter.  They had men at their 

disposal there that they could almost demand that you take a part in it.  Rather 

than fight them at the time, why they'd -- I mean refuse.  That's the word I should 

use.  Rather than refuse to do it, they would do it and they eventually negotiated 

dropping this -- these various tasks, unpleasant tasks. 
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Q So even though their wages were low, as you tell it here, the real reason didn’t 

have to do with wages so much as these -- as these extra tasks they had to do, is 

that right? 

A Yes.  I would say yes because pay increases were small when I first started.  I 

know one year we didn’t get any.  Another year, we got five dollars.  If you got 

fifteen dollars, you were doing real good.  After I was on the committee or the 

executive board, that was around 1950 or '51, I know we got a twenty-five dollar 

pay increase.  And I always thought I had a little part to do with it because they 

were kicking around a figure that -- well let me start just to -- a little bit -- give 

you a little background to this meeting. 

Q All right. 

A It was my first year on the executive board, and I said it was on 1950 or '51.  We 

had a board of I think it was seven members.  And the police had a board of about 

the same amount of men.  It was an unwieldy board because there was too many 

men.  We had scheduled a meeting with the city manager.  We all gathered in his 

office, and there was -- if you didn’t want to say anything, you always got a chair 

in back of him so he couldn't see you.   

But anyhow, I recall that I did take a part in the negotiations in his office.  

I thought -- I remember real well of making a remark.  I says I don’t think twenty-

five dollars would be out of the question.  Now, whether it was -- whether he took 

that into consideration or not, I don’t know, but we did get twenty-five dollar pay 

increase.  And I think that was -- one of the first pay increases that we got after -- 

after I had started because they had just given a pay increase previous to my 
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starting.  That was during World War II where they -- they were getting paid for -

- to come back to work when they were shorthanded, and the city manager just 

couldn't see that, and he started hiring some additional men.   

Q Mm-hmm. 

A So that's what brought the beginning pay up to 180 or 85 dollars, and top pay was 

205 dollars.  Captains got fifteen or twenty-five dollars more than a top paid 

firefighter.  There were very few officers on the department at the time.  There 

was two captains, one for each shift, and a mechanic and a bookkeeper.  But 

believe it or not, the bookkeeper was the fire chief's brother.  He got captain's pay, 

but he didn’t have the title.   

And the -- the mechanic was the chief's brother-in-law, who was a captain, 

and got mechanic's pay in addition to his captain's pay.  So talking about 

nepotism.  There was a good example of nepotism way back in the 40's.  

Q See who was -- who was the bookkeeper and -- who were the bookkeeper and the 

mechanic at that time? 

A Well, Bill Murphy was the bookkeeper, and his brother Frank was the chief.  Fred 

Youngblood was the captain.  He was the brother-in-law to the chief and, of 

course, to the bookkeeper.  And he was also the mechanic.  That dated way back.  

He became mechanic, I think Fred Youngblood started in 1918 or 1917, and he 

was mechanic shortly after that.  So you say why?  Because his father-in-law was 

the chief at the time, Ken Murphy was his name.   

Now, I can't rightfully say when he was appointed chief, but he was chief 

through the 20's and into the 30's until his death.  Then his brother -- his son, 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 8, 1976 

121 

Frank, was appointed chief.  There was always friction there between Frank 

Murphy and his brother-in-law, Fred Youngblood, because Youngblood had been 

a firefighter longer than Frank Murphy.  However, he was older, and that was the 

reason why.  And he always thought he should have been appointed chief rather 

than Frank Murphy.  This was -- I think that again was around 1935 or '36. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Before my time on the fire department, but -- but Frank did replace his father.  His 

father spent his lifetime on the fire department.  He spent day and night -- almost 

day and night on the fire department.  He would go home for supper and come 

back.  That's what I was told.  That's what the rumor was.  Like I mentioned 

before, these are things that firefighters talk about, you know, because they're 

together all day and half the night.  Conversation -- even though you don’t know 

the people, all you have to do is listen, and pretty soon you can tell the story 

yourself. 

Q Yeah, that's -- that's history. 

A Then again -- now, I forgot two other members that were charter members.  They 

were the Kearney brothers, Frank and Howard Kearney.  But there again, you 

could see the need.  They figured we have to have an organization here because 

we're not getting any place by just talking.  This was the beginning of forming a 

union on the fire department there.  You sat around, like I said a moment ago -- I 

don’t want to confuse you, that's all you do is sit around.  

Q That's -- you anticipated my question.  

A Because -- 
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Q Well, I -- 

A -- you were trying -- after all, you couldn't work from seven in the morning until 

bedtime, otherwise you couldn't fight fires.  You had your work to do in the 

morning, and you had it to do in the afternoon if you weren't drilling -- if you 

weren't drilling, you'd have -- drill sessions usually lasted two hours in the 

morning and two hours in the afternoon.  If you weren't drilling, you could have -- 

we called it school.  That would be book session.  You had to learn hose 

evolution, friction loss, and this stuff came out of a book.  You're supposed to 

read the book on the side, and then you'll be asked questions at the roundtable 

meetings.   

I mean this was -- this was -- the school was -- the captains or senior men 

was the teacher or the instructor.  You were asked -- you had to know all the 

streets and hydrants and schools and factories and street -- I said street numbers.  

And there were an awful lot of box alarms at that time, and you had to know 

those.  They gave you so -- a certain length of time, and believe me, they let you 

know if you didn’t know them.  Of course now, the city is much bigger, and they 

don’t -- they don’t ask -- they don’t school you on where the hydrants are because 

there's one on almost every corner.   

Q I'm glad you made some of those points because I think there's a popular 

impression that firefighters sit around a lot waiting for the bell to ring.  It sounds 

like -- sounds like your days were -- were -- there wasn't all that much leisure 

time? 
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A Oh no.  And there was a thought that just come to my mind too.  See, you asked 

me the question before, you know, why did the firefighter organize.  This thought 

just come into my mind, and this is another thing that griped the men.  I 

mentioned the captain's name before, Fred Youngblood.  He could be a nice 

person, and he could be ugly.  And I think the thing that broke the camel's back 

was he had the men burning paint off of the front door on Mother's Day.  The 

wives would come down to see their husbands, and you'd have to get down off of 

the ladder.   

This Fred, although he was -- I got along good with him, and I don’t know 

why -- but of course, that was after they had some of these things finalized.  They 

were not going to burn paint off of the doors on -- on Sundays, holidays, or -- and 

especially Mother's Day.  They did negotiate that you'd get all your -- your chores 

or your work done on Saturday morning, and Saturday afternoon was your leisure 

time.  You answered the fire calls, but there was no work details on Saturday 

afternoon outside of pertaining to firefighting, coming back from the fires and 

getting your -- your rig -- your engine back in service is what they call it.  If you 

used hose, it had to be reloaded.  The hose had to be washed and hung in the 

tower to dry whether it was Saturday, Sunday, or Mother's Day, this was a must, 

you know, you just had to do that.  

 And there was no work on Sunday outside of your housecleaning.  You 

had to check your rigs every morning and sweep the floors of course and dust 

your rigs and check them over to see that they were all okay.  And there was no 
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work on holidays outside of routine work.  These were the things that they had to 

negotiate.   

Although, I mentioned a little while ago that progress was slow in getting 

pay increases, but it finally picked up momentum.  But the -- the chores, that was 

-- the extra tasks and some of the orders that were given -- that were given at 

times, you know, when the citizen back home was sitting there watching TV or 

whatever and you were given tasks that could have been done the next day.  But 

just to be contrary you might say, or ugly, you were giving the troops things to do 

that you knew they were going to gripe about.  This -- another thing that griped 

the men, there was the nepotism amongst the -- just how would I word that?  

Amongst the Murphy's and the -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- and the Youngblood's.  

Q So the -- there seems to have been a lack of -- a lack of respect for the leadership 

in the fire department among the rank in file, is that accurate? 

A Amongst those that I just mentioned. 

Q Yeah.  

A After -- after they left, there was no problems such as that.  Well, Frank Murphy 

retired in 1951 and is -- his brother retired probably a year later.  And Fred 

Youngblood, I think, retired about 1950.  So they -- it was within a few years that 

they -- that this group left.  Now you've got -- you had new captains and --  

Q And that -- that pattern of nepotism then didn’t persist beyond -- 

A No. 
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Q -- 1950, '51? 

A You can see when it was -- we called them the Murphy's.  After you got rid of the 

Murphy's -- when I say got rid of them, they retired.  There's nobody -- everybody 

was harassed, when are you going to retire, no matter if you was a Murphy, a 

Kearney, or a Casey.  But after they left, then you got the -- you got captains that 

were doing -- I don’t know, the griping.  I was going to say bitching, but those 

were the men that were trying to better things.   

So as a result, they were more conscious of it, see?  They were fighting 

with -- they were fighting for what they almost had to put in effect themselves 

after they got to point X up here.  

Q You mentioned earlier a task of burning the paint off the doors.  Apparently that 

was something you had to do fairly often.  I was just wondering what -- you 

know, what you meant by that? 

A Oh, not fairly often.  It had -- if it blistered or chipped or something. 

Q Oh, I see, okay. 

A It was to get the wood in shape. 

Q Yeah, so the paint just -- this was something that happened -- a one-time event? 

A Yeah, it was a part of spring housecleaning. 

Q Yeah, okay, right.  You also mentioned just now about being harassed about 

retiring, that somebody's always asking you when you were going to retire.  Why 

was that? 

A Well, after you had your -- your time in -- well when I started, the pension system 

was slightly different than the one that I -- it was a city financed pension plan 
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where both the employer and the employee contributed.  But the -- the age limits 

changed.  And you'll say why did they change?  Because back in the 20's and 30's 

and 40's, there weren't too many men retiring.  As a result, it wasn't costing the 

city too much.   

So then when more men were becoming of retirement age, the city -- or 

the state through legislation, they raised the retirement age and the -- the amount 

of service.  You could originally retire like after 22 years of service.  And if you 

started at -- let's say at 25, you'd be 47 years old, or at age 20.  So after you had 

your 22 years in, why don’t you retire, you know, if you don’t like it then?  But 

you weren't harassed by the -- necessarily by the -- we'll call it the brass or the 

management.   

Q Yeah, right. 

A It was by your fellow employees.  It's still that same way today. 

Q Now, what kind of a pension could a fireman have retired on at that time? 

A Half pay, half of your last paycheck.  And -- 

Q That didn’t give people much incentive to retire in their late 40's or early 50's it 

wouldn’t seem? 

A Well, there were a lot of employees retiring after they got their 22 years or 23 or 

24 years in.  And then they had a chance to get another job and get -- and work -- 

get under social security.  There was no social security on the fire department.  It 

was strictly an employee and a city contribution.  The city didn’t contribute 

regularly, they just -- they contributed at -- it was put in the budget if you was -- 

let's say for instance there was 20,000 dollars used up above the income of the 
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pension fund, the city would have to replace that twenty.  I just used the figure 

twenty because the more men on -- on pension like at the present time, we have 

men drawing high pensions, so you're using more of the capita that's there.  The 

money that was contributed by the employee was invested in stocks and bonds. 

Q Yeah. 

A Now, they're -- the city is replacing up to 90,000 in the pension fund every budget 

time.  And the -- the pension laws at that time were -- the law was a 6213 law in 

the statute books.  In 1948, it was changed because it was costing the employer 

too much money, so these municipalities got the law changed where the -- and put 

the firefighters -- I'll just talk about the firefighters.  They put them in with the 

state, county, and municipal employees into this Wisconsin retirement fund.  And 

their contribution immediately went up to seven percent where the group of 

people that belonged to 6213, they were probably paying four percent, three and a 

half.   

At the time I started, I think it was four and a half.  And that's a whole -- 

that's a whole new story on how the firefighters got under the -- were put into this 

Wisconsin retirement fund.  The city had to contribute X number of dollars so you 

had some working capital.  I spent an awful lot of time -- or legislators from this 

district, you know, when there was bill came up, there was a bill came up almost 

every legislative session.  And after -- and it had a fiscal note on it.  You always 

had to wait until after the budget was accepted before you could work on your 

legislatures because due to the inflation, there was never enough money in your 

fund -- in your -- in your account.  Each -- you know, it was like an annuity.  Each 
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individual member has a -- in the Wisconsin retirement fund has an account of his 

own. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A That's -- and that is supposed to earn you enough money over let's say twenty-five 

years, so it pays you in the vicinity of half pay, or you can get up to 75 percent of 

your pay and no more due to years of service.  And there's compulsory retirement 

and those laws.  But that was all hard work.  Like I said, it was a good law when it 

was first passed, but the first pay raise after you -- the first pay raise you got after 

the law was passed, the system wasn't solvent, using too much -- you're putting 

more -- taking more out than you -- so you say, well, why did I have to -- well, 

why did you have to contact legislators?  Because you needed -- well, at one time, 

they needed two and a half percent more, the city.  Out of the city -- you can't take 

everything out of the employee because you have to have -- you have to bring a 

paycheck home. 

Q So basically then every year you had to go back to -- to account for -- to readdress 

the inflation that had taken place on the pension plan? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay, all right. 

A Every legislative year. 

Q Right, right.  I wanted to ask about the -- about the union when it was first 

formed.  There was no right to strike at that time among public employees.  In 

fact, that's still in dispute.  And I wondered just how you -- how -- how workers 

felt about -- how firemen felt about the union.  Did they -- did they consider it a 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 8, 1976 

129 

real union?  How can you have a union without the right to strike or without some 

kind of -- you know, some kind of legal power to use against employers? 

A Well, that's what the problem was down through the years.  You didn’t have -- 

even have the right to form an organization -- or form the union.  You could have 

an organization, but it couldn’t be a labor organization.  I think there was -- just 

out of courtesy, they were negotiating with you at city hall.  Then, it just seems 

the union got stronger and stronger.   

So there eventually was a law passed in the middle 60's I think it was that 

gave you the right to organize and the right to bargain, you might say collectively.  

Those are what we referred to as the laws of 11170.  The first breakthrough there 

was you had the right to -- to mediation.  Although it was -- mediation was never 

agreed to by both sides.  We did go to mediation, I think it was in 1967 or right 

around in there somewhere.  It was a unilateral deal because the city -- the city 

wouldn’t agree to it with us.  We did gain somewhat.  We didn’t get everything 

we asked for.  We had a mediator from the -- oh what's the -- state agency.   

