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  MR. IMHOFF:  Okay, today is December 9, 1976.  Today's interview is 

with Mr. Gerald H. Litney of -- 

MR. LITNEY:  Parkview Terrace. 

MR. IMHOFF:  -- Parkview Terrace, Apartment 51, in Milton, Wisconsin.  

We're talking with Mr. Litney in his apartment, and this is our first interview with 

Mr. Litney. 

Q Mr. Litney, I was wondering if we could begin by getting some background on 

your family.  I know your family goes back at least three generations in the 

Janesville area, I think to your grandparents, if I recall right from our earlier 

conversation.  And I was wondering what you know about your grandparents' 

background in the Janesville area, when they came here, and how, and why, and 

what for, as much of that as you can recall. 

A Well, the Litneys originated here on a farm just outside of Milton, Wisconsin, and 

the -- well, my dad and his brothers all went to Milton College, and graduated 

therefrom.  I never met -- I never seen my grandfather or grandmother -- I seen 

my grandmother, but never my grandfather.  He died in his late forties.  My 

grandmother lived to be in her seventies. 

Q And this is on your father's side? 

A Yeah, it was on my father's side. 

  And on my mother's side, my grandmother came here from Ireland and my 

grandfather came here from Ireland.  In fact, they both came from the same 

counties in Ireland, and they never knew each other until they met here, and they 

got married.  And my grandmother died giving birth to a son -- oh, Grandma Lee, 
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this is -- giving birth to a son.  I'm trying to remember.  I know that my mother 

was about sixteen years old at that time that this happened, and so she -- 

Q Yeah.  Do you recall where in Ireland, which county in Ireland it was that -- 

A County Leitrim. 

Q Leitrim. 

A County Leitrim, Ireland, and -- that they both came from.  And let's -- it's about -- 

Q Did they -- did they farm too, now? 

A No.  My -- my grandfather Lee was a railroad man.  He worked for the 

Northwestern Railroad, and I think he was a call man, call guy.  I think he called 

the jobs that -- the engineers and what have you.  And in those days that man was 

a switchman or a -- or something of that nature, that did this kind of work for 

them, and it was extra.  Today they have a different form of doing it. 

Q You mean it was his job to call all the people in to work? 

A It was -- well, it -- 

Q To make sure that -- 

A It's when there was a change in work crew, or a crew -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- that was -- they -- he would call the individual that was to fulfill that job.  All I 

remember about it is that at that particular stage in the -- that I remember him, he 

was an unhappy man.  His wife had died on him, and he was trying to raise -- my 

mother was the one that raised the rest of the family, and grandpa, he -- I'm afraid 

he imbibed a little too heavy for his own good, and so -- but that's -- that's all I 

remember of -- of that, as far as he's concerned.  But I do know that he was -- he 
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did -- was a railroad man, and just what he -- and I think he worked for the 

Northwestern Railroad at that particular stage. 

Q Do you happen to know why your grandparents on either said happened to come 

to the Janesville area?  Do you know what it was that drew them here? 

A Gee whiz, it was -- well, I think that -- that as from the -- from the Lee side of the 

family, that Grandpa Lee just happened to float into this part of the country.  He 

was the only one of the Lees that -- of his family that came over from Ireland at 

that stage and thing, that I know of, although that -- later, we -- we got letters here 

that were written to his wife, my grandmother, from a sister of his in Ireland.  And 

that letter, in 1848 it's dated, so you know that -- of course that's -- 

Q That was right around -- 

A That's quite awhile ago. 

Q Uh-huh.  Well, were they -- were they -- the potato famine was taking place in 

Ireland about that time.  Do you happen to know whether they were responding to 

that by coming here? 

A I heard him talk about it.  I heard him talk about that, but for probably very 

obvious reasons, that I was pretty young, I didn't register too much on that one. 

Q That's interesting.  That's interesting timing, though, their moving -- 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q What about your grand- -- Grandpa and Grandma Litney?  Do you know where 

they came from, where they lived before? 

A My grand- -- my grandmother came from Ireland, Grandma Litney, and my 

grandfather came from France.  I understand he was quite a radical in -- in France, 
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and he was involved with Napoleon and a few more of them over there, and he 

came over here because it was a -- it would be easier for him to get by over here 

than he would over there.  Although I think he was honest, I hope. 

Q Do you know about when he came -- you know, roughly the time when he came 

over? 

A Well, it would have to be about the -- I would say maybe the '50s and '60s. 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A I would think.  I'm not sure.  I have no -- course, I never seen either one of them. 

Q Sure.  Sure. 

A I did see Grandma Litney, yes.  I have to take that back.  I -- she lived with us for 

a while, and -- but I never heard them talk about anything.  This -- I've got this 

fact about grandpa:  one of my grandpar- -- one of my uncles was comparing me 

to Grandpa Litney as being a radical, and -- you know, at one time, and he 

explained it, that part that I've told you.  And I never asked him to go any further. 

Q Well, that's good.  You have more information on your grandparents than I might 

have expected, it being -- being that long ago.  Now, what about your -- what 

about your parents, then?  Were they in the Janesville area throughout their lives? 

A Well, my dad -- my mother was born on the corner of Galena and Chestnut in 

Janesville, and raised there.  I don't think she ever got too much further, more than 

a couple hundred miles away from there -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- at any time. 

  My dad was born, of course, on a farm out here near Milton.  And I've 
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tried to run the farm down, and haven't been able to.  I've asked a lot of people 

about it, and just -- they said it was across from the Stone farm.  And people who 

I'd ask of -- you know, talk about it too, get pretty vague when I -- when I try to 

run them down on it, so I give up. 

Q Uh-huh.  And I -- what -- now, was father a railroad worker too, or just what -- 

A My dad -- 

Q -- was his work background? 

A My dad came out of college and went to work for the Prudential Life Insurance 

Company as a salesman, or whatever it was.  I recall him referring to this.  But he 

went to work for the Northwestern Railroad, I think about 1907, 1908.  And I 

think the rest -- the rest of his life he worked for the Northwestern Railroad.  He 

was a local train dispatcher in Janesville for several years.  In other words, he was 

an engineer, and he took the train when they'd change engines in Janesville.  He'd 

bring the engine in from South Janesville, and they would put it on the -- change 

engines here, and he'd take the other one back to South -- to Janesville, to South 

Janesville.  That was what he wound up doing.  Years before that, he was on the 

road going from -- engineering to Chicago, and what have you, around.  But the 

last several years he worked, that's what he was doing.  And he died of 

pneumonia, almost on an engine coming back from Chicago.  He come back here, 

and he had -- oh, he was -- he was going -- well, going down, he was -- he had a 

terrible cold, and he wound up being semiconscious when he was coming back.  

But he was deadheading, so he came back on an engine instead of in the coach, 

where he should have come back, in the coach.  And when he come back here, we 
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just -- I think he only lived three or four days after that.  I think I was -- this was 

about 1927 that he died.  I think it was about that.  I know the -- I can get the date 

if you -- 

Q Well, that's -- no, that's close enough, I think.  Yeah. 

A It'd be -- well -- 

Q So he worked for the railroad there.  It was about twenty years, then? 

A Well, wait a minute.  It was 19- -- this is important, because my daughter was 

about three years old when he -- when he died.  And -- and I was married in '25, 

and it was a year and a half or so before we had this daughter, so -- 

Q Yeah.  So it'd be about -- 

A That's going to take it up to 1920- -- 

Q Or '30. 

A Yeah. 

Q Right. 

A It'd take it up quite a ways there. 

Q About 1929 or 1930, then? 

A Uh-huh. 

Q Right. 

A I would say probably 1928, '29. 

Q Yeah. 

A Somewheres in there. 