Anyhow, we had a day session.  They meet the same way today.  I can 

recall they finally came -- we were upstairs, it just happened, and they were 

negotiating downstairs, so it was up and down for him.  He finally came back up 

and he said well that's all that's left on the money tree.  But the next step after 

mediation was fact finding.  And we did have some experience with fact finding 

because the Beloit firefighters had gone to fact finding and spent a terrific amount 

of money.  I think it cost them four or five thousand dollars, or maybe six.   
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And after you go through that routine of fact finding and you spend about 

three days at it, the city didn’t have to live up to the findings of the fact finder.  So 

it cost them let's say five thousand dollars.  I think they got a half a percent pay 

increase or something like that out of it.  So fact finding was not the answer the 

State Association found out.  So in recent years, they've got a compulsory 

arbitration.  Now, either side can go to compulsory arbitration but -- but whatever 

decision the arbitrator comes up with, they -- both sides have to abide by it 

whether it favors the employee or management.   

Q Since it -- now it didn’t become legal for public employees to organize a labor 

organization until I think you said the mid 60's.  

A Mm-hmm. 

Q Now, how was it possible then for the -- for the Janesville firefighters to have an 

association that looked like it was acting like a union or trying to act like a union 

back in the -- as early as the 1930's?  How did that -- how was it able -- how was 

it that Janesville firemen were able to have that organization? 

A Well, I think -- well, they weren't doing anything really radical.  The -- the 

municipalities really didn’t oppose it because all of the big cities in the state 

belonged to the State Association of Firefighters -- 

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q I wanted to flashback here a little bit -- well, first I should say that we're 

continuing the interview with Mr. Ralph Hilkin.  This is July 8, 1976.  Mr. Hilkin, 

I wanted to ask about the membership of the fire department.  When you went to 

work there in 1946, roughly how large a department was it and -- and what could 
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you -- or are there any generalizations that you could make about the background 

of the -- of the firefighters at that time? 

A Well, there was a complement of I think it's 26 or 28 men.  And I stated before 

there was a captain on each shift, the chief, the mechanic, and a bookkeeper.  The 

caliber of men might not have been as well educated as they are now because now 

they have college graduates and men with two years of college.  At any rate, there 

are men that have furthered their education beyond high school.  As far as -- and 

they have the newer techniques of putting out fires, but as a whole, the men that 

were putting out the fires then, I think -- well they were -- they seemed to be more 

dedicated.  

If the -- if a man could go into a fire without a mask, boy I'll tell you, he 

was -- he was a good firefighter.  Now, they put on masks before they even get off 

the trucks.  Each men has a -- each man has a mask.  Although the techniques 

haven't changed much, the methods have I guess is what I would say.   

Q What about the nature of the fires that you fought?  You made an illusion to that 

earlier that was kind of interesting, and I was wondering if you would -- if you 

would develop that? 

A Well, we had an awful lot of basement fires due to the coal furnaces.  In my 

career, I noticed the change, you know, from hand-fired furnaces to oil heat.  

That's when the job started changing.  And then you had the shingle roofs -- the 

wood shingle roofs compared to an asphalt roof.  And there again, the roof fires 

that were on the decline.  We used to have an awful lot of roof fires in my first 

years, got out of basement fires.   
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At any rate, those were -- the basement fires, they were hard to fight.  

There were -- there were attic fires too because of the fact that an overheated 

furnace sends a lot of heat up the chimneys and whatever's closest to the chimney, 

the rafters or the wood around the -- the sheeting around the chimney ignite and 

so you had an attic fire.  We didn’t have the masks at the time that I started that 

they have now.  We had mostly what they call canister masks, which had a 

chemical.  As you breathed, the moisture in your breath activated this chemical to 

purify the air that you were bringing in.   

And then when I -- when I retired four years ago, they were -- they had 

gotten away from them already because they were supposed to have caused brain 

damage.  Now they've completely eliminated them.  They went to the -- to the 

oxygen masks, and they've eliminated those.  That's back as long as four and five 

years ago they've gotten into compressed air.  So although you still have to put 

out fires, I think the methods that they're using now are much better than they 

were back then.   

And like I said, I also think that the caliber of men is just a little bit 

shooter than he was back then.  Back then, it was jump off the truck and get in 

there and put the fire out.  Now, he puts on a mask, and if it takes him a few three, 

four minutes longer to put his mask on, maybe somebody else has his on and he's 

in there getting -- with the hose line getting to the seat of the fire.  So as a result, 

there's somebody in there in place of you, although, somebody's got to go in.  The 

fire don’t come up to you until later on.  
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Q What -- what were the major hazards that you experienced or had to be on the 

lookout for during your early years? 

A Well, I think what I was more -- most fearful of was getting into a burning room 

and getting lost, although we were always -- we were schooled on -- on how to -- 

on how to escape, you know, if you did get lost because when you get inside, you 

can't see anything.  You'd have one of these canister masks on, and you knew 

damn well that it didn’t take too long and the bell would start ringing on that 

thing, and it's time to get out.  There's a warning on it, usually about twenty 

minutes or something like that.  All masks have a warning otherwise -- so 

otherwise you would be in there too long and -- but -- 

Q How -- how did you -- how did you avoid getting lost?  That's an interesting -- 

that's an interesting point.   

A Well, if you had a hose line, never put the hose line down -- 

Q Oh, okay. 

A -- without knowing where you put it.   

Q All right.  

A You follow that thing out the way you came in.  But if you went in to help 

somebody else out, well, you'd have to crawl around.  You've got to feel your 

way.  You get down close to the floor.  If you don’t have a mask on, that's where 

the best air is because the heat and smoke raises.  And then you have to look for 

doors.  And if you get in a closet, then you're completely lost.  But if you can find 

the windows, you know that you're on an outside wall.  There were men that were 
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afraid to go in the building because of getting lost.  But like I said, everyone else 

got the fires out. 

Q You mean there were people on the fire department who were -- actually served 

for -- 

A Oh no.  

Q -- a long period of time who had this fear? 

A No, no. 

Q Okay.  

A No, everybody. 

Q Oh, okay.  Yeah, right. 

A But you always knew who the guy was that was holding the door open for you to 

go in.  You have to have -- well, you have to have somebody hold the door open.  

I don’t think he should be the same one all the time.   

Q That's good.  That's good.  It seems that you had a -- there was a pretty small 

group, and I imagine a fairly close-knit group of people, is that -- would that be -- 

is that fair to say? 

A Yes, because you're living together most of the 24 hours.  When -- and it -- it's a 

different type of a group.  You have the loners, and you have the little clique 

groups, you know?  Maybe -- I don’t know how many groups there might be on a 

shift, like three, four, five maybe.   

Q All right.  Going back to your -- you raise a very interesting point there, and let's 

go back to the years when you first served on the force.  You -- could you 

describe the -- the cliques that -- that existed that you were aware of within the 
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fire department, just what -- what, as far as you were concerned, made groups of 

people divide up into cliques?  What differentiated one clique from another?  

That's a better way to ask the question. 

A Well, I guess I could best describe it by saying you fit in good if you were -- I call 

it -- maybe I should -- I would say if you liked to socialize.  Maybe you'd fit in 

with a group that got together and played cards.  There wasn't too much going out 

to eat because they just didn’t have the money in those days like they do now.  

But I -- I don’t think I had much trouble getting along with the men.  I think it was 

primarily because, you know, I came fro the plant and I -- by the plant, I mean 

General Motors.  I come from General Motors and I -- like I described in our 

previous meeting, you had to fight for everything you got down there or stand up 

for your rights at least.  That's what they were looking for was somebody to at 

least side in with them, if not, help them out, too.  Every little bit helps. 

Q What about -- what about your own clique?  What -- which clique were you 

involved in? 

A Well, I think that's a little bit hard to answer.  Well, there was some of them I 

didn’t fit in with because well you know there's -- you have a group of people.  

You've got the men up here that were getting -- always getting -- they were 

getting ready to retire.  You know, that's -- they were older than I was, but usually 

somebody that was my age when I joined, although they weren't necessarily union 

leaders I would say.  But most everybody had a chance to be president of the 

union.   
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Well, I shouldn’t really say the chance, but at least you'd be nominated, 

and most of them were elected if -- unless you had a whole group of them.  That's 

something they never done is have a nominating committee.  You usually 

nominate maybe one or two men or three and well this guy says I was president 

once already, I'll decline.  And I don’t think we got into that yet, so I'll elaborate 

on that a little.  I don’t think it was -- well maybe I'd been on the department a 

couple of years.  I know the first year I was on the department, they didn’t send 

anyone to the state convention, which is held every year.   

From a legislative year, it's always held in August.  And in the off year, 

they held it in June because you didn’t have to wait until after the budget, you 

know, to see if -- if there was money, you know, if it was a money bill.  So now 

this year, they had it in June.  It was just last weekend -- or the week before last.  

So the first convention I went to was in Madison.  That's probably where I got my 

feet wet.  You found out what other departments were talking about.  I mean as 

far --  

Q When was this -- when was this meeting, the first one you went to? 

A What? 

Q The -- the first state convention? 

A What -- you mean what part -- time of the year? 

Q No, which year was it? 

A Oh, that -- well I started in January of '47.  This was in '49. 

Q Oh, okay.   

A I'm quite sure it was '49.  Like I said, it was a couple of years after. 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 8, 1976 

137 

Q What impressed you that other departments were doing that Janesville wasn't 

doing? 

A Well, they had a better program, a working conditions program, you know, and 

trying to get legislation through, pension laws, which was a big thing because I'll 

have to reiterate there.  Starting the 6690 law went into effect January 1, 1948, 

and I started January 1, 1947.  So as a result, I was under the old pension system.  

And anyone starting after '48 was under the new system.  From that time on, the 

firefighters were working on bills to get more money in the fund.   

Although, it didn’t affect me, I'd done an awful lot of legwork on it 

because -- well after that convention, I think I only missed one convention, and I 

didn’t choose to go that time.  In my 25 years, I missed that particular one in 

Sheboygan.  At any rate, I -- I said to myself, you've got to have the same 

delegate going to these conventions, otherwise you don’t know what's going on.  

You go to a convention as a new man, and you know -- you're standing over in a 

corner all by yourself and nobody knows you.  We had men -- there were union 

men, but boy they just didn’t want to come up with a few bucks for you to spend.  

I spent a terrific amount of money out of my own pocket, you know.  They'd give 

you fifteen dollars for three days.  You'd spend money out of your own pocket.  I 

think this is worth putting on tape.   

We had one member, oh, he just complain something bitterly, you know, 

about voting money to go to a convention.  I says, well, if you want to stand down 

at the end of the bar and drink a nickel beer or a dime beer, I says don’t send me 

to a convention, because I -- you've got to be -- that's where all the legwork -- the 
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work is done is after the meetings, you know.  You get together and talk at night.  

You're talking, you know, and this is what you talk about. 

So -- and you've got to be on the in.  You've got to be in with the gang, 

otherwise you're just a forgotten man.  I don’t know how it is today, but up until 

this Ed Wellnitz left the department, he was president two years after -- after I 

decided that I -- I'd put my -- serve my time as union president.  So I mean he was 

a good man to work with.  I had mentioned earlier that if you had a good man to 

work with, you can almost run the union.  It isn't fair, but you've got to sell your 

ideas to the rest of them, see.  He and I'd done an awful lot of the thinking and this 

is what we should have.  You'd have to bring it out on the union floor.   

Well, Gordy Rasmussen was good, too.  He -- he just couldn't get away to 

go -- he could get away to go to conventions, but he was raising a family.  And I 

mean this was his main concern.  I mean not his main concern, but he just didn’t 

want to leave his family and go to the convention where Ed was completely 

different.  He was ready to go to a convention or to a meeting anytime you'd say 

so.   

Q How many people from here would normally go to the state convention? 

A Well, the union would send two.  Well, this is a little kind of -- this is -- maybe 

this is worth bringing out too now that you mention that.  Yes, it is worth bringing 

out because this goes from how the unions got started too.  I'm glad you asked 

that question because it never came to my mind.  Way back in the -- like in the 

20's and the 30's, they -- they saw the need to have an organized group, especially 

for legislation.   
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So you had somebody in Madison, and they did have the conventions.  It 

was called the Wisconsin Paid Firefighters.  Anybody that belonged -- any city 

that belonged to a paid fire department could join this Wisconsin Paid.  I think the 

dues was two dollars a man.  So, but that was strictly for legislation.  That was -- 

that wasn't for bargaining back home.  So then the -- they started forming unions 

around the state like Milwaukee I suppose was first.  I used to know their number, 

but I forgot.  So the -- these different departments started organizing, and that's 

how the union got started in Wisconsin.  Other states -- well now Chicago is 

Local 1, see.  They were the first one to organize.  Janesville was 580.  Beloit is 

583.  Oh, Milwaukee I think is 241.   

Q Okay, Mr. Hilkin, we were talking about the -- the men who went to the 

convention, how many were sent and how -- how it was decided they would go. 

A Well, I stated that the Janesville department belonged to the Wisconsin Paid, and I 

just explained what the Wisconsin Paid was all about.  So they were sending -- 

they were sending men -- I think it was one man to the Wisconsin Paid 

convention, but I don’t really think they were getting too much out of it because -- 

well, you had to be an officer to be on the in.   

And it was for legislative purposes, but I never did hear of anyone really 

going to Madison on a hearing or on -- to where they appeared in a group when 

the bill was on the floor because they always said they would, and I went to many 

of them where -- to show a little strength, you know, you take -- the various cities 

would maybe bring three or four men.  Or if it was a real important bill, maybe 

they'd send a delegation down like a dozen men or something like that.  I know 
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one pension bill when the formula plan was accepted by the legislature, there was 

-- well the balcony was just crowded.   

But anyhow, then they would get up to where the union was formed, so 

they were allowed to send men to the Wisconsin Paid and men to the union.  And 

like in Janesville, it was awful hard to -- to go to a convention because you 

couldn’t get the time off.  You'd have to have a man work for you.  By that, I 

mean a man that had his day off would work for you or the shift would be split 

up.  And if you -- you worked the -- we'll call it -- we'll say the first shift would be 

from seven until noon and then from noon until six, which would be after -- you'd 

eat supper at home and then come in.  And then from there, you'd stay on until 

next morning.   