Q Uh-huh.  What -- how did your dad feel about -- about his railroad work?  Did he 

ever express any -- any feelings about the railroad work? 
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A Well, the feelings that -- I used to go out to the -- with him.  I went to South 

Janesville several -- several times, and -- and I went up to the Five Points where 

most of the activity takes place around there.  The two depots were only a block 

away, and I many times -- oh, I'd take his lunch to him lots of times.  In later 

years he would -- he was working on the -- he worked from 11:00 to 7:00 for 

also -- so many years, but in the early days he was working day shifts.  In fact, 

that may have had something to do with his union activity. 

Q Well, would have he been involved at that time with -- with passenger service or 

freight service more, or some combination? 

A No, it'd be -- 

Q Just what was the picture? 

A It'd be whatever -- whenever they changed, needed to change engines in 

Janesville. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A And at that -- in the later period there, that's when he would be bringing the 

engines in. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A In fact, well, that's the way it stood.  They actually -- he was taking the engines, 

and taking them to South Janesville into the roundhouse, and bringing fresh ones 

out to them, and what have you, at that stage.  I don't remember, of course, what 

I'm talking about, 1924, '25, '26 -- 

Q Right.  Yeah. 

A -- and so on, that he was doing that, excepting that every once in a while he'd get 
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a -- he'd get a run, and he'd have to take a passenger train into Chicago from here, 

and usually deadheaded back.  And that's it. 

Q Did he -- did he have any problems that you recall in that work?  I know he was 

active in the union, and that would indicate that he might -- he must have had 

some kind of grievances against the company.  What did he seem to think the 

problems were? 

A I think about -- about 1912 and '13 they -- at that time I was -- at '12, I was ten 

years old.  About that time I think that the railroad unions were -- were 

consciously trying to organize nationwide, and there was a real drive going on to 

accomplish that.  And about 19- -- I think in 1914, if I recall, they did have a short 

work stoppage here.  I don't know how long it lasted.  I can't give you the dates 

that it started or the dates that it ended.  It's a little long ago.  But I do recall the 

fact that they were on strike, because it was talked about by every grownup that I 

knew, and -- at that particular stage.  And I remember that at one stage -- just once 

did I do this.  I remember that they asked me to -- to come down to the -- oh, to 

bring a can of -- of I don't know what.  It was liquid in a five-gallon milk can with 

a cover on it.  And some other goodies were thrown on a little wagon that one of 

the neighbors had made for his son.  And I took that down to the Five Points in 

Janesville to that little shed that I mentioned a few minutes ago on the side of the 

tracks there.  And I recall only that a man took that stuff out of my cart and took it 

in that shed, and that's all I know about it.  I went back home again. 

Q Now, that was during the time the strike was on? 

A And I -- at that time, the strike was on.  I don't know whether that was food for 
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pickets, because I didn't see a picket.  And it could have been water, for all know.  

But I brought it down.  I remember that distinctly.  Maybe somebody else was 

doing the same thing other days. 

Q Yeah.  Right.  Which -- no, I believe at that time the AF of L trades unions were 

organizing railroad workers, and also Eugene Debs' American Railroad Union 

was organizing railroad workers.  Do you recall which your father was involved -- 

A I'm very sure that -- I'm very sure that it was the Eugene Debs program that was 

being followed at that time, because there was a great deal of talk about Debs.  I 

heard a great many things about him that -- statements about what was happening 

to him, and the mistreatment that he was getting, and the likes of it, and in fact, 

which fired up most of the railroad men in this general area.  They were 

supporting Debs very heavily at that time.  I think if there ever was a grievance 

that organized a group of workers, I think Debs was -- the grievances of Debs 

were the reason that they were organized. 

Q Okay. 

A Because they were sympathetic with -- with Debs and his movement at that time.  

I think he was the -- the prime factor of -- of the thing.  I think at the particular 

time I don't think they had any other real issues that they -- anybody was talking 

about where I could hear it.  So you have to keep -- 

Q But you did hear them talk about the harassment of Debs and -- 

A Oh, yes. 

Q I think he was jailed several times. 

A He was jailed, and a lot of things.  I've -- I do remember hearing them talk about 
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going down to Woodstock -- I believe it was Woodstock -- anyway, this was, I 

think, after the strike was over with, to get -- to visit Debs, who was coming out 

of jail at that particular stage.  I don't remember just when this was, but I do 

remember them talking about it, and I think, oh, twenty or twenty-five railroad 

men from this area went down to Woodstock to greet him when he came out of 

jail.  I can't support it with any other information, because I just heard people 

talking about it, so -- 

Q Yeah.  Why did your father and apparently a number of other people around here 

find Debs so attractive? 

A Well, Debs, without a question, in his early stages of his life, was not -- he was 

looking for -- to help the working people, and he did a pretty good job of talking 

about it, and taking up the causes that were important to them.  And so I think -- 

well, I can only say that I believe that an awful lot of people loved Debs for his -- 

for what he was thinking about and what he was trying to do for them.  In fact, I 

never heard anybody say anything bad about him until later. 

Q Yeah. 

A So -- although, I don't believe there was a socialist in the City of Janesville.  My 

dad wasn't one of them, anyway, I'll tell you that. 

Q So your dad wasn't a socialist, even though he was -- 

A You're damned right, he wasn't a socialist.  And there's -- he was -- he was a 

Democrat. 

Q Yeah. 

A He made sure that I understood the -- what the Democratic Party was standing for, 
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and what Eugene Debs was standing for, and what have you, at that stage.  I 

honestly believe that Eugene Debs was not a socialist in the early stages of his 

driving to organize the railroad unions. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A I think the harassment and what have you that followed him caused this very 

thing, for him to become a socialist. 

Q Well, now -- 

A If he ever was. 

Q Now, by 19- -- 1914, that was pretty far along.  I mean, he started to develop the 

railroad union in around the 1890s, as I recall. 

A 1880 -- 

Q The Pullman strike was -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- in the early 1890s. 

A I think it was 1888. 

Q Think it was 1888, something like that. 

A '88, I think it was. 

Q Yeah.  So this was pretty far along -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- in his development, and I think by 1914 he had moved toward -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- socialism pretty far, and -- 

A What they had -- 
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Q And yet, your -- your father, who himself wasn't a socialist, still seemed to 

support him.  Now, how did that -- 

A He supported him because he was the leader of the -- of the railroad workers 

union. 

Q Yeah. 

A And this is the reason he supported him, no question about it.  And he wasn't a bill 

of potash, or anything of that nature.  He -- he believed that, joined together, they 

would be able to do some good for themselves. 

Q What was the extent of your dad's involvement in the union?  Do you recall? 

A I can't -- I can't say that he was a leader or any of that nature, but I do know that 

he felt very strongly for the union in those days, and I know that he got injured a 

couple of times around the railroad yards in those few days that they were on 

strike.  I'm sure the strike was a short-lived one.  My -- haven't I -- I think we've 

talked about this, haven't we, him -- 

Q Not on tape. 

A He got -- he got -- well, he was coming -- going up to the yards to see what was 

going on, and he walked around a boxcar, and a guy rapped him with a -- with a 

switchman's lantern right across the face, and broke his nose.  I remember he 

came home with all the skin off his knuckles that day.  And I never heard what 

happened, really, other than that, and the fact that he got a little upset.  That's all I 

know about that. 

Q Did he ever express an attitude toward the AF of L unions that were developing? 

A I never heard -- I never heard the word "AF of L." 
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Q Yeah.  I guess I was wondering why he'd have chosen membership in the railroad 

union over -- over the AF of L.  I mean, he was an engineer.  He was a skilled 

person. 

A Yeah. 

Q He obviously could have belonged to a AF of L -- 

A I -- 

Q -- craft union. 

A I had no -- I have no information, or I don't think I ever heard him mention the AF 

of L as a union.  I've heard -- I never heard him mention "union" in any other 

word without using the words "Eugene Debs."  And so it -- as far as I know, it 

was Debs's union he was organized with, that he had joined, and I can't be sure of 

that, that it was that union.  All I know, that he thought Debs was doing a 

wonderful job, and so -- that's all I know about him. 

Q Did -- did you ever want to follow in your father's footsteps in the railroad? 

A I went to work for the Northwestern Railroad in the cinder pit, and I worked 

thirteen days for them, and said that wasn't for me.  That's knocking fires and -- 

Q I was going to ask what the -- 

A -- killing the engine when he comes in.  You know, they shake out the cinders and 

all the stuff out of it, and you get to clean it up.  And that's what I did.  I worked 

in the cinder pit getting the cinders out of the way, and what have you, and out of 

the engine. 

Q And that was in the roundhouse, then? 

A That was at the roundhouse at South Janesville.  It was outside the roundhouse.  It 
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was done out in the yard, out on a track that leads into the roundhouse. 

Q Yeah.  I -- I was wondering if you could describe, as much as you remember, of 

the setup at South Janesville, and of the roundhouse and that whole area, you 

know.  Just what was there, and what was it like, as you recall? 

A Well, the roundhouse at South Janesville looks almost identical to the one in -- in 

Janesville, the St. Paul roundhouse.  They have about eight or ten tracks leading 

into a building, and it -- it's a kind of a round-looking building in this sense.  And 

the engines are taken in there to be worked on after they -- well, when they're not 

in use, they take them in.  If there's anything wrong with the engine, the machinist 

and what have you out there repair that, and rebuild the engines, and do this thing, 

and keep them in -- so that they're usable.  They have oilers and -- oh, my gosh, I 

don't know how -- I don't know too much about the jobs, because I wasn't too 

interested in the railroad. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A And that's -- that's the total.  Actually, if you've ever seen the railroad, you can see 

that there's probably ten or twelve set of tracks leading right into the roundhouse 

itself. 

Q Yeah.  Is that roundhouse still standing?  Do you know? 

A Huh? 

Q Is that building still standing? 

A Oh, it certainly is.  Yeah.  It's -- my gosh, if you go out -- I can't tell you the street 

now, what they used to -- but it leads out to South Janesville, and there's a hotel 

out there. 
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Q Yeah. 

A And it was built about pretty near the same time that they -- the roundhouse was, 

or shortly thereafter.  Well, that's the total of my knowledge of that. 

Q Good.  Good.  What did your dad -- what did your dad tell you about unions?  

What did you get about his philosophy of unions from the things that he -- he 

might have told you? 

A I don't believe that he ever discussed it personally with me at all, because -- not to 

the extent that -- that I would discuss it with my sons today, because unions at that 

time, the discussions in front of a twelve-year-old kid, of what was going on in 

the unions, I had to pick it up by listening to adults talking.  And this is -- this is 

all I know.  I do know that my dad believed very firminently -- very firmly in the 

fact that they needed a union.  And in fact, I think that affected my choice in later 

years very much. 

Q Uh-huh.  So the -- but there -- apparently, there was no conscious effort made 

then -- 

A No. 

Q -- to indoctrinate you or to -- 

A No.  No. 

Q -- to bring you into -- 

A No.  No. 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A I'm sure he didn't -- he knew he didn't have to. 

Q Yeah.  That's -- that's very -- that's a very interesting point. 
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A Yeah. 

Q Oh, why did he think -- you know, from your eavesdropping then, maybe you can 

tell why he thought the union was necessary.  Just, you know, it seems like he had 

a pretty good job.  You know, I presume he was fairly well paid at that -- in the 

work he was doing. 

A Oh -- 

Q And what -- what were the problems?  I mean, what were -- what were the 

grievances? 

A Railroad workers in those days were very low paid.  They made very little money.  

I know that they -- they struggled.  Well, of course we had a large family, and the 

struggle to keep even with the world was not an easy thing.  And I think this 

probably was the motivation why they -- they felt -- I'm sure that dad was deeply 

interested in improving his earning ability and -- and I know they did.  I know 

they got a back paycheck.  I'll never forget it.  A back paycheck sometime in 1914 

or '15 that he put down on buying a home.  And this -- I think it was probably 3- 

or $400 or something of that nature, back paycheck for a long period of time.  

And it had to be for -- because they were low-paid at that particular stage.  That's 

when wages started to -- they started to earn what they really ought to get.  That's 

all I know. 

Q Even a -- even a person who was in a responsible engineer's position like -- like 

your dad, apparently -- 

A Well -- 

Q -- still wasn't all that -- still he didn't feel that he was -- he was well paid then? 
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A Listen, I had one, two, three uncles who were all engineers on the railroad, and it 

was the discussions between them and my dad that I used to hear occasionally, 

and -- and so at that stage -- well, I had an uncle lived right next to us.  He had -- 

they had nine kids that -- sure, they -- at least they raised nine kids.  And my dad 

had -- there was nine of us, and so side-by-side.  And another uncle, he only lived 

a half a block away, so they used to get together quite frequently on that basis, 

besides friends used to drop in, and they used to talk, especially railroad men.  

And I really wouldn't necessarily be -- call it eavesdropping, but I would call it 

that they didn't purposely try to keep from letting me hear what they were saying.  

They were -- anyway, I didn't understand eighty percent of what they were saying 

anyway, at that stage in life. 

Q Sure. 

A I'm sure of that. 

Q Do you know -- or, what do you recall about the backgrounds of the railroad 

workers in this area?  Where did they come from?  Or were they people who 

had -- who had lived here and maybe farmed here for a number of years?  Just -- 

just, do you recall -- 

A I don't think I could give -- 

Q -- where they might have come from? 

A I don't think I could give you a -- a real clear picture of that. 

Q Okay. 

A Because I -- the railroad men I knew, and I knew a great many of them, primarily 

were people who -- who took up that line of work in this country, and probably 
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wouldn't -- it was the biggest industry in Janesville back in 1910 and 1908.  It was 

probably the only real industry here, although there were a furniture factory and a 

cotton mill.  They didn't employ too many people, any of them.  That's -- at that 

stage, that I remember back, I doubt if Janesville was over 7- or 8,000 people. 

Q Yeah. 

A Although it was a hub of the railroad at that stage, I'm sure it wasn't too much 

over that, because I think it was only 14,000 in 1940, and now it's 50,000, or very 

closely. 

Q Yeah, it's grown considerably since World War II. 

A Yeah. 

Q Did -- were there any hazards or dangers involved in the railroad work that your 

dad and your uncles were involved in?  Do you recall them mentioning -- 

A I don't remember -- 

Q Or any -- 

A I never remember them -- did we do -- did we talk about my dad's injury? 

Q Not on tape, no.  You mentioned that off -- 

A All right. 

Q -- off mike. 

A Back about 1909, I think, or '10, my dad was -- it was up by the -- on the railroad, 

was up with an engine at the water tower taking on water.  And when he had 

finished the thing, he -- he went down around the engine, got down off the engine, 

and I know that somebody working on the railroad -- on the water tower threw 

a -- what the heck did I -- a crowbar. 
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Q Yeah. 

A An iron crowbar down, and it hit one of the rails and bounced off and hit my dad 

in the middle of the leg down below his knee, quite a bit below his knee, and 

shattered the bone in that leg all the way down where they took that -- the doctors 

took that bone out of his leg.  Now, this -- what date did I say that was?  That had 

to be 19- -- well, I was in seventh grade at that stage. 

Q Yeah.  It was either just before or just after the strike. 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q Yeah.  So I'd have to figure about 19- -- 

A I think it was just -- I think it was just before, just before the real strike, really. 

Q Yeah. 

A Some -- so I -- the date of the strike, I'm not positive of. 

Q Yeah. 