So next morning, you'd stay right on and work through the next 24, and it 

was awful hard to get somebody to do that for you.  So as a result, I -- I don’t 

think they were accomplishing too much that way.  But nevertheless, they were 

sending delegates.  So it came to -- 

Q Now, at what time did you feel you began accomplishing things at the State 

Association? 

A Well, not because of myself, but in the -- in the middle 40's when the other 

departments were getting this Kelly Day, which would be that extra -- that 

working day off, these were the things that were talked about at the conventions.  

Well, what -- what kind of hours do you fellows have and what's your pay.  Were 

-- you were getting more concessions, more fringes than like Blue Cross -- or 

insurance we'll call it, but it was mostly Blue Cross and your vacation plan.   
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All these things were improved because before that, it was just an 

established two weeks -- or not -- or 14 days.  I think it amounted to 15 days, a 

15-day vacation.  And no matter if you was there twenty years or -- I think you 

got full vacation after the -- after the first year.  So like I said, there was -- those 

were the things that were discussed.  And at any rate, things in Janesville started 

changing.  I think we got paid health insurance in 1952 where the city picked up 

the tab.  We got that in lieu of a pay raise, however.   

And then we got -- in 1947, they had negotiated -- when I say they, that 

was before my time.  I mean it was already negotiated that we was going to get 

the Kelly Day, so there was two fringes and inside of, well, we'll say five years.  

And then we bettered our vacation, oh maybe -- oh I would gather -- I know Chief 

Andresky was the chief at the time, so I guess it was maybe '54, '55.  Then we -- 

then we picked up some holidays.  We got the time off for the holidays.  So there 

was another fringe.  Then we bettered our workweek.  Oh, I think it was 1957.  I 

know it was because that was the year we moved in the new -- in the new fire 

station.  You'll have to forgive me because I -- I -- that's how I can determine 

different things. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A So in 1957, in the fall of that year, we got what we call the 67-hour workweek.  

We went from the 72 to the 67, and now that I think of it, I don’t think I was right 

way back there at the beginning of our interview that we did have a 63-hour 

workweek.  And that probably happened -- oh we got that shortly after we got the 

67 because our city manager says every time you guys come up here, you're 
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asking for shorter hours.  So we says we don’t want to be leaders, we just want to 

keep up with those that already have it.  Well, how many have it?  And you had to 

have your statistics all prepared.  So then we got the 63, so you can see how -- 

Q Now, let me just interrupt here with one little question.  I wondered if in going to 

the city manager with these kinds of statistics, were you using information that 

you had gathered at the state convention or what -- did you get your information 

some other way? 

A Oh no, you got it -- well, through the state conventions, there was -- somebody 

was appointed, you know, you compile this information that was sent in through 

the various locals.  And if somebody didn’t get theirs in, your name -- it would be 

blank all the way across.  They gave you the hours you worked, your holidays and 

how you got your holidays through pay or time off, what kind of insurance you 

had.   

Q So the State Association did give you then a way of comparing? 

A Yes. 

Q When did they start doing that, do you recall? 

A Well, I think they -- I think they had that quite -- quite a long time.  I know they 

had it when I started because it was always posted on the board.  That's another 

thing I want to bring out.  When you talked about were you ever accepted as a 

union before you had the right to organize?  Well, we used -- we used a bulletin 

board in the station to post all of our union notices and union letters from both the 

State Association and the international association.   
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It was never criticized or harassed about it by the chief or -- and we held 

our -- our union meetings in the station.  And I think they still are right today.  

However, they might have to have permission.  I think they have permission 

through the contract to hold them there and the same way as the bulletin board 

today, that's in their contract.  So I think I've touched on your fringes and about 

when they were put in effect.  I don’t think I -- so we're talking about fringes yet, 

so then we got into the 56-hour workweek.  That was a -- that was quite a change, 

you know, from the old system of the Kelly Day because I elaborated on that a 

short time ago where you got five days off in a row.   

And then our vacation plan was we had the most sophisticated plan in the 

state of Wisconsin.  We had -- we had working days off, and we negotiated this.  

And the chief -- I really haven't criticized Andresky in our interview only by 

saying that there was times he was easy to bargain with and there was times he 

was tough.  But he did -- he did go along with the -- this 56-hour work week and 

also all the others too because if he went up to city hall and -- and complained 

about -- that we didn’t need these shorter hours, it would have made bargaining 

that much tougher.   

And he -- he did go along with the 56, and he helped us to a certain extent 

to get it, although, I don’t think he knew how it worked because the first time it 

was put in effect, he looked around the station and he says where is everybody?  

Well, we just put shorter hours in effect, and we only got -- you kept the men you 

needed, so -- and on the vacation plan, he went along with us on that.  And it 

hasn’t changed yet to this day, but I understand city hall would like to revise the 
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workweek and the vacation plan.  And all the state -- all the locals in the state 

look to us with that good vacation plan because -- 

Q See, now what is the vacation plan that you -- 

A Well, it's days -- it's working days.  

Q Oh. 

A If -- they're not days off.  They're days you worked.  If you get 15 working days, 

you'll have to do a little calculating yourself on this because it's a little bit 

complicated, but you -- then you -- not only are your working -- your vacation 

plus your holidays, you had a pretty good -- I hate to put this on tape, but you 

could be off two months, you know, if you took it all at one time.  And you did 

have that prerogative according to seniority you could.  You could sign up.  

Of course, that drawing is all done in line with seniority because the new 

men couldn’t come up here and say I want -- I want this week -- these two, three, 

four -- this two weeks up here if he had that much time coming.  But working 

days, this was discussed at conventions, we should get working days because 

everyone else gets working days.  It was a good plan, believe me.  They had a 

seminar out in -- or a -- I call it a seminar -- or a school for workers out in Des 

Moines, and the word even got out there how good Janesville was doing.  We 

didn’t go to that, and we were criticized for not going.   

I guess nobody -- we didn’t have the information or something, but see 

like Ed Wellnitz and I could have went out there and we would have been heroes.  

But we didn’t get the right information, and we didn’t go.  Now that we're talking 
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about going for the school for workers, so maybe I should elaborate a little on 

that? 

Q Right.  I was just going to say, you know, since you mentioned it, I know from 

talking with you before off mic that that was an important influence on you and 

apparently other people working with the union.  I was just wondering if you 

could -- if you could fill that in a little bit? 

A Well, that was another thing that was discussed at conventions.  We had to get a 

little schooling on collective bargaining, especially after you had the right to 

bargain collectively through the laws of 11170 because some of the cities already 

had negotiators, personnel directors, you know, to do the negotiating for the cities, 

although Janesville didn’t.   

So we started attending school for workers.  This Ed Wellnitz that I've 

mentioned before, he was a willing member of the board.  He was eager to learn, 

so he and I were delegates for several years.  They gave us a lot of information.  

We broke up in groups, you know, and you had your topics that you would 

discuss.  You could even have a debate, you know, somebody would play city 

manager and the other was --  

Q Role -- role playing type things? 

A Yes.  This was quite interesting, you know, how the -- you could -- well after all, 

if you were too many  -- if you were to very many bargaining sessions with the 

city, you knew his answers before you even went up there.  We used to -- well I 

sound like a little childish, but we used to do this very thing when we'd sit around 
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planning on how we were going to present our case.  It was easy to play city 

manager, you know.  He was a negotiator.   

Anyhow, you could use your arguments, and it not only helped you think 

what you were going to say or use, but then you'd have to counteract the answer 

from whoever was in the city manager's chair, but it -- can't be criticized because 

Janesville is right up there in the top as far as wages, working conditions, and of 

course I don’t know what's been going on lately over there, but I do hear -- no, I 

won't get into that because that's on tape, but it's -- the -- the old leaders are gone.   

By the old leaders, I mean some that have been active -- real active and 

good in negotiating their officers, and they probably figured let somebody else do 

the work now.  There's a lot of young, ambitious men joining the department.  But 

I do understand that most of the old pros are -- like Art Sterns who ran for the 

board anymore. 

Q Mm, mm-hmm. 

A I think you understand what I mean. 

Q Yeah, right, okay.  I want to get back to the school for workers.   

A Right. 

Q When and where was this? 

A The school for workers was held in Madison.  The program was set up by the -- 

by the University.  They provided the instructors.   

Q Was this a one-time deal or was this something you went to for a week or two 

over a number of years, just what was it? 
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A Well, it was held every year.  It's still being held.  I know one time they went to -- 

they had one held in St. Paul and all the locals were urged to send men.  This was 

after I retired as president.  They send men up there.  Like I said, there was this 

one that was out in Des Moines that we -- we didn’t go to or didn’t have enough 

information on.  But I think I attended at least a half a dozen sessions in Madison 

on how to bargain collectively and they explained budgets and where the revenues 

came from.  It wasn't all just how do I get a better pay raise and shorter -- and 

better working conditions it -- it took the whole thing in -- 

Q The business of operating a union as much as anything else. 

A And the city, too. 

Q Okay.  When -- when was the first one that you recall going to? 

A Oh, I think it was -- let's see, let me just do a little calculating here.  I think it 

would be around maybe '64, '65, maybe '64 because I'm just trying to come up 

with a year there.  That was before I was even any kind of an officer on the 

department.  That wasn't even the instructor then, and that could have been about 

the middle of the 60's or -- and it -- there again, we had problems getting men to 

work for us because you were gone -- it usually was a three-day affair.  The first 

year I think we came back, we got back and worked the evening part of our shift.  

You'd have sessions after supper.  Ten o'clock at night, you get a long-winded 

speaker.  There was a lot of speakers too.  It wasn't all class work, you know.  

We'll call it class work. 

Q Now, speakers on what kinds of topics?  
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A Labor.  The speakers were on labor like this Lawrence -- his name is Lawrence 

Tibbits.   

Q Yeah. 

A I'll tell you, after he got through talking to you, you thought you were John L. 

Lewis.  You really had a feeling within you that's hard to describe.  Then you'd -- 

Q What kinds of things would he say that would have -- that would make that 

emotional impact on you? 

A Well, he'd talk about how let's say -- the one that stands out in my mind was the -- 

the coal fields where they had these twelve-year-old kids sorting coal, you know.  

There was no lights -- very little light, and the kids would come out at night after 

inhaling coal dust all day and -- and it was always dark.  I don’t know how they 

sorted the coal.  And I don’t know, they die at a young age, you know, because of 

black lung or whatever.  He elaborated on that and we had a lot of -- there was a 

lot of good speakers as far as I was concerned.   

This one instructor, he was telling how he got interested in labor.  He saw 

this group of men over there carrying pickets and he went over and asked about it 

and he joined them picketing.  I can't recall his name, but -- and then after the 

session was over, you'd have -- oh they always called it a banquet.  You had to 

pay for that, of course, and they'd get together sing union songs.  It was usually in 

the middle of the day.  That was the windup of the third day.  That was all 

impressive too.  And you'd have a speaker.  This was all strictly labor, though -- 

labor speakers that they have like at the banquet.  I even learned a few new songs 

about soup and solidarity forever. 
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Q Right, right.   

A But from that time on, things seemed to -- to come a little bit easier.  Well, you 

had the right to bargain.  That made things easier, too, although, we had a city 

manager here by the name of Joe Lustig.  He was hard to convince, but he did 

have one theory that I -- there was a saying.  I don’t know, he took it out of 

somebody's book.  Don’t be afraid to -- now, don’t put this down because I'm not 

-- I don’t have it right but the meaning of it I can tell you is don’t be -- the last to 

cast the old aside and the first to accept the new is what he meant.   

But I don’t know if you ever heard that saying or not.  He said that's the 

way he was.  He wouldn't  -- he wasn't going to be the first to accept the new idea, 

and he wouldn't be the last to cast the old idea aside.  He was hard to bargain 

with.  When he talked, he had to reach the end of the rope, clear off his desk, put 

it all in the drawer, shove the swivel chair back, and look right straight up in the 

air.  So now, you'd have to start all over again. 

Q Before we get too far away from the school for workers, there are a couple things 

I wanted to ask you about that influence that it had on you.  I was wondering if 

this was an opportunity for get-togethers in somewhat the same way the state 

convention was? 

A Absolutely.  This usually was held in the first part of June after the University 

students had left.  I know the conventions were talked about.  I don’t know how it 

is today but back fifteen years ago, there was an awful lot of the talk -- a lot of the 

things were decided already for the convention.  That's -- and I have to confess 

that Wellnitz and I didn’t miss out on a thing.  Sometimes you'd have to stay up 
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until two and three in the morning to -- so you made all the groups, and the rest of 

them were doing the same thing.   

Q Now, when you say you made all the groups, just what do you mean?  What 

groups did you feel you had to -- where did you feel you had to touch base when 

you went to these meetings? 

A Well, you always wanted to be in good with Madison because they were always 

ahead of us here, but not always, but they were -- there was a long time that they 

set the pace.  We caught up to them and passed them.  Well, mostly everybody 

stayed in the same motel, and maybe we'd have a little doings up in somebody's 

room, have a few drinks -- well, why don’t you come over to our room is I guess 

what I'm trying to say.  Or we'd invite them over to ours.  I mean this is the way 

you discussed the things.  

Q Now, were there any groups that you identified other than Madison that were 

particularly important that you like to -- 

A Oh yes. 

Q -- be in with? 

A Yeah, La Crosse and Eau Claire and Madison and Beloit.  I have to elaborate on 

Beloit's local.  There was a turning point in their organization when there was a 

man by the name of -- one of the members by the name of Royal Taylor.  I think 

we should put that on tape.  He was a young, aggressive worker, member.  And 

his first convention was in Waukesha.   

Of course, that was in the -- in the 50's.  And he -- he was a hard worker 

and a good mixer.  He got around a lot.  He'd done an awful lot for the State 
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Association of Firefighters.  He and I were good buddies.  I always knew what 

was going on by hanging around him because he was -- he -- it didn’t take too 

long after that Waukesha convention where he got to be president of the State 

Association, and he was -- he must have been the president for ten, twelve years. 

Yeah, he spent an awful lot of time in Madison.  He was criticized an 

awful lot, but he got a lot done -- that he was spending too much money.  It was 

once rumored that a firefighter has deep pockets and short arms.  He never got 

down there where that money was.  But Royal Taylor, he couldn't -- he mixed 

with the state legislators.  Ruben LeFave was a good buddy of his.  When he had 

Ruben on his side, he could get those Republican votes for you on various bills.  

Of course, you didn’t get to be buddies by just talking out in the hall.  You've got 

to treat them once in a while.   

Q Now, what about your own experience with legislators?  Did you -- did you 

cultivate -- 

A And friendships? 

Q -- any particular friendships with legislators? 

A Oh sure, we -- 

Q Well, who -- who did you find particularly important or particularly helpful and if 

you could describe some of the situation? 

A Well, I remember when Gaylord Nelson was a senator, we had him as a speaker at 

the conventions quite often -- not quite often, but often enough.  That was -- this 

was state senator.  I mean after they once call you by first name, you feel as 

though you know them.  But you know, like if he was a banquet speaker, the State 
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Association always had their -- had a banquet the second night of the convention, 

and they try to get some notables to speak here, usually a legislator.  Well, after 

you wined them and dined them, you expected that they had -- would have some 

influence on somebody else, you know, to get votes.  So anyhow, -- how -- I think 

your question was how did you get around to meet them and who were they and -- 

that Ruben LeFave -- 

Q Let's say how -- let's take the case of Gaylord Nelson now.  How was he helpful 

to firefighters in his term in the state legislature?  Do you recall anything that he 

did specifically to be helpful? 

A Well, if you got him to vote -- he'd vote for our bills.  That was important I think. 

Q Yeah. 

A There was a time I knew the numbers of the bills.  That was -- that important.  

And the way you got to know them, like Royal Taylor for instance was -- he was 

well-known around the state capital.  So if you hung around with Royal, you got 

to know Gaylord Nelson and Ruben LeFave and -- they had Ruben a couple times 

as a speaker.  Proxmire -- Proxmire never made it because he was -- he -- I don’t 

think he was a member of the legislature to my knowledge.  He ran for governor a 

couple of times.   

But anyhow, that's how you got to meet the different people.  And then 

there were members there of the international association.  We'd always have a 

speaker, usually a vice president.  You'd get to meet them.  We never had -- well, 

we did too.  We had the 5th District vice president was from Madison.  I knew 

him quite well.  We had him here in Janesville when we -- at our first mediation 
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session.  You know, if you have somebody around like that, it impresses the 

mediator.  After all, it lets them know that you're not a loner or a stick in the mud.   

Q Now, over the years, have there been any legislators from the Janesville area that 

were, shall we say, helpful to you? 

A Oh yes, Lou Mitness was the assemblyman from this district.  He was always at 

the conventions.  You could depend on him helping you because when we got 

into politics -- we haven't even talked about that yet. 

Q Yeah, we will.   

A We worked -- we worked hard for him, you know, getting literature out and -- 

Q Now, was he -- did his assistance come in the form of voting for your bills or 

were there other things that he did?  You know, there are a wide range of things 

legislators can do? 

A Oh sure.  Any problem you had, he said his office was always open.  He was good 

to have on your side because -- 

Q Now, what kind of problems would a -- would a local fire department take to a 

state legislator? 

A Well, clarifying various bills, you know, such as that.  Well anyhow, if you didn’t 

understand -- if you ever read a bill, you know, they've got so many whereas, and 

buts in there that you'd get discouraged trying to figure out whatever it was all 

about. 

Q Yeah, it's like another language. 

A Yeah. 

Q Now -- 
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A He'd stop occasionally at the fire station and visit. 

Q You know, I want to talk about politics more in depth later on, but we got onto 

this by -- through -- via the school for workers.  And there was still a couple 

things I wanted to ask along those lines.  First of all, you mentioned one teacher 

there or a speaker there, Mr. Tibbits, who was especially influential.  I was 

wondering if there were any other teachers that made a particular impression on 

you over the years at the school for workers? 

A All the teachers made an impression on me -- 

Q Ah, okay. 

A -- that spoke on labor because they're -- usually they're good speakers, and they 

impress you.  It was always remarked, you know, when we came back from those 

school for workers, we were just so full of enthusiasm that we were really going 

to get things done, you know.   

When you do listen to a speaker such as that, and I often -- I always liked 

to listen to Gaylord Nelson.  He has a nice, soothing voice, and he always knew 

what he was talking about.  He was helpful to the legislature.  If you go up to a 

legislative session where a bill came up, you'd get notified either by telephone or 

mail that such and such a bill is coming up on Wednesday morning at such a time, 

see.   

Well, we'd get up there in time, and you'd look around for somebody that 

you knew that you could, you know, talk to and get a few answers.  And if you 

saw Gaylord, he was always willing to talk to you.  Now see Gaylord was a 

senator quite a long time before Lou Mitness was an assemblyman.   



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 8, 1976 

155 

So you see, well why don’t you talk about the senators between Gaylord 

and Cullen?  Well, we had -- we had Peter Carr as a senator from Janesville.  He 

was a Republican and he did vote through some of our bills, but he was a 

conservative.  But we did get some pension legislation passed with his vote.  And 

Senator Swan was a real conservative Republican -- 

Q Now, this is -- we should -- there are a couple of Senator Swans around.  We 

should say which one. 

A Swan from Elkhorn. 

Q His first name is I forget.  Anyway, we've got him identified, yeah. 

A Yeah, he -- this Swan from Milwaukee, he's a different breed of Swan than this 

Senator Swan from -- 

Q Yeah, right. 

A Because I think he's an assemblyman.  Swan was a -- but we did -- we did help 

him.  We did do a little something for him, and he replaced Borg, I think, from 

Delevan.  I think Borg was either -- wasn't he killed or something like that in an 

accident?  As a result, I never really met Borg.  I knew who he was.  I seen him 

around the halls in the capital once in a while.   

But Peter Carr, I went to see him many times.  He was -- he wasn't much 

for socializing.  Well, when I went to Madison, it was usually, you know, come 

back the same day because I was probably just -- well, I was president of the 

union, and you went up to support the bill.  But like Royal Taylor was -- he was 

president of their union, and he was president of the State Association of 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 8, 1976 

156 

Firefighters.  But these men never seemed to be around like at the conventions or 

-- so I -- yeah, I really never did get to meet them. 

Q Yeah.  Did you have any educational experiences as far as the labor movement or 

running a union is concerned before this school for workers experience in the 

60's? 

A Well, the experience I had was just on our own local, you know what I mean?   

Q Yeah. 

A And attending the State Association of Firefighters convention. 

Q All right. 

A But other than that, I didn’t have any education, and I -- but I did -- I observed 

some of my predecessors before I was president of the union.  I know this one 

member was president, he wanted to run a tight meeting, but we didn’t get 

anything done.  You know, not allowing this cross discussion on the floor, you 

know, go through the chair on everything.  And I found out by allowing a member 

to say his peace and maybe somebody over on the other side of the room took a -- 

an opposite stand.   

And if you could keep a -- if you keep control of the meeting, I allow them 

to -- not to go through the chair every time, see.  Because this other member that 

was president, he wanted them to go through the chair all the time.  And as a 

result, that particular year, we didn’t get anything as far as concession from city 

hall was concerned. 

Q So you found a more informal style of leadership to be more effective? 
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A And I always had a system if I wanted to ignore somebody, that was easy to do 

too.  You wouldn't recognize them.  There was an old saying that the station -- not 

an old saying, but a saying that while Brown was president, we were trying to get 

some clothing allowance.  Anyhow, we were after shirts.  That was the first 

breakthrough on clothing allowance.  So as a result, I -- I know from the floor, I 

harped about let's get some -- you know, let's get some shirts, you know, because 

we were required to wear a gray shirt to replace an old -- not an old, but a 

chambray blue I think.  Well, the kids are wearing them nowadays. 

(Interview concluded.)
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is July 15, 1976.  We're continuing the interview 

with Mr. Ralph Hilkin.  This is the fourth session with Mr. Hilkin.  My name is 

Clem Imhoff.   

Q Mr. Hilkin, the last time we were talking, we had begun to discuss the whole issue 

of clothing allowances for firefighters.  You talked about boots, I think, and I 

think there were some other points that you wanted to make concerning the 

clothing allowance.  We ran out of time there. 

A Well, if I repeat myself, we'll start with the beginning of the -- the clothing 

allowance.  We were granted an allowance through negotiating with the city 

fathers to the amount of -- I think it was between two and three hundred dollars a 

year.  We did not receive that in -- in -- in the monetary value, but you could get -

- you could buy clothing, I would call it, up to that amount, and that was granted 

by the city council. 

However, things came hard even though it was part of a council action.  At 

first, we got -- we were allowed turnout clothing.  That's raincoats, boots, night 

pants and night boots.  The helmets were furnished by the city.  From there, things 

seemed to come much harder.  We were required to wear a blue shirt, which 

replaced an old chambray blue shirt and black tie.  So now our efforts were 

concentrated on getting these shirts paid for.  The city was paying sixty percent at 

that time, and the individual was paying forty.   

So to get shirts under the clothing allowance took quite a lot of effort.  We 

finally accomplished that, plus getting a necktie.  We were required to wear a 

necktie at all times.  In later years, we were able to eliminate the necktie.  So we 
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were allowed shirts on the clothing allowance.  Next came sweaters, which I 

plagued the chief from morning until night to get sweaters, and finally we were 

allowed a sweater, no particular time limit on when it could be replaced, although 

you couldn't get a dozen sweaters at one time.   

Then, the blue pants was required to be worn at all time during work 

periods.  They were added to the clothing allowance.  Eventually, we were 

allowed a pair of shoes per year up to the amount of fifteen dollars.  You could 

get the fifteen dollars, although you didn’t necessarily buy a pair of shoes because 

some of the members wouldn't wear out a pair of shoes a year.  All you had to do 

was hand in a slip.   

So that just about take scare of the clothing allowance, although I 

understand -- let me correct that.  During the latter years of my career on the fire 

department, we negotiated an eighty/twenty.  The city paid eighty percent.  The 

firefighter paid twenty percent, so there was hardly any excuse for wearing a shirt 

with the elbows out.  Oh, then I might add too that we were allowed gloves, a pair 

of insulated rubber gloves and canvas gloves -- or something similar to a canvas 

glove.  You had to show that your gloves were either worn out or whatever. 

Q Now, over what period of time were these clothing benefits obtained? 

A Well, in the -- about 50 -- 1954 or '53, we were allowed the clothing allowance, 

but it took several years before we accomplished all the things that I mentioned.  

There was no problem in getting the turnout goods immediately, but adding to 

that was quite an effort.  In 1953, I recall -- I wasn't president at that time, but 

there was a dry spell I might say that to get these shirts added to it, it seemed to be 
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a bone of contention at that time because we went from the blue shirt to the gray 

shirt, and everyone had to have a few shirts because working every other day, I 

think the housewife or the wife just didn’t appreciate washing one blue -- one 

gray shirt every other day.  And finally, we accomplished it, but it was back at 

that time.  And I -- I became president in '54, and we just didn’t give up until we 

accomplished our objective. 

Q You -- you just mentioned your own -- your own term as president, and I wanted 

to ask how it was you were chosen as president of Local 580? 

A Well, I suppose my union background had something to do with it.  I think earlier 

I mentioned two years after I joined the department, I was a delegate to the 

Madison convention.  From that time on, I served in some capacity or other as a 

member of the executive board.  I don’t want to seem selfish, but I -- I probably 

could have been president a couple years before I was.  And you asked the reason 

why.  Well, I'd have to look at it this way.  It just seems that because of my 

experience at General Motors and union  and working with the union in my 

particular group that the members were looking for somebody with some 

experience I would gather.  I'll have to confess, I had no problems being almost 

elected unanimously and probably it was without opposition.  I don’t recall at the 

time -- at the moment. 

Q Did you really decide to run, or were you -- or were you drafted?  Just how did 

that -- just how did that work because you indicated that you might have been 

president a couple years before.   
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A Well, I suppose in the three or four years previous to my being nom -- nominated 

and elected, I was quite active in the union.  And probably I'd done a lot of the 

president's work at that time.  Maybe that's the reason I -- I didn’t campaign for 

the position -- for the job as president.  I was vice president, and I was a member 

of the executive board.  By that, I mean there was three members elected at large 

for the executive board for bargaining with the city fathers more or less.  We 

didn’t have much other work to do.  When it came to negotiating in the fall of the 

year, that's -- I'm repeating what I just said.  That's probably why I just held off.   

And I could see the need for a change because things weren't -- weren't 

mushrooming down through those from '50 to '54, there was a time when we 

didn’t even ask for a pay increase.  There didn’t seem to be a -- at the time and all 

the time there's interest in getting a pay increase, but nevertheless, you have to 

have somebody at the reigns that will -- oh what will I want to say?  That will take 

the initiative to drop a program.  It's not -- it's easy to sit in the audience at a union 

meeting and holler out we need more money, but you've got to have the 

arguments, the facts, and all the statistics.  Things were getting to the point where 

we were running behind as far as salaries were concerned.  I recall we had the 

president that I succeeded, he -- he just -- 

Q Now, who was this by the way? 

A This was Eric Brown.  And he just didn’t have the experience or the initiative.  He 

won't read this anyhow, so I can -- but he -- he's a good man, but he just didn’t 

have the initiative and the know-how to go about these things.  I think I 

mentioned before and maybe it was in just conversation other than on the tape that 
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in '53, we were making this big effort to get the shirts.  It's supposed to be in the 

minute that this wasn't the year for shirts.  Now, with that I says to myself there's 

go to be some changes made.  And so I ran for president in '54 and was elected.  It 

seems -- should I continue? 

Q Yeah. 

A And it seems things just happened to fall my way.  We -- our city manager, 

Warren Hyde, had resigned in Janesville and he was replaced by George Forster, 

who was the mayor of Madison and a liberal.  The Madison local, I think they 

used George a little.  They accomplished an awful lot while he was there, and I 

don’t recall if he was mayor there three or four or five years or whatever, but they 

did get better hours through Mr. Forster.  They got pay increases.  They got a 

longevity pay plan.  But they sent Durkham -- I don’t think he was president of 

their local in Madison.  He's quite a politician, and he -- I think right to including 

today, he is instrumental in getting many benefits for the Madison Fire 

Department.  And he worked on George Forster.   