A But I do know that I was only twelve or thirteen years old when that came about. 

Q Yeah. 

A And my dad spent a year in bed where they operated on his leg and put a cork 

bone in there, and he had to keep that wound wide open the rest of his life.  He 

had to treat it every day, every morning, or every night, or whatever it was.  And 

he walked on that leg and worked on that leg for years.  They wanted to take it 

off, and he wouldn't let them.  And -- 

Q Did he receive any kind of compensation for that injury? 

A That's one of the things I can't tell you.  I don't know.  I don't believe they did.  If 

he did get anything, it was trivial.  Maybe some of this back pay that I was talking 
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about was plus from that, for all I know.  I'm kind of fuzzy on this. 

Q Yeah.  That's fine. 

A And I think it's understandable.  We're talking about sixty years ago, and -- or 

better. 

Q Yeah. 

A And so I don't know whether the -- he got any compensation out of that at all, or 

even any pay.  In fact, that was long before the sick leave -- well, before any 

compensation was voted by Congress or anybody else.  So I don't know.  And 

that's one thing I wish I did know. 

Q Did he consider that a sort of a freakish accident, or was this a kind of a hazard 

that maybe railroad people -- 

A No, that was a freakish -- 

Q Yeah. 

A That was a freakish accident, in his mind.  He knew it wasn't done purposely, and 

so I -- I don't -- don't even know who threw the crowbar, or whether it was thrown 

or just fell.  We don't know anything about that.  He didn't even know.  I 

remember him being in bed all those -- all that time, very well. 

  I'm trying to quit smoking. 

Q You know, you've given some pretty good clues as to your family's political 

background, but I wanted to ask specifically about the family's political 

background.  Now, you indicated that it was -- that it was Democratic, and I was 

wondering how far back that goes and just what kind of Democratic. 

A My dad (sneezing) -- excuse me. 
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Q Uh-huh.  That's fine. 

A As far as I know, my dad was politically motivated.  He -- he was pulling for 

getting his buddies out to vote, and the likes of it.  I know the first time I voted he 

took me by the hand, and I was twenty-one years old at that time.  He took me by 

the hand and insisted that I go to the polls.  And I remember very distinctly that 

my vote was challenged, and several people in the polls swore that I was 

twenty-one.  I remember that very distinctly.  And so I got to vote. 

  I -- I don't think that there was any -- any further monkey business.  I don't 

think dad got too political, in the sense that he was running for office or any of 

that. 

Q Yeah. 

A Those things.  I do know that he had the people that he respected and he went out 

and pulled for, which is quite normal. 

Q Well, let's say on the national level, now, first of all, who did he -- who did he 

support?  Who were his political heroes? 

A Actually -- actually, the first time I voted that I remember distinctly, La Follette 

was running here for president. 

Q Sure. 

A Bob La Follette.  And my dad was a strict supporter of Bob La Follette at that 

stage, and he was a -- a renegade Republicann, and had -- had -- well, he dropped 

out of the Republican party and -- 

Q Yeah. 

A But that was the first vote, and I'll never forget that.  Of course, I have every 
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reason in the world to believe it, to remember it, because they made such a fuss 

about me voting at that day, and -- 

Q Well, so he supported La Follette over the Democratic candidate? 

A Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

Q That would have been in -- 

A That would -- 

Q '24, probably.  John -- 

A I'd say it was '24, yeah. 

Q Yeah. 

A It was '23 or '24.  It's even years, isn't the election? 

Q Right. 

A Yeah, it was '24. 

Q And then I'm trying to think, the Democratic candidate that year, I think, was 

John -- 

A Yeah, I don't remember. 

Q So anyway, so he supported La Follette over the -- 

A I do remember -- 

Q -- Democratic candi- -- 

A We were -- supported Bob La Follette.  Yes, sir. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And -- 

Q So he didn't blindly support Democratic candidates? 

A That's exactly right. 
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Q He -- he had some independent streak in him, apparently. 

A Yeah.  Oh, he wasn't -- he wasn't a dyed-in-the-wool Democrat, but he supported 

Bob La Follette because he believed Bob believed in the same things he did.  And 

this is the reason that that happened.  And so did I, at that stage.  In fact, I thought 

my dad was quite a guy, which is normal. 

Q Sure. 

A We hope. 

Q Right.  Well, apparently he was. 

  What about Woodrow Wilson?  Do you recall his reaction to Woodrow 

Wilson? 

A No.  No, I was married by that time. 

Q Well, this would have -- this would have been before La Follette. 

A Yeah.  Yeah.  Huh? 

Q Woodrow Wilson.  Yeah, La Follette ran -- well, '24 he made a -- he ran a couple 

times, but '24 I think was his big -- big run. 

A He didn't make it. 

Q Right.  No.  No.  He won Wisconsin, and that was it. 

A I -- see, before that, anything before 1924, I wouldn't have been allowed to vote. 

Q Okay.  Yeah. 

A So I wasn't deeply interested in it, and so -- 

Q All right.  Right.  Well, what about Al Smith, then, '28?  Do you recall your 

reaction or your dad's reaction, or both, to Al Smith? 

A Well, Bob La Follette wasn't involved in that election. 
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Q No.  This is -- 

A And so -- 

Q This would have been the election -- the election after that. 

A Yeah.  And Smith was a Democrat. 

Q Yeah. 

A And so I imagine he voted for Smith.  I imagine he voted for Smith because the 

Progressive party was set up about that time, of Wisconsin. 

Q Well, Smith would have been the first Catholic, too -- 

A Yeah.  Uh-huh.  Yes. 

Q -- that made it for a major political party. 

A Well, I don't think dad would just vote for him on that basis, but I -- 

Q Okay.  Yeah.  All right. 

A Very definitely, even though he -- of course, dad was a convert. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A And his brothers. 

Q Now, Eugene Debs ran for president a number of times too.  In fact, I think at one 

time got nearly a million votes. 

A Yeah. 

Q And your -- you said your dad appreciated him as a union leader.  Did he ever 

follow him as a presidential candidate? 

A This is the one thing I'm sorry I can't really give any idea about, because if he run 

after -- see, I was married in 1925, and -- and I lived in Milwaukee, and I lived in 

several other places during that periods of time.  And in fact, if I was living there 
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during an election time I was voting in that area, and I wasn't seeing dad as often 

as -- I'm trying to remember.  In '28 or '29 dad died, so -- 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A And so there wouldn't have been any -- any call to recall what -- what he did then.  

There's absolutely none.  But I do know that he -- he was a Democrat or -- and a 

Progressive at the same.  A Progressive. 

Q Yeah.  Okay.  Were there any local political leaders at that time that you 

remember, say, going back into the '20s that -- 

A I had a -- 

Q -- your family would have supported? 

A Yes, I had a -- my mother had a cousin, his name was Goodman, and he became 

the mayor of Janesville.  He lived on South Jackson Street.  I can't give you any 

information as to -- I knew him, but, my God, I -- I'm talking about in the very 

early '20s and '30s.  He was the mayor of Janesville for a few years.  I think 

Traxler took over from him.  I'm not sure. 

Q That'd be about right.  Yeah. 

A And of course -- well, that's all I can recall about that kind of -- but I do know that 

a relative of my mother's was the mayor of Janesville for a time. 

Q Do -- do you recall a fellow by the name of J.J. Dulin?  He was a railroad -- 

A I sure do. 

Q What do you remember about him? 

A He was a conductor.  He was a conductor.  And I think it was the Northwestern 

Railroad. 
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Q Yeah. 

A J.J. lived on Center Avenue.  I don't know the -- what the other street was, if he 

lived on a corner.  I remember J.J. Dulin walking into St. Patrick's Church down 

in the front row every Sunday, and that's all I could tell about J.J. 

Q And I think he ran for the city council at times, didn't he? 