And we knew the history of George Forster from associating with the 

Madison local.  We came to Janesville, I don’t think he was here a week and I 

went up to see him.  It was -- I think it was around September 1st, and it's getting 

close to negotiating time.  So we were -- we were negotiating with the police at 

the time -- I mean let me correct that.  We were -- as a unit, we were going to see 

the city manager -- 

Q The police and the firefighters together would see the city manager? 
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A Yes, because that's the only way we were able to get in there.  Our wants were 

about the same, although we couldn't meet separately because they just weren't 

giving us the time in those years.  So a member of the police protective 

association and myself, I think it was Jerry McDonald at the time, and myself 

went to see George Forster, and he was -- he was easy to talk to and real 

cooperative.  He informed us at the time, he says I can't give you everything the 

first year, but he said I'll be fair with you, and he was.  And it's -- it was a dark 

day when he left Janesville to accept a position in Des Moines, Iowa.  I don’t 

think he was here hardly -- I don’t think he was here two years.  I think it was a 

year and a half or something like that.  It was a dark day when he left because our 

program -- we had a good program going, and we probably would have gotten 

things much faster and easier if he had stayed.   

Q When did he leave? 

A I think he left around -- well, he came in September of '54.  I think he left the '54, 

'55, I think he left in early winter of '56 if I'm not mistaken.   

Q Now what -- what gains did you make?  What did you see as -- first of all, what 

did you see as the primary needs at the time you became president?  Was the 

clothing allowance the big thing, or were there some other things that -- that were 

more important?  How would you rank wages, clothing allowance, and any other 

things in terms of how important they were to you and the members? 

A Well, I think salary probably was the main item, although I elaborated on that 

clothing allowance.  We hadn't made inroads into getting good pay increases 

through the -- the early 50's.  I think I mentioned at our last session that we had 
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gotten five dollars a month in the -- oh, I don’t know if it was '52 or '53, but in 

'54, again I'm saying that's when we met with George Forster, and I don’t recall 

the pay increase we got.  But it was substantial at the time.  And we did -- we did 

get items added to the clothing allowance.  I don’t recall if we got -- I think we 

got shorter hours.   

I think we went from this 72-hour to the 67-hour workweek while he was 

here.  I mentioned that Madison got better hours while he was there.  It seemed he 

was -- he was easy to talk to, and he understood the problems coming from 

Madison.  Although, Warren Hyde, who Forster succeeded, I never did -- I knew 

him personally, but I never did meet with him in a bargaining unit.  It seemed at 

that particular time to 1954, we only had -- we only had one meeting with the city 

fathers to my recollection, and that was with Henry Traxler who had been here 27 

or 30 years.  And I -- I mentioned that earlier in our interview that he had given us 

a 25 dollar pay increase, and I was in on that bargaining session.  But the 

president -- the member that was president at that time was not -- he wasn't taking 

an active part in the organization after 1950 or '51. 

Q Now, who followed Forster, and what difference did that make to your -- your 

local? 

A He was followed by the city engineer whose name was Joe Lustig.  He had been 

replacing -- he had been acting city manager after Henry Traxler had -- had retired 

-- or I guess he did retire.  And then he was -- or Traxler was replaced by Warren 

Hyde.  Then again, Lus -- Joe Lustig was acting city manager until he was 

replaced by Forster.  Now, Joe Lustig, again, was acting city manager until he was 
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-- had a permanent appointment.  He was from the old school.  He was hard to 

bargain with; however, he was well read.  He had been in the city government for 

many years.   

Probably as a young man, he came to Janesville.  From -- let's say from -- 

from '56 or '57 -- or '56 I'll say or '57, he was city manager for at least ten or 

twelve years.  He decided to retire, and he was replaced by the budget director, 

Carl Sammock, oh possibly in 1970.  Sammock was city manager during this 

strike issue here in Janesville.   

Q Oh yeah, okay. 

A These figures aren't accurate, but they're close. 

Q Right.  Now, how long did your term as president run?  And were there any 

interruptions in it, or was it an uninterrupted term?  

A No, I was president for 15 years, from '54 to '68.  I might say the reason in '68 I 

decided that I better turn over the reigns to someone else because I was -- I was 

appointed an officer, although I had real good relations with the men.  I think I got 

to be a lieutenant.  It seems -- I said I had good relations with the men, although 

because of my 15 years, everything was supposed to be favoring the man -- or the 

member I guess I would say.  I figured it was time to step down, and there was 

other ambitious members, this Ed Wellnitz for instance, Gordy Rasmussen.  They 

were easy to work with, and I don’t think we -- we didn’t see eye to eye on 

everything, but we -- we came to some conclusion on most issues that was 

suitable and satisfactory to at least the executive board. 
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Q What kinds of disagreements did you have with your fellow firefighters, 

especially those who were more active in the union during the term of service?  

Do you -- can you talk about some of the more important differences that 

developed that you had to try to resolve? 

A This is before I got -- before I was promoted to lieutenant. 

Q Right, yeah. 

A Well, I think there was always an issue of better salary and working conditions 

such as shorter hours was always a big issue, and it still is. 

Q Now, do you mean that the -- that your fellow firefighters were pushing you 

further on those issues than you could go, or just what was the situation there? 

A Well, I think you have to look at it this way.  After you -- after you've been in this 

work so long, you know how far you can go.  It isn't like an industry where you 

can plan a strike most anytime if the membership is willing.  You have to figure 

the cost.  Now, when you can't even get two men to -- to replace men that are 

having more time off, how are you going to get four and six?  Although, we did -- 

when we moved into our new quarters in 1957, we come up with the 63-hour 

workweek.  I always thought that was a good maneuver.  The city allowed us 

extra manpower because we were manning two stations at the time. 

Where previous to that, we were in one station downtown.  And we did 

have to have that at manpower to outfit a station, an extra station.  That was put in 

effect shortly after we moved into our new quarters.  I have to confess, I think the 

chief -- we snowed him because the day after it was put in effect, he looked 
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around and I think he had a man less than he had the day before.  He was 

wondering where everybody was.  He thought men were off sick, and this was it.   

Q Did -- during your term as president now, between '54 and '68, now your -- the 

actual -- the first strike took place -- the strike took place in 1970.  I was 

wondering during your term of president if there was anytime when you came 

close to -- to a -- to a strike? 

A No, I don’t think so because it was -- it was -- it was contrary to the international 

constitution to strike.  If you did go on strike, you would be -- oh, I guess the 

word is eliminate or dropped from the international association.  I do recall, I 

think it was Atlanta, Georgia went on strike, and they were ousted from the 

international.  That was one of the first strikes that I recall during my time.  By 

that, I mean the first strike in modern times.  They had two factions in Atlanta.  I 

guess it just seems to me that they did accomplish something to get the men back 

to work.  I think there's solidarity there now, but at that time, they were ousted 

from the international. 

Q Now, when was that international law changed? 

A It was -- it was changed at the -- what convention?  Just let me think a second 

what convention it could have been.  I think the Toronto convention, which I was 

a delegate to.  And I voted in favor of eliminating this section of the -- this section 

to the international constitution.  There were -- there was an awful lot of argument 

pro and con, although there were -- there was -- there were delegations that just 

fought it hammer and tongs because of the -- of the bad publicity you would get 

by going on strike being one of the units -- rescue units, you know, in the city.  So 
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it did pass by a narrow margin, and I think Madison, Wisconsin was one of the 

first cities to go on strike. 

Q Now, why were you willing to support the right to strike for firefighters because I 

-- you know, I think there's probably something to that perception that's bad 

public relations, and you know, people perceive firefighters as being essential to 

the public welfare.  Now, why were you willing to -- to support the right to strike 

anyway? 

A Well, that was the only -- the only lever you had.  Things were progressing to the 

point where public employees were getting -- they were fed up with the system.  I 

don’t think teachers were going on strike at the time, but the -- the trend was 

toward public employees striking.  And it had been an issue in the international 

prior to the Toronto convention.  I had attended the convention in Indianapolis, 

and it was kicked around there, but there was no resolution brought in at the time 

to eliminate this -- this part of the constitution.  But in -- at the Toronto 

convention, it was a big issue.  It was talked about to quite an extent before it 

came on the floor.  And when it was brought up, there was hours spent on the 

discussion.   

Q So you didn’t see, number one, any public -- public relations, or did you think it 

could be dealt with?  How did you react to that argument? 

A Well, I -- that's a hard question to answer because I didn’t really think -- excuse 

me -- I didn’t really think that we'd ever have to go on strike here in Janesville.  

But the momentum was -- had picked up, and Madison had gone on strike.  I'm 

getting ahead of the question.  That isn't the question you asked. 
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Q Yeah, just -- did you see any -- did you see any public relations problem 

developing, not necessarily just for Janesville firefighters but for firefighters as a 

profession? 

A I think I felt as though the threat to strike was going to accomplish quite a bit, 

which it did in Janesville because there's no one -- no one knows what you have 

in the back of your mind when you do threat to -- we'll stick to the strike.  When 

you -- if you threaten to strike, nobody knows if you're really going to strike or if 

it's just a threat.  But I think when you make the threat, you have to be prepared 

because you may be challenged by the city fathers, well they'll never go on strike.   

Q You seem to have seen this almost as -- as a big bluff? 

A Well, I didn’t -- 

Q Were you bluffing in your mind? 

A When I voted for it? 

Q Was -- was this -- was this threat to strike on the part of firefighters generally, and 

you particularly, was it a bluff do you think at first? 

A Well, like I said, if you make the threat, you have to be able to carry it out, but 

you still have to have the backing from your members of the department, of the 

union. 

Q So even at that time then, you were willing to actually follow through if that 

became necessary? 

A If you got the support from -- from the local.  And when we get into the issue of 

our threatened strike in Janesville, I can elaborate on that. 
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Q Well let's -- let's -- let's go into that.  This is a -- this is a good time, I think, to 

discuss that.  Now, you -- you were not president at that time.  Just what was your 

role in that situation in 1970? 

A Well, since -- since the background that I had -- Ed Wellnitz was president at the 

time and Gordy Rassman -- Rasmussen was vice president.  Jack Levy was 

secretary treasurer at the time, and the -- the issue came up.  What we were 

seeking was to eliminate the disparity and pay between the firefighters and the 

police.   

It was a goodly sum because -- now this was the background to the strike.  

So what was happening after the police claimed with millstones about their neck 

and bargaining, they went their way and we went our way.  It was through my 

efforts too that we did separate because we asked city hall for separate meetings.  

We no longer cared to be part of the big bargaining unit including the police and 

fire.  And they were making inroads into -- 

Q Why was that that you were separated? 

A Oh, I think it was -- I think it was about four or five years, I would say '64, '65.  

The reason they wanted to break away was because police was getting all the 

publicity.  You had your riots in the cities and well Milwaukee had theirs.  They 

had a lever on us because the firefighters were just coasting along.  They were the 

nice people.  When we went to a call, we were helping somebody out.  They were 

either -- either had a fire or we had the ambulance, which was a good public 

relations.  We were the nice people because when we came, we were helping 

somebody.  When the police came, they were either called to a disturbance or -- 
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so they were making the inroads into getting better pay, and it was getting us quite 

a gap.  I don’t know if it was like 75 or 80 dollars a month, and we continuously 

harped about this at our negotiations with the city fathers that our work was as 

hazardous as theirs.  But we were always reminded that we were the nice guys.  

Well, nice guys finish last.  So -- 

Q Did you have figures that demonstrated that in fact firework -- fire -- the fire 

service in Janesville was as dangerous as the police service in Janesville?  Or did 

you rely on national figures? 

A We -- I think we relied more on the national figure, but we did have a casualty on 

the fire department, where the police has never had one.  I guess I imagine up to 

that time, they had hardly drawn a gun where we had a man lost his life in a fire 

downtown. 

Q I think -- did the national figures at that time show fire -- the fire service to be 

more hazardous than police work actually?  I think that was the case, wasn't it? 

A Yes, it was. 

Q And that -- does that remain the case today, do you know? 

A Well, I don’t really know if it remains the case at the present time because there 

are an awful lot of police losing their lives, more in the last two years I think than 

previous to that.  So that was the issue.  And we had -- we always had figures to 

substantiate our argument.  Finally, we -- well the -- the bargaining unit wasn't 

making any progress, so it was decided at the union meeting that we petition the -- 

the city fathers for a referendum in this election.  So we -- we got the -- we had to 

have signers.  So plans were made to -- to contact all the citizens of the city to get 
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their name on the dotted line.  That would enable us to petition the city for a 

referendum.   

Q Now, the referendum was specifically on which question now?  On equal pay for 

-- 

A Equal pay for -- which means -- meant eliminating the disparity.  So we -- it 

seems we were in a bind as to time.  The referendum was supposed to -- or the 

signers were supposed to be in by a certain day, and although we didn’t lose any 

time in getting out and getting the signers, they found some legal angle where the 

complete referendum -- or the complete petition was thrown out.  But I'd just like 

to elaborate a little on getting these signers.  I think we started something like 

Thursday or Friday through Saturday and Sunday.  We were allowed in -- it 

seems -- it turned awful cold.  This was in January of 1972 -- no, 1970.  We were 

battling a snowstorm, plus I think it was 15 below zero that morning pounding on 

doors.  People were accepting us.  Very -- very few turned us down.  I know in 

my area, there was -- we paired up in teams of two.   

In my area, I don’t think we were turned down by three or four people.  

They all agreed with us that we should have the same pay as the police.  Our work 

was just as hazardous if not more.  They were our friends that -- we figured the 

older people, they just couldn't wait o get their name on the petition because we 

did have the ambulance service.  They said well if we need an ambulance, we 

know you're going to be there.  Even though they didn’t sign, you know, you'd 

give them the same service as anyone else.  So we -- we got the petition on the 

city manager's desk, and he gave it to the city attorney.  It had to be searched out, 
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you know, to see that all signers were voters.  And as things progressed, I recall 

city manager -- or the city attorney ruled it illegal because we got it in after the 

deadline or something like that.  So there were -- there were a number of people --  

(Phone rings.) 

Q Okay.  Now what was the problem with some of the signers? 

A Oh, we had plenty of signers.  We had many -- we had -- well it seems we had a 

problem with the city attorney as to the time element in getting the referendum in.  

And at the time, we were conscious of the fact that we only had a short time to get 

these -- the petition out and getting signers.  Anyhow, he decided that -- that we 

were beyond the deadline, so the petition was thrown out.  I don’t know if they 

used up too much time in checking out the signers to see if they were voters or 

not, but at any rate, the petition was -- was thrown in the waste basket.   

So now the next move was to notify the city that we were going on strike.  

So I would gather we had several union meetings because you had to have 

backing of the members if you're going -- you had to almost have a hundred 

percent because if you could man the trucks, you could always find somebody to 

ride in the back of them.  So -- 

Q Well, I wonder if you could expound on that whole business of how you got your 

fellow firefighters to -- you know, to go along with this strike?  And if -- if -- you 

know, were there reluctant ones?  And what was the grounds for their reluctance? 

A Well, I think the motion was something like this.  Should we go on strike?  And 

there was quite a discussion because of the bad image the firefighters would have 

by not providing protection.  So it was finally put to a vote, a secret ballot.  And I 
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think we came up with three no votes.  But then there was a shrewd maneuver on 

the part of president Wellnitz to have everyone sign their name, which is still on 

file in the union files.  So everyone signed their name that they would participate.   

And this was -- you didn’t need their vote as long as they had their name 

on this piece of paper.  So everyone that was at the meeting, I think there was 

only two absent that never did take part in the strike issue, but they signed their 

name that they would support the strike.  So now, that's all you needed was the -- 

was -- was -- that's the kind of support.  So with that, I think the -- I gather that 

this all happened from Sunday, the last day of the -- of the petition drive to the 

following Monday council meeting.  And this council meeting was supposed to be 

the final answer by the city council as to whether they would appropriate the 

money to support our demands for eliminating the disparity.  It seems we all 

turned out in numbers, I don’t think there was too many missing that were off-

duty, at this council meeting.  And Wellnitz presented our proposal, and the 

chairman of the council -- or president of the council, he -- he didn’t cooperate 

with us a nickel's worth. 

Q Now, who was this? 

A That was Marv Roth.  He was president of the -- president of the Chamber of 

Commerce -- or executive secretary.  I think that's his title.  It all depended on 

him whether the thing would -- the motion would get some action.  And there was 

a stalling action.  They recessed.  But let me say that ahead of -- before the 

council meeting started, the -- the president of the council called Wellnitz up and 

he told him that he was going to lose.  So at this point, I'm going to backtrack now 
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because over the weekend, there was action taken by some members of the 

council who were favorable to the firefighters.  I think it would be okay to name 

names because it was in the Gazette.  I have the clippings in there.   

It seems John Flemenbow, John Hall, Neil Schneider were favorable, 

which was only three votes out of the seven man council.  So our committee was 

in close contact with the -- with these members of the council, and they -- they 

sensed that there was going to be a strike because they were notified, not 

officially however.  So I think it was on a Saturday the Gazette called it a rump 

session that was held at Neil Schneider's funeral home by these three members.  

And anyhow, Sammock, who was city manager at the time, attended this 

meeting.  I think they -- they picked him up and brought him down.  And there 

was a -- there were -- this small group was castigated by the Gazette and probably 

the other members of the council because it should have been the full council.  

However, it was not an official session.  And anyhow, there really was no -- they 

didn’t come to a conclusion or a decision.   

Now, this was -- what happened prior to this council meeting that I'm 

speaking of were the final proposal was made by the council that there was no 

action taken, that there was no way they could raise the money.  Our attorney 

challenged it.  And the old saying was I think it took the -- the final figure was 

something like -- I don’t know, it was 20 or 30,000 dollars to satisfy our 

committee.   

First, there was no money there, and then it didn’t take too long to -- I 

think it was about three days later they found this money in a hurry.  So now, we 
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were turned down flat because they -- the city claimed they couldn't come up with 

the money.  We always criticized Marv Roth for sidestepping the issue because I 

don’t think it was ever brought up to a vote.   

So the president, Ed Wellnitz, notified them that the city would be notified 

of a strike.  We went back to the fire station and had a meeting.  The date was set 

for -- I don’t think it was the following day but -- the council meeting was on a 

Monday night like it always is, and I think it was a Wednesday at noon that the 

strike was supposed to take place.  So during the -- and we were getting a lot of 

publicity in the paper over this, not good publicity either.   

So during Tuesday, there was some legwork done by an outsider, and this 

happened to be this Mary Wickhem that I spoke about.  She -- she was keeping 

abreast of it because we had -- our attorney was a member of the John Wickhem 

Law Firm.  His name was Henning -- Hemming, Dale -- no, excuse me, his last 

name was Hemming.  So as a result, John kept abreast of the progress.  He had 

talked to me a couple times about what was going to happen.  And he said he was 

convinced that we would win.  But now to avoid the strike -- and I was told his 

wife, Mary Wickhem, was the person that was instrumental in getting both sides 

together, I would say by mediation. 

Q So she was a go-between for -- between the firefighters and the city council then? 

A Yes -- no, not the council.  Well, yes -- yes, the council. 

Q Now, her office was what?  I don’t think we have that on tape.  We talked about 

that off mic. 
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A Well, she was -- she was chairman of the Salary and Personnel committee of the 

county board and good friend of -- of mine.  And she'd done this on her own.  She 

called -- I imagine she -- I'm just guessing at the moment that she called the Labor 

Relations Board in Madison and set up a meeting for mediation.  That took place I 

think on Tuesday night with the -- with the council in session.  And it lasted 

through the night until about 6:30 in the morning I think.   

However, all the men -- all the members of the fire department were back 

in the station all night long because if they hadn't come to some agreement at this 

mediation session, the strike was going to be called for noon that following day, 

which was a Wednesday.  So the meeting lasted all night, and they come to some 

agreement.   

I don’t recall in dollars and cents what the pay increase was.  It as less 

than the disparity figure, but it was a substantial increase.   

Now, let me elaborate a little bit about what happened at the mediation -- 

mediation session.  Now like I said, I think they started something like 8:00 in the 

evening, and it lasted all night.  But the mediator -- 

Q Who was the mediator, and where was this meeting called -- held, do you recall? 

A The meeting was held in city hall.  I might come up with the name of the 

mediator.  I can't recall at the moment.  But anyhow, the council was in session.  I 

guess some of them had to go to work the next morning, but there was enough 

members there to appropriate this money.  So they -- anyhow, it was a tentative 

agreement.  The committee came back to the station.  And I mentioned before that 
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all the members of the department were on duty.  So it was agreed we would 

accept the mediator's findings.  That was about the -- the end of the issue.   

Q Was it considered a victory for -- did the men consider it a victory, or did they 

feel they had given up too much?  How did they react? 

A No, I think everyone was happy with the -- with the settlement.  It -- well the 

money was -- it was substantial.  If we had been able to go through with the 

strike, I don’t know if he'd have got us any more.  Or if the petition had gone 

through and the petition read that it would eliminate the disparity.  So it was 

agreeable and satisfactory.  Like I said, I think it was in the neighborhood of 80 

dollars a month in my particular case.  Now, let me -- 

Q Was the -- was part of the agreement that the disparity between the police and the 

firefighters would eventually be closed, or was that left open? 

A That was left open, but I can say right to this day that there's a period -- well, due 

to the contracts that were signed, the two year contracts, there was a time when 

the fire was ahead of the police due to the contract.  But now, I think they're just 

signing one year contracts.  But two year contracts in the late 60's and early 70's 

was -- there was a trend for two year contracts because you could get the better of 

the deal, although there weren't too many people that agreed that a two year 

contract was in the best interest. 

Q You were going to elaborate on something else. 

A This -- yes, because what I was going to say -- signing -- or going on strike at that 

time, it seems as though -- oh, I did say before that Madison went on strike, and I 

think there even was a court order that they go back to work, but they never did 
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go back.  So when they did agree to go back, all the charges had to be dropped, 

otherwise they could ferret this one or that one out or dismiss them or fire them.  

But -- and if you happen to be a member of the fire department under the pension 

plan I was under, you would lose all your pension rights because there was no 

contractual rights there.   

So I think the saying was -- because it was -- there were quite a few 

members that belonged to this 6213 pension laws.  Oh, I would gather there must 

have been maybe ten or twelve.  And if you went on strike and you were ordered 

back to work, you could be dismissed and lose all your -- all your pension rights.  

And I'd -- I'd like to say too that every officer outside of the chief had signed his 

name on this document that you were -- that you were willing to go on strike.   

And I -- when -- and I did mention, too, that the union had called -- the 

president had called all the -- notified all the men to report to the fire station the 

afternoon before the strike.  They were all there.  I recall the chief coming back 

from lunch and was wondering what all the men were doing in the station.  They -

- they told him.  When he saw his officers around there, then he asked them if 

they were going to participate, and they said yes.   

So then he knew that he had to get busy and -- and get someone to man the 

trucks, the equipment.  So -- 

Q Did it take a great deal of effort on the part of the union to get the officers to go 

along, or did they -- were there no problems that way? 

A There were no problems.  I think it was easier to get the officers than it was to get 

the interest of some of the members. 
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Q Now, why was that?  What interest would have the officers had in the strike? 

A Well, rightfully I can't say, but I think they wanted to be a part of it because --  

Q Did they suffer from the same salary disparities? 

A Oh yes, there was the salary issue.  And I think too that there would be the bitter 

feeling, you know, between the officers and the men if they didn’t cooperate.  

Although, there was -- I mentioned before that there was two members.  One was 

an officer.  He was a captain at the time, and he suffered through the remaining 

time of his -- of his term -- of his -- the duration of his time before he retired 

because he was -- he was reminded of it, and there was a bitter feeling. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q Okay, we're going to have to flip the tape over here.  This is July 15, 1976 yet, 

and we're continuing the fourth session with Mr. Ralph Hilkin.  It seems as 

though the chief, if he had chosen -- to continue what we were talking about on 

the flipside -- could have given some support.  I mean it seems that he would have 

had an interest, too, in -- in this business of equal pay for -- for police and 

firemen.   

A Well, he passed -- I don’t know if he could have -- if he could have done too 

much.  I think he was a victim of city hall.  He was easily convinced by the city 

managers that there was -- his turn as chief.  But we all had a slap on the back.  

They had him on over.  There was times he went to bat for us, and there was times 

he could have done a heck of a lot more by taking our side of things.  He never 

did favor this longevity pay plan that I discussed in our last session, although he 

would have benefited by it a hundred fold.  He wasn't in favor of it, and you never 
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could convince him of it that a man that's there ten years is worth a heck of a lot 

more than a man that's there two years.   

So as a result, that never materialized until -- until recent years.  At any 

rate, his most -- his greatest concern during the issue was to have protection for 

the city, which never materialized, but I could elaborate on it a little if you cared 

to have me. 

Q Now, how do you mean? 

A Well, the trucks are going to be manned, however there were -- there were no 

drivers from he fire department.  I told you before that there were -- there was 

only two men that didn’t participate, and I don’t think they could have done 

much.  But the police were going to man the trucks, and the drivers were 

supposed to come from the public works department.  There -- the volunteers 

from the town of Beloit were going to offer their services.  And I think -- I think it 

was the chief that called the Beloit fire department and asked if they would send 

some men up.  I think their chief turned it over to the president of the union who 

was a good friend of mine too. 

Q Who was that man? 

A What was his name?  When it comes to giving names at the spur of the moment -- 

I might think of it in a minute or two.  

Q But anyway, his response --  

A His response was you put out your fires, and we'll put out ours.  So I don’t think 

they -- unless they were ordered to come to Janesville, I don’t think they would 
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volunteer because if they did come, they would probably -- wouldn’t have done 

anything anyhow because we had pretty good relations at the time.  

Q Well, you mentioned the Janesville police.  Were they willing to assume what 

would have been, in essence, a strikebreaking role? 

A Yes, now I thought of the -- the president of the Beloit department. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A LeRoy Wait was his name.  Now, getting back to the question.  They couldn't 

wait until they -- until the strike would take place so they could come up and 

really give us the shaft.  And I'd like to elaborate on that briefly. 

Q Sure. 

A It seems -- I was still president of the union, and the Gazette newspaper here went 

on strike, I guess the printers or whatever.  So they brought strikebreakers in from 

some other towns, and they were doing -- they were doing the work of the 

strikers.  So we voted to participate in -- that was one of our first efforts in 

opposing the newspaper, I guess.  It seems our first effort was volunteer -- by 

volunteers to convince -- we canvassed the town and tried to convince the people 

that they should cancel their subscription to the Gazette.  We did have some 

success.   

Anyhow, there were demonstrations, especially on weekends.  There was 

a demonstration through town by -- put on by organized labor, and there was -- 

they got out of hand.  I think these strikebreakers were staying at the Monterey 

Hotel.  And there was quite a crowd, I understand, and there were some arrests 
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made.  So the following Monday, myself and several other members, we decided 

we wanted to see what was going on.   

Anyhow, this -- the police -- the auxiliary police, they were all prepared 

for a demonstration that started at the labor hall on Franklin Street, and we 

marched down through Court Street and up Main and up East Milwaukee Street 

up to the Gazette building.  And I think the -- the police anticipated trouble. There 

was quite a crowd.  The marchers were made up of sympathizers, mostly union 

members.  So we got there and we -- I mean our little group of firefighters, we 

weren't going to participate in any roughneck stuff, but we were more or less 

observing.   

So whoever the leader of the march was, was up front talking to the police, 

and they notified them to disperse.  They had bullhorns and they were all -- they 

were prepared for a demonstration -- a rough demonstration.  So we dispersed, 

and we were -- the next morning, I was on duty, and word already had gotten to 

the chief that there'd be no more of this demonstrating.  And if you do 

demonstrate, and you're -- you're caught in some roughness, you're going to be let 

go immediately.   

So I was really taken on the carpet because, after all, I was president.  

Hell, what did I participate for?  I just wanted to see what was going on.  I heard 

so much about it.  Well anyhow, from that day on, the police were laying for us.  

They were the ones that notified city hall.  The city manager notified the police -- 

or the fire chief immediately.  Anyhow, there were no more demonstrations.   
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I mean that was the last of the demonstrations in the city by organized 

labor.  But from that time on, they wanted to get their pound of flesh back, I 

guess, and this was their chance if we went on strike.  So you say how do I know 

that?  Because there was -- there was a member of the police department that 

joined the fire department.  He -- he no longer cared to be a policeman, and there 

was an opening on the fire department, so he just transferred from the police to 

the fire.  There was two members at that time.  

Q Who were they by the way? 