A Yeah, I think he did, sometime.  But you see -- 

Q You don't seem to have any recollection of him as a political leader especially, 

though? 

A No.  No, I don't. 

Q Okay.  Yeah.  Okay. 

A But I knew J.J. and I knew his daughter, and I knew the family. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A And primarily because they were railroad men and went to St. Patrick's Church. 

Q Yeah. 

A That's probably why I knew him best. 

Q Now, the family's religious background then was Catholic.  And you said that 

your father was a convert? 

A Well, my father -- my grandfather, to carry out his -- his normal radical approach, 

was offended here at one of the baptisms of one of his kids here in Milton, if the 

place -- or someplace nearby.  And he dropped out of the church.  His wife still 

stayed going, and -- but he -- he didn't.  Whatever it was, he was a -- he didn't like 

one of the priests asking him for money for a baptism, or something, and wasn't 

satisfied with the amount that he was willing to hand him.  And apparently the old 
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guy was pretty tight, or something.  Anyway, he -- he fell away from the church. 

Q That's interesting. 

A And evidently, his other two sons and -- well, all three of his sons fell away, but 

his daughter stayed with the church.  And her name was Bailey.  She married Fred 

Bailey, who worked for the Milwaukee Road in the roundhouse. 

Q Yeah. 

A I remember Uncle Fred died when I was about -- oh, I think nine or ten years old.  

And he was a pretty steady worker.  He used to go right by our house every day 

going to work when we lived up on Bluff Street and Farrell.  So that's all I can tell 

you about that. 

Q So then your dad, what -- 

A Well, he fell away, and of course he didn't go to church.  And then he -- when he 

met my mother and they started going together, he came back to the -- he came 

into the church.  Really, he was a -- he chose to come into the church, because I 

don't think they'd have got married if it hadn't been that. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A So -- 

Q Well now, he came out of this -- apparently, a kind of an anticlerical tradition. 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q Did he become an enthusiastic church member again, or was this a -- 

A Dad was an organizer of the Holy Name Society in St. Patrick's Church back -- 

oh, yeah, I think one of the presidents of it, in the early founding of the church -- 

of the thing.  I remember that quite distinctly.  So he was active in that.  In fact, 
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after the whole -- I assume after reasoning what happened, and which grandma 

told him many times, I'm sure, he thought that grandpa might have been wrong, 

and this is what happened. 

Q What about the -- I was wondering if you recall anything about the church's 

attitudes, or the priests' at St. Patrick's, say, toward labor unions.  Was anything 

ever said about -- about labor unions that you recall? 

A I don't ever remember them saying anything good about them, but -- or bad, 

either.  I did remember when I -- when I first got active in the movement, and this 

was -- well, I'm trying to remember when -- when this was.  This had to be -- 

Q Mid-'30s? 

A -- when the mill reopened, after being closed for a good many years.  I went and 

talked to -- 

Q So that would have been like in the late -- middle or late '30s? 

A Yes. 

Q Is that right?  Yeah. 

A I went and talked to the -- Dean Riley, I believe it was, then the dean of the -- of 

St. Patrick's Church.  And I went to talk to him about it, and he told me that -- 

using -- I asked him if I would be violating any -- any rules, or if it'd -- if I would 

be wrong in going out and doing the job that I was planning to do at that 

particular stage.  And he told me, no, go ahead.  And so at least I had reached a 

person within the group that -- the parish, at that stage in life, in a way that was 

not opposed to labor unions.  Because I told him that -- what I was doing. 

Q Yeah. 



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
December 9, 1976 

29 

A And he thought it was all right. 

Q You say he was dean. 

A He was dean. 

Q Is that synonymous with pas- -- the pas- -- was he the pastor then, or -- 

A Well, that -- Janesville was -- St. Patrick's Church was the head of the deanery, as 

they called it -- 

Q Yeah.  Right.  Right. 

A -- in those days.  And that covered St. Mary's and anything within a certain radius, 

I think. 

Q Uh-huh.  It was kind of a regional -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- setup, I think, wasn't it? 

A I think each -- 

Q Within the diocese? 

A The dean was -- yeah. 

Q Yeah. 

A A dean was appointed in probably -- maybe in every county. 

Q So he was like the pastor of the church and the dean of the deanery, too? 

A Yes.  Yes. 

Q I see.  Okay. 

A That's exactly what he was. 

Q Right.  That's what I wanted to clarify. 

A Yeah. 
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Q Because somebody who wasn't Catholic -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- listening to this, wouldn't know -- 

A That's right. 

Q -- what we were talking about.  Yeah, that's -- that's very interesting that he -- that 

he, you know, thought enough of the work -- 

A He was -- 

Q -- to tell you to go ahead anyway. 

A As I remember him -- of course, I was a young punk at that time, a young man, 

and a little concerned as to what the church would think of what I was doing at 

that time, and -- and so I made a special trip down to talk to the dean on this 

subject.  And I think I got encouraged by the way he approached the thing, in 

telling me to go ahead and do what I thought was right, but do it clean, be honest 

about it. 

Q Right.  You know, well, it was -- gee, it was back in the 1870s that Pope Leo 

wrote an encyclical called Rerum -- 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q You're probably aware of Rerum Novarum. 

A I read them encyc- -- I read them, every one of them. 

Q Yeah. 

A And very deeply involved in them.  In fact -- 

Q Now, did -- when did you become aware of that?  Did someone in the church here 

in Janesville make you aware of that, or just how -- when did you become aware 
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that there was this -- 

A I think it -- 

Q -- pro-labor stance in the church's tradition? 

A I think it was after I got active in the movement. 

Q Yeah. 

A I went to -- well, the union sent me to -- to classes in Wiscon- -- the University of 

Wisconsin, several times. 

Q Yeah. 

A And -- and I went to the University, the University of Illinois, and several other -- 

down in Bloomington, Indiana, I went to -- I spent three weeks in classes there 

on -- on labor. 

Q A school for workers, sort of? 

A Yes.  Well, it was training for organizers for -- just really what it amounted to. 

Q Oh, yeah.  Yeah. 

A What I got.  There were others there that weren't training to be organizers, but I 

was, at that stage. 

Q So it was in that situation that you heard about Rerum Novarum -- 

A Yes.  That's when I -- 

Q -- rather than specifically from the church. 

A -- found the -- I first seen the encyclicals -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- by the popes.  And in fact, I carried them around with me for several years. 

Q Sure.  That's good -- good ammunition, isn't it? 
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A Yeah. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  We're going to have to turn the tape over here. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right, this is still December 9th, 1976, and we're 

continuing the conversation with Mr. Gerald Litney. 

  MR. LITNEY:  Commonly known as Jerry Litney. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Jerry.  Right. 

Q I wanted to flash back a little bit here and talk a little bit about your youth in 

Janesville and what you -- what you recall about -- about growing up in 

Janesville.  First of all, you might tell us where the family lived, if you recall 

where, the family residence or residences. 

A My mother was born and raised at the corner of Galena and Chestnut in 

Janesville, and we've lived somewheres near there many of the years that I was 

growing up.  At one time we lived clear -- we lived out on Racine Street back in, 

oh, I'd say 1903, '04, '05, I don't know which.  Then we moved.  We lived on -- on 

Chestnut Street across the street from what later became the family home that my 

dad bought at 514 Chestnut.  We lived across the street.  I don't know what the 

number was there.  It was kind of diagonal, and south -- southeast of -- on the 

southeast side of the street. 

  Anyway, in the -- at the time the railroads did have their strike, we lived at 

1302 West Bluff Street, as it was known at that time.  And at that time I had -- 

well -- 

Q Now that -- what's that street now? 
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A That's Laurel Avenue now. 

Q Okay. 

A Laurel.  1302 Laurel Avenue, Laurel and Pearl. 