A It was Bob Howard and John Waterbury.  But Bob Howard was outspoken, and 

he confided in me.  I don’t know if he would have been one of the ambitious 

police fireman or -- or not.  But they were going to be paid, although they couldn't 

have drove the trucks because, after all, you had to have somebody that was 

familiar with the truck.  But they were going to ride the backend.  I suppose most 

of them -- or some of them because of the added pay and the challenge.  But if the 

strike would have taken place, I imagine there would have been -- the president of 

the union, Ed Wellnitz, made the remark to a reporter that there'd be some heads 

cracked, which showed up in the newspaper.  That, you know, if there would have 

been some opposition to taking the trucks out -- well at the moment, there's no 

more that comes to my mind but -- 

Q Yeah, now you -- you seem to consider then -- I wonder if I have it right -- that 

the -- that the police department was -- were they -- were they anti-labor in their 

policies generally, or did they just have something against -- against firefighters? 
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A Well, I don’t know if our counterparts had any love for us or if it was because we 

were trying to get equal pay, but there really wasn't too much love lost between 

the police and the fire.  In the earlier days of my being president, we used to meet 

jointly and discuss our demands because usually what one got, the other got until 

the disparity problem came along when they pulled away from us.  And this 

seemed to be a burning issue all the time.  And as the new men came on, they 

were orientated by the older ones as to the differences between the fire and the 

police.  I imagine there's -- some of it has probably gone by the wayside now.  

Q I was wondering -- 

A Excuse me.  

Q Yeah, okay, sure. 

A The police have a -- in Janesville, theirs is not a union to my knowledge.  Theirs 

is a Police Protective Association.  Now in Madison, they belong to -- to a union 

I'm quite sure.  They're affiliated with the AFL.  There are a lot of other cities 

around the United States where they're organized as far as a labor union is 

concerned. 

Q I was wondering if as you -- as you went through this petitioning process, and as 

you prepared for a possible strike if you received any kind of support from -- from 

any other elements of the Janesville Labor Movement? 

A Well, yes.  The local from General Motors said they would give us support that 

would -- that support probably came form the Central Labor -- the Central Labor 

where we had a delegate.  And they were to show up this particular morning.  

That would right after the committee came back from city hall.  And we had -- I 
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mean that was one of my tasks was to contact the locals in this area to see if they 

would send us -- you know, send some support in by the way of manpower.  Most 

of them agreed.  In fact, they all agreed because it was all set for the next day.  

See, this committee met at -- well, we'll call it Tuesday evening.  And on 

Wednesday noon I think is when this was all supposed to take place.  We were 

asking Madison, Waukesha, Racine, Kenosha, Milwaukee to see if they wanted to 

give us some help, and Beloit.  Beloit was going to help us with quite a few men.  

Q Now, you wanted these men to come in to do what?  What was their role to be? 

A Well, the role was to stop anyone from taking fire trucks out. 

Q So you wanted them to do picket duty then basically, as that it? 

A Yes. 

Q Okay.  What about the reaction of the community at large?  Now, you indicated 

that in the petitioning process, you got good support and a good response.  I was 

wondering if you sensed any change in the attitude of people throughout the 

community as the possibility of a strike approached? 

A Well, I think there was a divided feeling about going on strike and not manning 

the fire trucks.  I don’t know what would have happened had there been a fire.  If 

there had been lives involved, which is the hospital and convalescent homes, we 

would have given them a minimum amount of protection.  Now, I say a minimum 

amount probably would have turned out to be maximum because you can't just 

take a fire truck and say here it is.  There might have had to be rescue work such 

as that.  But they were notified of the situation and that they should take every 

precaution.  And I can't recall, because I wasn't on -- I wasn't on the in because I 
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was not a member of the executive board at the time, that if they were guaranteed 

protection or whatever.  In a case like that, I think Beloit would have responded.  

But for a house fire, I guess there was supposed to be no protection because if 

you're going to answer every call, why you might as well not have gone on strike.  

And I can -- 

Q And -- 

A -- I can elaborate a little on Madison's strike.  You weren't around then. 

Q No. 

A Well, the only men that manned the trucks were the battalion chiefs.  There were 

no captains.  All the captains were on strike.  Incidentally, one of the battalion 

chiefs was an international vice president, and he took a beating too because he -- 

he lost his vice president job at the next convention.  But they did have a few 

minor fires in Madison, which didn’t amount to very much.   

And in Atlanta, they said this was just something out of the ordinary that 

they didn’t even have a fire while they were on strike, let's say, for a week.  I 

don’t know if the -- if they -- of course, a lot of these calls could be eliminated, 

you know, that don’t amount to anything, but you answer otherwise.  But there 

was no major fires in Atlanta and neither in Madison.  Now the day -- the day the 

strike was supposed to have taken place, well that -- yes, they had -- there was a 

fire call.  A feed mill down here on West Racine Street, I don’t just recall what 

the problem was but the grain overheated or something like that, but there was a 

call that they probably could have avoided had the -- had the department gone on 
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strike because it was in a storage area where the personnel of the company could 

have shoveled the screen out and watered it down.  That's my opinion. 

Q Now, you -- you apparently were willing, though, to take the risk that -- you 

know, I'm thinking that there are a lot of people out there who -- who might say 

well here you are talking about somebody's house maybe burning down, and you 

guys weren't going to do anything about it if you'd have gone on strike.  And that 

-- that seems, I suspect to many people, terribly callous.  And how did you arrive 

at the point in your own -- how did you justify that?  I guess that's the basic 

question.  How did you justify or rationalize that in your own mind? 

A I don’t think there was a man on the department that didn’t hope that there was 

settlement before we had to make a decision.  Are you going to take a truck out of 

this station manned by our own men?  However, I think there would have been 

trucks going out because the plan was in effect.  I don’t know, the -- 

Q You, you -- you did everything -- you would have done everything you could 

have to prevent that -- prevent that from happening.  And I guess I'm getting at 

your role.  Yeah, the trucks would have rolled.  I imagine somebody would have 

driven a truck out, but you wouldn't have contributed anything to that.  And it's 

your role that I guess I'm trying to get at -- 

A No, I was -- I did -- I planned not to contribute because a strike is a strike.  If 

you're going to be -- if you're going to have a half a strike, then it's not effective.  

Many of the men come to men and they'd say when that phone rings, I don’t 

know.  He says I just won't be able to hold myself back, see.  And then -- but I -- I 

didn’t have -- I didn’t plan on taking an active role in putting out fires. 
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Q Now, how would you -- 

A If it would have been the hospital where you've got to save lives, that’s a different 

thing, you know, but somebody's house where there's no life involved -- now 

either their house has to burn down -- if you're going to put it out, then your cause 

is lost.  How many houses -- how many fires are you going to put out before the 

city says well this is enough.  You fellows are putting out fires, so why do we 

have to settle with you? 

Q You seem to have made a distinction in your mind, and I guess this is what I'm 

getting at.  This is interesting.  You seem to have made a distinction in your mind 

between situations where lives would likely have been lost and situations where 

lives were not in danger.  You seem to have reached a point where you'd sacrifice 

property for your strike, is that -- is that right? 

A Yes. 

Q Is that the distinction that you -- did you make that distinction consciously at the 

time, and did others deal with it the same way, do you recall? 

A I would say yes that if a building downtown caught on fire and there were no lives 

involved, we just wouldn’t have answered the call.  But let's say the convalescent 

home had a fire where there were lives involved, you -- you -- because if you're 

going to let half a dozen people burn up, can you imagine the bitter feeling they 

would have had toward the firefighter?  But -- 

Q And yet could -- can you predict with safety -- with assurance I should say.  Can 

you predict with assurance when a fire will involve possible loss of life and when 

it won't?  Did you feel you could make that judgment? 
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A Well, I think if it was a call from a convalescent home or the hospital, there's lives 

involved there.  Those convalescent homes are all older people.  But that weighed 

on my mind, too, what are you going to do?  But do the -- the committee had 

made arrangements.  And I don’t know just exactly what they were with the 

hospital and the convalescent homes and such as that, probably rooming houses.  

And they were -- as I said before, they were notified, you know, that there was 

going to be a -- there would be a strike and they should use every precaution 

necessary.  

But I think if there would have been a fire like in a convalescent home, 

there would have been a lot of volunteers form bystanders and maybe Milton or 

the surrounding volunteer departments and the Town of Beloit was going to 

answer calls.  I don’t know just what their plan was if they were going to come up 

and -- but once they -- we were driven from the station, then we would have lost 

our -- our strength I guess you would call it because then they could have manned 

it with volunteers from the various departments and volunteer departments around 

the county.   

Plus, there's always eager citizen volunteers, you know.  You'll find that at 

any fire that the individual is just so willing to help that it's pathetic.  In fact, they 

get in your way at time.  And of course then the police, they would have turned 

out in force for that added pay.  But you asked before what the citizenry thought 

of us.  There were bitter feelings toward the firefighters.  It's worn off now. 

And still there's a bitter feeling between the firefighters and city hall.  

Right up until this last bargaining session, they tell me that -- that they had 
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meetings where they probably discussed the shape of the table before they ever 

got into the meat of the -- of the demands.  And anyhow, this -- like I said, there's 

still a bitter feeling in city hall.  And I think it's worn off considerable at the 

police station.   

And of course the Department of Public Works, they were never involved.  

But the police had orders -- this Bob Howard that I mentioned before that came 

from the police to the fire department, he said that they -- they had orders to come 

up and take charge of the fire station, which meant I imagine there would have 

been a court order to go back to work or probably jail a couple of the officers of 

the union, the leaders.  But the remark that Ed Wellnitz, the president, made about 

cracking heads, that didn’t go over too big.   

Even -- I mentioned my good friends, the Wickhem's, they said that was 

an uncalled for remark.  I even asked Ed Wellnitz a number of times.  He said that 

was my sentiment at the time is they're going to come in and take those fire trucks 

out, they're going to take them out over a fight.  Of course, like I said, you fight 

the police and you wind up in jail just like any other demonstration.  We were no 

privileged characters as far as the police are concerned.   

Q Yeah. 

A And I said before, I don’t think there was a man on the department that wasn't 

happy when the committee came back and said well -- well, we've come to a 

tentative agreement.  If you're satisfied, we'll notify them, otherwise we go on 

strike.  And that's the say it was.  I mean I got on the phone and got busy and 

called these -- these locals in the various surrounding cities that were going to 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 15, 1976 

192 

give us some help.  I told them we had settled.  Everybody went home but the 

shift that was working, and that's the way it was. 

Q Okay.  What about your supporters on the -- on the council?  Were these people 

who had been elected with -- largely with labor support, or just what was their 

situation?  It seemed that they were taking some political risks in supporting your 

position in this matter? 

A I'm glad you asked that question because this John Fredenthal, who was -- he took 

a very important role.  He was a friend of the firefighters.  He was the man that 

was instrumental in getting this small group together.  They formed a nucleus.  I 

said before they were criticized because all the members of the council that 

should have been there, they -- the opposition said plus the -- plus the daily 

newspaper, the Gazette.  However, it wouldn't have been an official council 

meeting because I think there has to be a notice posted or issued prior to the 

meeting.  But John Fredenthal was instrumental in getting this small group 

together and getting the city manager -- I did hear on he grapevine that they 

trapped the city manager into coming, although they did send the car after him.   

And put the president of the union -- I don’t know how many members of 

the executive board Wellnitz had with him, but it just seems to me that he was 

alone.  But John Fredenthal took the beating on that because he -- I don’t know if 

it was that particular spring election that he was an incumbent and -- anyhow, he 

was defeated by not too many votes and our -- our organization really worked 

hard for him.  I recall I came home from work at 7:00 the next morning, and on 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 15, 1976 

193 

my front door -- or on the side door here, there was a pamphlet, which the men 

had put out the night before.   

It was the last fling at distributing literature, and it says something like 

good morning, vote for me John Fredenthal or something like that.  But anyhow, 

he lost, and he hasn't taken part in politics since.  I see him occasionally.  I was 

talking to him just a short time ago.  And he says oh -- he says that was -- that was 

his swan song.  He's -- he's not on -- he had been a councilman off and on for a 

good many years, and he was -- he knew the city.  He was born and raised here, 

and I always thought he was -- he added to the council because of his knowledge 

of the city and -- but anyhow, he was beat only because of his activities during 

our intended strike.  But John Hall was reelected, and he's still a member of the 

council. 

Neil Schneider, I don’t know how many funerals he lost on account of it, 

but he had -- he -- well he didn’t choose to run again I don’t think.  He had been 

on the council just about long enough, too, so he didn’t choose to run to succeed 

himself. 

Q Now, were these -- were these councilmen all people who had been elected from 

areas where union -- union members predominated or where the labor movement 

was particularly strong, or just what were their constituencies? 

A Well, see in the council form of government, the complete city votes for -- 

Q For everyone -- oh yeah, I see.  Yeah, okay. 

A -- for a man -- a member.  But labor in Janesville just doesn't get out to vote the 

way they should.  And for a number of years, we had -- we had enough members 
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on the council that favored the firefighters.  I don’t say that labor put them in, but 

the firefighters took an active part in campaigning for them.  You have to have 

somebody put out the literature, knock on doors.  Anyhow, we always had a -- we 

always had the majority -- the four -- the four votes.  But apparently we didn’t 

have them at the strike issue. 

Q Was there someone that you had counted on to come with you who -- who didn’t 

at that time, someone who usually supported you? 

A I don’t remember who the other members were, but I know Marv Roth was 

chairman. 

Q No -- nobody seems to stand out in your mind then as a turn toad or anything like 

that? 

A No. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Well, that was in 1970.  Let's see, there was something about -- with this strike 

issue, there's something in the back of my mind that just doesn't want to come out 

where Marv Roth was chairman of the -- president of the council, and he wouldn't 

allow this motion to come to the floor because I mean there was -- there was a lot 

of hesitating.  And as a result, the motion never got before the council.  The issue 

never got before the council to be voted on, which we probably could have won.   

I think the big reason that the motion was illegal was because there was no 

money appropriated.  And I mentioned that before.  Today, they didn’t have any 

money, but three days later, they found it.  That is one reason that never got -- that 



RALPH HILKIN INTERVIEW   

July 15, 1976 

195 

he ruled the motion out of order.  Now, if we were talking about campaigning for 

councilman -- 

Q Yeah. 

A Do you want to get into that? 

Q Yeah, I was just going to ask.  I think this would probably be a good time to -- to 

ask when the fire -- when Local 580 first got involved in supporting candidates 

for the council and how you made your decisions about who you would support? 