  My family -- actually, I was the oldest member.  My mother had twins and 

she had another daughter.  The first three children born in our family died at birth, 

and then my sister Kathleen, who lives in 53 over here, was born.  She's the 

nearest one to me.  So there's quite a difference between Kathleen and me, 

years-wise. 

Q Yeah. 

A I think for several years there wasn't any children born after I came.  After the last 

twin died, or the -- between the twins and the next little girl that died at birth, I 

think there was quite a spell there that there wasn't any children other than me.  

That was the family.  We lived in Janesville, and I went to St. Patrick's School the 

first few grades.  Oh, I went -- when we lived on Racine Street I must have been 

five years old, because I went -- what was it?  The Jefferson School, or the -- it 

was up not too far from Racine Street at that particular stage of the game, the top 

of Racine Street hill.  And then we moved down on Chestnut Street, and which 

was where my mother felt best.  And I went to St. Patrick's School until we 

moved to Laurel Avenue, what later became Laurel Avenue, up on West Bluff 

Street, and I went to the Grant School there, and -- in sixth and seventh grade. 

Q So you had a -- you had a Catholic school experience -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- and then you had a public school experience. 
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A Oh, very much so, yes.  Uh-huh. 

Q All right.  Well, what -- let's start out with St. Patrick's.  What -- what stands out 

in your mind?  I know, you know, our recollections of elementary school tend to 

be pretty vague, but we usually have some kind of an impression of what it was 

like. 

A I -- 

Q What -- what kind of impressions do you have of elementary school? 

A I had a -- a great-aunt who was a nun at that school. 

Q Oh.  Well, now, that could work to your advantage or your disadvantage. 

A It was a great disadvantage.  She reported everything that I did that wasn't right.  

And I remember very distinctly I'd be playing in the 4th Ward park with my 

friends around there, and I'd see Sister Augustine -- that was her name -- going 

down across the park, headed for my house, and I knew I was in trouble.  None -- 

not too serious, but generally -- I generally got a dressing down after she left, for 

some activity, I don't know what.  I don't remember being too bad. 

  That's -- I went to -- Sister Mary Calasanctius taught one grade.  Now, 

these are -- I'm trying to remember the name of the sister who taught first grade -- 

oh, and I can't.  And she was a -- she was a saint if there ever was one, and I 

remember her very well, but I can't remember her name.  There was a Sister 

Ursula.  Oh, my gosh.  And Sister Mary Calasanctius, I just mentioned. 

Q Yeah. 

A Those are the three that I remember best. 

Q Which -- do you remember the order that they represented? 
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A Oh, they was the Sisters of Mercy. 

Q Oh, the same ones that run the hospital, then? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A I -- I'm reasonably sure they were Sisters of Mercy.  They had to be, if they let me 

go to school there. 

Q Well, what -- how would -- how would you compare, in looking back on it, the 

Catholic school experience that you had with the public school experience? 

A I can't give you a great deal of difference, but I do know that I was happier in St. 

Patrick's School than I was in any other school I ever went to.  That includes these 

college courses and stuff that they gave me, in the sense that I was happier there.  

In fact, these were the early days of Father Mahoney.  Do you remember? 

Q No. 

A Did you ever hear of him? 

Q No. 

A What is he, a -- 

Q Did he -- well, you can fill us in as much as you can recall about him. 

A Okay.  This -- this -- 

Q I don't think anyone has mentioned him before. 

A This is one of the -- in my opinion, was one of the nicest priests that I ever met 

anyplace.  Father Mahoney was a guy that used to come up in the yard when we'd 

be playing out in the -- in recess, and getting involved with the kids.  And he did a 

tremendous -- I think his name was Father Raymond Mahoney.  If I remember 
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that, that's something, because I'm talking about -- oh, my gosh.  Well, you've got 

to remember, it's got to be sixty-four years, or pretty close.  Sixty-three years ago, 

and maybe more.  You know, let's see, I was -- I would be six, seven, eight, 

nine -- I think nine years old when we moved away from there.  We lived up on 

Laurel Avenue, and that was too far to go to school, although I did go to school a 

couple of years in St. Patrick's from up there.  I only went to the Grant School one 

year, and the rest of the time I went to St. Patrick's.  But it was too far to walk, 

and it -- it was quite a long walk.  They didn't have buses in those days to pick 

you up and take you to school, nor cars, either. 

Q Now, was -- was St. Patrick's considered a -- a better school, in an academic 

sense, to -- than the public schools?  Or just what -- what do you recall about that? 

A I recall my folks thought so. 

Q Yeah. 

A And at that stage in life, what they thought -- 

Q That's right. 

A -- was more important than anything else. 

Q Right.  Right. 

A I really believe they thought so too, and -- yes, I think.  Course, the old school -- 

they built a new school many years afterwards, but the old school now is part of 

the convent -- 

Q I see. 

A -- in St. Patrick's.  They built -- oh, I don't know.  I don't know when they built 

that.  I think one -- I think my daughter went to St. Patrick's School. 
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Q Now, I know -- well, I attended a Catholic school in my home town, and I know 

that when I was going to school, we -- we knew that our classes were more 

crowded than the public school classes, like there were maybe forty-five -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- in a class instead of twenty-five or thirty, and some -- oftentimes one teacher 

would teach two grades, and that sort of thing.  Now, do you have any recol- -- 

A We didn't have any of that. 

Q No.  Okay. 

A We had -- we had thirty-five.  I'm sure there was at least thirty-five in a grade.  

But they -- those nuns were the teachers. 

Q So there was one teacher per grade, then? 

A Yes.  Yes, there was.  I never remember -- and they even had spare teachers.  

They had a music teacher -- 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A -- and an art teacher, if you please. 

Q Oh, you had a good setup. 

A Yeah.  We did, in those days.  I think it was probably one of the better ones in 

around the country. 

Q It sounds -- right. 

A I can't take and put this -- certify this as being a -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- the only fact, or a real fact. 

Q Well, it's always hard -- 
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A Yeah. 

Q It's always hard to make these comparisons, I know, but -- 

A I couldn't compare, because -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- I knew nothing about the other ones. 

Q Right.  Right. 

A Although I had cousins going to St. Mary's School, and I never heard any 

comment that wasn't favorable.  They went to the school at least to -- in fact, 

they're all dead, every one of them cousins of mine that went to St. Mary's School.  

And they were Litneys and Baileys.  Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

Q Did -- I understand from -- from previous conversations I've had, that the 

churches had some ethnic identification, St. Patrick's being Irish and -- 

A Yes. 

Q I think St. Mary's was predominantly German.  Was that -- 

A Yes. 

Q Is that right? 

A That's exactly right.  In fact, the 4th Ward, when I was a kid in Janesville, was 

little Ireland, transplanted.  Although there were a great many Germans living 

there, the Irish lived in little clusters in several sections of the 4th Ward.  And 

some of them came over -- buddies came over here and settled, and stayed put in 

some cases, as I see it.  Or that they -- they -- well, happened to move into an area 

where they knew there were more Irish, and so they lived there. 

Q Uh-huh. 
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A I remember very distinctly that there were Germans living in the 4th Ward, and 

later in life they became my better friends. 

Q But the 4th Ward was predominantly Irish, was it, then? 

A Oh, very Irish. 

Q Yeah. 

A Very -- Dulin -- Dulin didn't really live in the 4th Ward, but he lived on the edge 

of the -- really on the edge of it.  Well, I can -- 

Q Yeah, what were the boundaries, roughly, of that ward? 

A I -- I couldn't -- 

Q Do you know?  Or the general area, then? 

A I can't really tell you.  The -- all I know is that the -- that the 4th Ward -- I thought 

that the 4th Ward park, that they now call the 4th Ward park, was in the center of 

the -- of the ward itself.  I wouldn't be surprised but what the ward has changed 

boundaries -- 

Q I'm sure -- 

A -- many times. 