A No, this -- this comes back -- oh I would gather in 19 -- shortly after I was 

president, we started putting -- the first move was to have the bumper stickers 

from these various councilmen.  And it's -- like I said before, our chief was 

Andresky at the time.  He was too much city hall, and we had a few councilmen 

that were favorable.  There were -- I think we always had three, but we never had 

the fourth.  I'd -- at negotiating time, it was always the president's job to go 

around and contact councilmen.   

Anyhow, we did show up with a few bumper stickers on.  And I think this 

is worth putting in the records that the chief told us to either get the bumper 

stickers off or put them all on for every councilman that was up for election 

because they could take a stand, you know, well you supported Bill Cronin and 

you didn’t support me so why should -- why should I support you when you -- 

when you come to me and say here are our negotiating -- negotiating items.  Look 

them over and see what you think of them.  So that was really the start. 

Q And let's see, roughly what time was this now? 

A This was before 1957.   
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Q Oh, all right. 

A I would say it was '55 or '56. 

Q Did you instigate this business?  Was this part of your program as 580 president?  

Did you think it was especially important to get the local involved in local 

politics? 

A Yes, well you needed -- you really needed some support, you know, because they 

are the ones that had to appropriate the money.  Now in -- I would say this was -- 

it was '56, I think, because there was a council member by the name of Bill 

Watson who was -- who was president of the Parker Pen's local.  Then there was 

Bill Cronin who was a tavern operator.  And this John Fredenthal, and I had gone 

to see all of them.  It seems that Bill Cronin was president of the council, and he 

carried our messages to the city manager who was Joe Lustig.   

See now this -- this kind of dovetails when I said he was -- he was city 

manager and replaced George Forster.  And Joe Lustig says that this was the 

concern of the city manager, not the council.  And this Bill Cronin turned just like 

that.  He -- you couldn't even talk to him after this.  And this Bill Watson, he was 

outspoken.  He was a good union man.  Anyhow, it just happened at that 

particular council meeting, I had called him in the morning and I asked him -- this 

was on a Monday I would gather because there was a council meeting that 

Monday night.   

And I had asked him if it was going to be brought up because I was going 

to a muscular dystrophy meeting in Milwaukee, otherwise I would have stayed 

home.  He says no, go ahead.  It's not supposed to come up tonight.  But we -- 
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some of our members did go to the council meeting, and this Bill Watson, he took 

-- he took sides with the city manager and some of the other councilmen that we 

weren't given -- we weren't given any consideration as to our issues.  And I 

remember so well -- it came out in the paper, too, that just previous to that, the 

council stayed up until I think two in the morning to decide an issue where 

women could sit at the bar here in Janesville.  They were barred from sitting at the 

bar.  He says we can't even give the firefighters a half hour of time. 

Q Now, this was Watson who said this? 

A Yes. 

Q Yeah, uh-huh. 

A That's a matter of record in the paper, too.  So I don’t recall just what we did get 

out of it, but it was a minimum pay increase.  Now, this was in 1957, and it -- they 

called it an argument of the first magnitude in the paper, but he was our friend 

until he decided not to run for council to replace himself.  So anyhow, this is -- 

this is how we get started dabbling in politics.  And as time went on, we started 

working for the assemblymen and the senators.  And then eventually, the State 

Association of Firefighters decided it's time to enter the political arena.  Anyhow, 

those were the beginning -- that was the beginning of working for the different 

candidates for I'll say the council and the governor, senators and assemblymen.  

Q Were you involved in that decision by the -- by the State Association at all? 

A Yeah, I was -- I was president at the time, and proudly I was a board member. 

Q A board member of the State Association? 

A Yes. 
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Q Or president of the State Association? 

A No, no, I was -- 

Q Yeah, okay, right.  Yeah, I didn’t think so. 

A I was just a board member.  

Q Well, what do you consider -- what do you consider your political triumphs? 

A Well first of all, I think we finally cracked the chief to allow us to have bumper 

stickers on.  I think  it would be interesting just to put this on tape, too.  I won't 

mention any names, but we had -- we had bumper stickers on our cars, and we 

were parked on city property.  Like I mentioned earlier on tape here that the chief, 

he was -- he just wasn't for this sort of a thing.  This one particular day, it was in 

the fall of the year right before the presidential election.  I don’t know if it was 

president, but it was before the fall election, let me put it that way.  He looked out 

the window at the fire station down the parking lot, and he saw all these bumper 

stickers.  He came to me, I was president, and he started raising a rumpus about it.  

I have to confess, they were all -- they were all Democrats.   

So, we had a go-around and I finally says well does it make a difference 

what party you belong to?  I says there's a car sits out there every other day with 

all the Republican stickers on of the members that were running for office.  Oh, 

he says, I have never seen it.  I said well maybe you shut your brain off when you 

look out there.  And anyhow, he says if you want to -- if you want to leave those 

stickers on, you run your car out on the street, so -- I mean it was a challenge.  

You had to work your way up to -- him -- you know, convincing him of these 

things.   
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Of course, what we've done on our time off, campaigning for a candidate, 

he couldn't say anything about that.  There was a time when they probably could 

have, see.  Now -- but that's how we -- we broke the ice and got into the political 

arena as they call it.  I don’t -- the chief -- if I had to make my decision -- he was 

a Republican.  He wasn't a Democrat.  I recall when Kennedy -- when Kennedy 

was running for president -- 

Q Yeah, right. 

A What would that have been? 

Q '60. 

A 196 -- '62? 

Q '60. 

A 1960?  Well, in 1960, we had a member of the department that was on the 

committee to elect Kennedy. That was for the state primary because I know the -- 

well anyhow, he came to me and asked if I'd put out literature in this ward here -- 

in our ward.  So it was my wife and my son and I, and we covered our ward.  I 

passed out literature.  So anyhow, by that time, by 1960, we were getting our feet 

wet.  And I -- I talked -- I'd mentioned too something about the, you know, the 

little hatch axe.  And in our last interview, I mentioned about this Jim Swan who 

was state senator for maybe two or three terms.  Let's see, they're a six year term, 

right? 

Q Four. 

A Or four year term.  Well, I gather -- yeah, I gather he ran for at least to terms and 

was elected.  But anyhow, I was telling you at the time, this John Wickhem who I 
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had mentioned before was a good friend of this Jim Swan's and he -- Swan was -- 

was -- I don’t know if this was a special election or what, but he was filling the 

unexpired term of Borg from Delavan.  Being a good friend of this John 

Wickhem's he brought him around and -- or had called me previous to it, I guess, 

and asked if he could bring him to the union meeting and introduce him.   

I couldn't see nothing wrong with it, so one of the questions I ask, you 

know, what he thought about the little hatch axe and that we were being 

castigated by the chief for getting into politics.  Oh, he said he couldn't see 

nothing wrong with that.  The state, I think, has eliminated these, but I don’t know 

-- I would gather that Swan was still -- after all, he was just beat here a couple -- 

by Tim Cullen. 

Q Tim Cullen, yeah. 

A But that -- to be legal, you know, you had to eliminate this act.  Now, I just -- on 

the platform -- on the Democratic platform, federal employees will be allowed to 

now once this -- it's part of the platform I guess to eliminate this hatch act, which 

bars public employees from -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- not public, but federal employees. 

Q I think it was the state law that was hanging you folks up though.  Yeah, and that 

was recently changed to allow public employees to participate in politics on their 

own time, I think, is basically what it was. 
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A So, and I had mentioned too on our last taping that -- that that was -- Jim Swan 

was the first candidate that we contributed money to.  Since that, it's just 

prevalent.  We do that sort of thing. 

Q Do you choose -- did Local 580 choose its candidates purely based on their 

attitudes toward questions of direct concern to firefighters, or was there a broader 

assessment that was made of candidates? 

A Well, if he'd favorable to firefighters, you know that he's not a hard nose on other 

issues concerning labor.  But the way we used to determine whether he's going to 

be favorable to firefighter's legislation,  you'd contact the man and -- and get his 

viewpoint on these different issues. Then you notify the legislative committee of 

the State Association of Firefighters.  I mean you were -- you were asked to do 

this by the legislative committee, and then you would notify them of it because, 

after all, firefighters always have an ambitious program going, and you have to 

have some support for you so you support the man that supports  you.  If he said 

no, I don’t think -- I don’t think you would support the man.  I mean if he was 

against motherhood and the flag, you sure wouldn't say well yeah. 

Q Do you -- did you -- have you generally ended up supporting Democratic 

candidates? 

A It just seems that you get more support out of a Democrat than you do out of a 

Republican, but I understand that the firefighters are very dissatisfied with 

Governor Lucy.  He doesn’t even support firefighters' bills that don’t have a fiscal 

note on them.  And another -- the governor has been invited to Janesville for -- by 
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the firefighters for coffee or whatever -- whatever the occasion might happen to 

be.  If it would be in the evening, it would be a little social hour maybe.   

But he sure has let them down.  I find it that way too because we've had a 

bill -- well let me start from the beginning on it.  Back before I retired several 

years, there were locals in the state that were -- they were estimating the cost of 

their fringe benefits.  And they were getting -- under the pension plan that I'm 

under, you get half pay.  So we were -- they were getting half pay.  And it seems 

the local in Manitowoc went overboard.  They took everything in consideration 

for half pay, and the city challenged it and they took it to the Supreme Court and 

the firefighters lost.  And by that time, I had retired. 

And all we asked for was half of our -- our health insurance, which was 

granted to us in 1952 in lieu of a pay raise.  So the pension board was -- who I 

was a member of, negotiated with the city manager.  He couldn't seen anything 

wrong with it.  So we were granted half pay of our insurance, and I think we -- I 

said I retired in 1972, May 1st.  But I think we had it a year and a half and they 

took it away from us.  And I claim it was the new city attorney.  He had to get a 

hold of something to make a name for himself.  I'd tell him this to his face, so I'm 

not afraid to put it on tape.   

This was one thing that he could get his hands on and immediately.  He 

called a meeting of the pension board, and he told them that they would be liable 

for this money if we kept -- if they didn’t vote to take it away from us.  So 

immediately, I lost over twenty dollars a month.  And this bill -- the firefighters 

brought -- have had bills before the legislature, and they've been vetoed.  One was 
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-- one was on these fringe benefits, another was -- was a referendum and it won 

where a firefighter would be granted a cost of living to his pension.  That was to 

be -- the cities were to be subsidized by the state, and Lucy vetoed that.   

Although he's a Democrat, I've been told that he's the best Republican 

they've ever had for a governor because he's -- he's gotten programs through that 

the Republican governors have tried for years.  

Q Have there been any times when you wished you stayed out of politics?  Any 

times when you got burned and wished you had not messed with it? 

A Not really.  I think if I probably had my life to live over with, I would have 

probably been educated in that field and -- because I kind of liked that.  My wife 

always criticized me when we'd go to a convention and oh you'd be politicing and 

ignoring her.  Watching the -- like the Democratic convention, I don’t know, I 

kind of like that sort of a thing.  It kind of gets your adrenaline up.  

Q Right.  It seems that your -- the growing militancy in the -- in Local 580 

corresponded pretty closely with your term as president.  I was wondering how 

you -- how'd you get -- how'd you get the men to go along with you in that -- in 

this developing aggressiveness of Local 580?  What -- what steps did you take to -

- to bring the men with you?  You know, firefighters I think generally are 

considered, you know, not radical, probably a fairly conservative lot of human 

beings and yet you had them -- apparently you brought them along to a very 

aggressive position as far as the union was concerned.  I was wondering if you -- 

you know, if there were any -- any things that you did to -- you know, to kind of 

bring them along? 
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A Well, I think they were -- they were looking for a leader, and probably I didn’t 

disappoint them too much. 

Q So you say -- you would say that the conditions were there in the first place, and 

you just took advantage of them? 

A They were -- they were looking for a leader. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A I don’t know what I'd be categorized by the men, but in my own mind, I think I 

was -- I was doing a hundred percent better job after I took over than before 

because things came -- well, but then again, you would have to take in 

consideration things were coming awful hard, you know.  But you could see the 

firefighter pulling himself up by his bootstraps.  Things progressively got better.  

Of course, like you say why in the hell did I run for president for fifteen years and 

-- and was elected.  That, I can't hardly answer. 

Q Well, that's -- that's a very long tenure for a local union leader. 

A Yeah. 

Q That's a very long time to keep men happy with your -- with your leadership. 

A And then as time went on, you picked up a good man here and there.  Like I said, 

Wellnitz, he was an awful good man to work with, and he was interested.  But it 

took a long time to get this Gordy Rasmussen interested -- 

Q Well, okay now that's -- that's interesting.  Just how did you -- how did you get 

Gordy Rasmussen interested? 

A Well, he was -- at one time, he was secretary, and then he didn’t choose to run.  

And then he -- but he was on the executive board, you know, for bargaining 
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purposes.  And I think as time went on, he could see the need of contributing 

because there was times I -- that we had a -- I had a poor board, a poor executive 

board.  You had to carry the ball yourself.   

Q Well, it seems that as you went along, you were consistently looking for -- for 

good people who would be useful to the union, is that -- 

A Yeah. 

Q Is that -- you're recruiting in that sense? 

A As -- there's times that you'd have a bargaining session with city hall, and the man 

was -- he was off duty, but he -- he didn’t have time to take time off from his off 

day job to come to the meeting.  Now, you didn’t need that type of a person or the 

guy that -- or the member that did come to the meeting, and he didn’t contribute.  

It was remarked by this Ed Wellnitz one time that he and I could run the union 

ourselves, but you can't do that.  I mean as long as the body goes along with your 

thinking, they're a part of it because I mean you can use power of politics if you 

want to, but can you sell them on you.   

And if things don’t go right, then you're the fall guy.  But I mean I was 

criticized plenty.  I don’t think that I was a little god and never made any 

mistakes.  But most things turned out okay.  Then you get a bad secretary, you 

know, and -- secretary -- a good secretary makes a good local, a good union.  And 

Ed Wellnitz started out as -- he did rerun for secretary one year and was defeated, 

but the next year, he was elected, and he was secretary then until I decided not to 

run for president.  And then he ran for president and was elected for three or four 

years.  He was real aggressive.  
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MR. IMHOFF:  Well, thank you very much, Mr. Hilkin.  I appreciate your 

-- your cooperation here a great deal. 

(Interview concluded.) 

 

  

  

 

   