Q I'm sure it has.  That's why I asked -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- if you remembered what it was at that time. 

A Yeah.  I -- I -- if I remember right, there was only about six wards in the whole 

City of Janesville. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A So -- I never heard them talking about a 7th.  I heard them talk about a 4th and 5th 
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and 6th, 1st -- the 1st Ward.  That's where Laurel -- that's where Bluff Street was. 

Q Sure. 

A In the 1st Ward. 

Q Sure.  The hill. 

A Yeah.  Well, that was on the other side of town.  The real hill was -- where all the 

money was, was on the east side of town. 

Q Oh, I see.  Yeah.  I see.  Right. 

A And that was a -- ah, probably the 5th and 6th Ward.  I'm not sure. 

Q Yeah. 

A I think I'd be -- 

Q Right.  That's okay. 

A -- traveling in areas I know nothing about. 

Q Yeah, that's all right.  And where did these -- where did these people work, by and 

large? 

A Well, there was the Janesville Machine Company, the Janesville Barbed Wire 

plant, and a cotton mill in the early days where the woolen mill later became -- 

got involved, and a couple of shirt and overall factories, Janesville Shirt and 

Overall and the Janesville Clothing Company.  Those were two -- I worked for 

the Shirt and Overall; that was the first job I ever had.  And I went to work for 

them for $5 a week, 54 hours.  We had no child labor laws in those days that said 

that you couldn't -- when I started.  A little later, they passed some laws that you 

couldn't go to work until you were -- what was it?  Eighteen? 

Q Yeah.  Sixteen, anyway, I know. 
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A Yeah.  And -- 

Q So you went to work, then, after -- I think you said off mike that you left school 

after the seventh grade. 

A Yes.  I left school because my dad was -- had got injured then. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A He was in bad shape.  And I actually was supporting a family on $5 a week. 

Q So you went to work at the Janesville Shirt and Overall factory then -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- after the seventh grade. 

A Yes. 

Q And you would have been -- 

A That's -- I worked for them for about a year and a half. 

Q You'd have been what?  Twelve or thirteen at that time? 

A Well, wait a minute now.  In 19- -- when dad got hurt, I think I was -- I might 

have been -- let's see, let's say -- seven and six is thirteen.  I must have been 

thirteen years old -- 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A -- when I went to work there, maybe -- maybe closer to fourteen. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A See, I was born in January.  I'm going to hit 75 next month. 

Q Yeah.  So anyway, you were very young. 

A Yes, I was. 

Q I guess that's the basic point, when you -- 
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A I was young. 

Q -- when you took this job. 

A Yeah.  I remember that after about four or five months I was unhappy with $5 a 

week and decided I needed more money, and I asked the president of the 

company, Mr. Val Weber -- strange, I remembered his name.  And old Val was a 

Catholic and went to St. Mary's Church, lived right across the street from the 

church, St. Mary's Church.  And Val gave me a 50-cent an hour wage increase, 

which became my sole -- I kept that.  The rest went home. 

Q Now, wait, 50 cents an hour?  You mean -- 

A Oh, 50 -- 

Q 50 cents a week? 

A 50 cents a week. 

Q Yeah.  Right.  Okay. 

A A tremendous wage increase.  Oh, my gosh. 

Q Well, what was the nature of your work there? 

A Well, I -- I carried bundles of work to the sewers.  Now, this girl might be -- be 

making shirts, so I would carry sleeves that were cut over to her to attach to the 

body of the shirt.  And I'd carry those over to her and put them down.  They were 

in lot numbers, and stuff like that.  I had no real problem sorting it out, but -- and 

overalls, and the parts of the overalls, which were in lot numbers, and I'd carry 

them over to them when they needed them.  I think these girls were all sewing on 

piecework in those days.  That's what I did.  And I took the work away from them 

and -- when they were done with it, and I brought the work to them for them to 
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work on, and -- 

Q How large a plant was that?  How many people were employed there, roughly?  

Here, again, an estimate. 

A I would say -- I know they had -- oh, they must have had fifty girls working there, 

and machine fixers, three or four machine fixers, and -- oh, and they had a cutting 

room where -- big long tables where they laid the cloth out and marked the top 

one, and cut them with a saw, a electric proposition.  That was when they first 

came out, incidentally.  I remember the first one.  And -- well, that's -- they 

probably employed close to a hundred people in the Janesville Shirt and Overall.  

Now, the clothing company wasn't quite as big, but they were -- it also belonged 

to another part of the same family, but it -- I -- this is what I recall.  Now, it may 

not be the complete facts, but I think the Weber family had both plants. 

Q Now, were those plants located -- 

A Val Weber. 

Q Were they located together -- 

A They were -- 

Q -- down there on the river? 

A Located three or four -- a couple blocks apart. 

Q Yeah, right.  I know where they are, then. 

A The one was -- they were both on Franklin Street, and one is right where -- what 

do they call that?  Memorial Drive?  Or whatever it is that goes across there. 

Q Yeah.  You can still see the sign on the building.  There's still a -- 

A Yeah.  That's right. 
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Q -- "Janesville Shirt and Overall" on the building. 

A That's right. 

Q I noticed it. 

A And -- well, up a block or so further up -- 

Q I know where it is. 

A -- on the same side of the street was a clothing company. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A Well, those are -- if we're talking about -- those are the only two clothing factories 

that I knew of at that stage.  Course, we talked about the barbed wire and the 

Janesville Machine Company. 

Q Right. 

A And there might have been others.  Well, Hanson Furniture Factory. 

Q Well, now, what about the people who worked at -- I guess I'm interested in 

Janesville Shirt and Overall, since we started to talk about it here.  What about the 

women who worked there?  Do you know where they came from, what their 

background was? 

A Well, they were wives and daughters of the families of Janesville.  That's all I 

know.  I knew an Agnes McCuey, who was a forelady for these sewers.  Jeez, I 

haven't thought of her in years.  But she was my boss, and I remember her well.  

She was a -- she was a good soul.  She lived up on Locust Street.  I'll never forget 

it. 

Q Now -- now, that -- 

A She was an old maid. 
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Q Was it common for young fellows like yourself at that time to be doing the work 

you were doing there, or were you unusually young?  What do you recall about 

that? 

A All I recall is, I know I was the youngest one working there at that stage that I 

worked there.  I did get a guy named Johnny Cullen a job.  I asked Val to put 

Johnny to work, and Johnny was -- went to school with me at St. Patrick's.  That's 

where I knew him from.  And I hadn't seen him in, oh, a couple years, but one day 

I run into him, and he was looking for a job.  And I think Johnny was probably 

about sixteen when they put him to work.  And I don't know why, but later he 

became -- started to run a tavern out on Racine Street, I think.  I'm not sure.  He 

had a brother named Tom who worked in a bank in town, who was much older 

than him.  And that's it.  I knew the Cullens well. 

Q Well, now, Mike -- Mike Cullen is a state legislator now.  Is he from the family, 

do you know? 

A I'm wondering.  No, I don't re- -- I don't remember a Mike. 

Q Yeah.  Well, he's a young -- I think he's about thirty-ish now. 

A Oh. 

Q So he -- I was just wondering if -- 

A He could be the son of Johnny. 

Q -- there is a connection.  Right. 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q Yeah. 

A That's all I -- that -- 
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Q Yeah.  Okay.  I wanted to go back a little bit to your youth here before you started 

working, and ask about, oh, forms of recreation.  What did you do -- 

A Oh, we -- 

Q -- in Janesville for recreation back in those days? 

A In those days, in the early days, we had a baseball team in the 4th Ward park, and 

we played together for, oh, about five or six years.  We beat everything that -- 

every farmer outfit.  We used to walk out here to Milton to play ball on a 

Saturday. 

Q You walked out here? 

A On a Saturday and a Sunday we'd walk out from Janesville, a ball club, to play a 

bunch of farmers out this way.  We didn't come all the way into Milton.  

Harmony, we stopped at.  There's this spot we used to play on.  I'm trying to 

remember.  I oftentimes go by a place that's got a sign on it that says Harmony, 

and I'm wondering if that wasn't the field we played for it.  It was right on Milton 

Avenue, anyway.  I know that. 

  And we -- and other times we'd -- we'd -- we played -- we used to get on 

the interurban and go to Beloit and play the team in Beloit, and we'd -- oh, I'm 

trying to remember other spots that we used to -- I know we went out to -- 

towards Delavan one time, but we went on a hay wagon out there, or a wagon, the 

whole team.  I think there was about -- there had to be fifteen of us, and went out 

there to play ball.  And we had a young pitcher who pitched every game we ever 

played, I think, and his name was Don Dawson.  And I haven't heard about Don 

Dawson in a good many years.  I'd love to know what happened to him.  But this 
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kid had a curve ball that'd wind right around the farmer's neck, and they -- and 

they'd swing at.  We had a good team.  That was our -- that was -- I spent 80 

percent of my time, spare time, playing ball. 

Q Did this continue even after you started to work, or -- 

A Yes, it -- I -- I told you that my dad took me out of -- oh, I quit a job, and he was 

really mad at me because I quit that job.  And this is after he went back to work 

again. 

Q Okay. 

A And he -- he took me down to the Townsend Tractor Company, who was just 

starting a factory in Janesville, and signed me up as an apprentice machinist.  And 

I worked for Townsend about two years as apprentice machinist.  I -- and I finally 

quit them and went -- that's -- Chevrolet came in about that time.  Now, 

Townsend invented the kerosene carburetor.  He made the Iron Horse, and he 

made tractors and things like that.  I think they went bankrupt. 

Q Did that eventually become Samson Tractor? 

A No, no.  They -- 

Q Or is a different -- 

A They went -- they went out of business completely, eventually.  I think he sold the 

patent on this carburetor and stuff like that.  But Samson Tractor came in shortly 

after that, and I went to work -- 

Q I see. 

A -- for Samson Tractor, and I worked, oh, it was about twenty-seven days or 

something like that down there, and I didn't like the atmosphere, and I went back 
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down and hired out in the mill again.  And -- well, that's about the time the mill 

started.  And that was General Motors, Samson Tractor was. 

Q Right. 

A And I remember the Iron Horse very well, because they had radiators on them, 

and I -- I remember that -- 

Q This is the Townsend Tractor now, or the Samson Tractor? 

A No, the Samson.  The Iron Horse, I think it had a radiator on it, and it was 

motor-driven, and -- and it had a -- a radiator on it, and a big one.  And I know 

that the -- at the first couple of days I was in there, their machine shop wasn't 

completely lined up yet.  They were getting parts sent in here.  But they were -- 

they had a small machine shop, and I was hired out for that, and I wound up 

testing radiators, and inspecting and trusting -- testing radiators for -- that they 

were putting in the tractor, and also in the Iron Horse.  That's -- I know that I 

didn't work there over twenty days, twenty-one at the most. 

Q Yeah. 

A Then I went back to the mill.  I had learned to weave between jobs in the Shirt 

and Overall and in the -- I'm trying to remember where, but I'd gone down and 

hired out in the -- they hired me in the -- in the mill as a weaver, to learn to 

weave.  I think this had to be about 1917 or '18. 

Q Okay. 

A I remember World War I very well, because I was working there when we were 

doing our stuff over there. 

  And the company bought out -- well, they -- what they did is, they took 
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the first floor in the old Shirt and Overall factory and they put about, oh, I don't 

know how many looms, but they filled that thing up with looms, and we did -- we 

wove there, on Franklin Street.  I had worked in that building before, so -- but 

Shirt and Overall was on the floor above.  It's a two-story building, I think, maybe 

three.  But anyway, they -- they had -- they had a whole bunch of Crompton and 

Knowles looms.  This is surprising that I remember the name of them, Crompton 

and Knowles looms, which were -- oh, my gosh, they used to pick about 

eighty-five picks a minute, throw eighty-five shuttles across a minute. 

Q Uh-huh.  Yeah. 

A And then they got -- the Crompton -- the Knowles Company, they divided, and 

they started making the Knowles looms.  And these came -- they came out, and 

they become -- they were a little faster and a little more modern, for that day, 

anyway.  And I -- I remember I worked for them, and then -- for quite a while, 

maybe a year or so.  But I used to earn more money weaving than I did doing 

anything else, even as a machinist. 

  And so then there was a period they closed down the mill, and Tate, J.B. 

Tate, came in here from the East someplace, started up the Rock River Woolen 

Mills again.  It had been closed for a while, and he started it up again, and he 

made it a go.  In fact, it was then that they put the looms up on Franklin Street, 

when Tate started the deal.  Later they brought them back down to the mill.  They 

built an addition to the mill.  That big addition on the far end of it as you're 

driving up to it was built when Tate bought it, took it over. 

Q Shortly after World War I? 
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A Yeah. 

Q Yeah. 

A I don't know, maybe it was during World War I. 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A And anyway, they built that. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And that's what it amounts to.  But I -- I won't -- for some reason or other, I -- I 

worked with the designer when he was designing the patterns and 

whatchamacallit that they were -- I and a couple of my friends.  And we wove all 

the patterns that they made there, and that they took out to show to their 

customers.  What we did is, we -- the designs that he made, and the changing in 

the designs that he would make after the warp itself was made, we put in different 

colors sometimes, and stuff of that nature, from the patterns that the designer -- 

and I even remember his name, Gladhill.  That's pretty good. 

Q Right. 

A Oscar Gladhill, was it?  Well, it was Gladhill, anyway.  He was from the East, and 

he was here for years as the designer of the Rock River Woolen Mills. 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh.  That's good.  And before we get too far away from your youth, I 

wanted to ask if there was any other -- anything else in the area of recreation.  

You know, you talked about the baseball.  What about the river?  Did the river 

play any -- 

A Oh, we -- 

Q -- role for kids around here? 
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A Oh, at that time Goose Island was a Mecca for kids to go swimming, because they 

had a lifeguard out there.  That's the early days of lifeguards.  And Goose Island 

became -- we used to go out there.  A lot of us spent a lot of time up there in our 

spare time as kids.  That was a long walk from the 4th Ward park, or down in the 

4th Ward.  I'm trying to remember -- oh, we had bicycles and what have you, at 

that -- about that time.  So I was working, my gosh, and still single, of course, and 

we'd go -- several of us from 4th Ward would go up to Goose Island.  It was really 

the -- a nice place to swim. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A That was -- I'm trying remember.  That -- I'm trying to remember who brought the 

idea out to start that, whether that was my cousin, the mayor. 

Q Yeah, I was wondering if that -- right. 

A I don't know whether it was him or not, but anyway, I do know that they did have 

a -- that -- and for several years.  I seen it when my family was growing up, they 

had it.  But I don't know what happened.  I haven't heard anything about it in 

recent years. 

Q Yeah.  Right.  Right. 

A But that's one -- one of the places they tried to keep the kids from swimming 

under the Jackson Street bridge and the Franklin Street bridge and a few more of 

those spots. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A Because it was a little dangerous, and so they did it there.  Oh, Darby Hilt used 

to -- fixed up the spot just below the Jackson Street bridge, on the back of his 
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property, where they could go swimming.  And if I remember right, we used to 

have volunteers come over there to be lifeguards and what have you.  I didn't 

swim there very much.  Old Dabby Hilt, I think they call him.  That -- he's been 

dead -- oh, God, old Dab's got to be dead fifty years.  But the Hilt family is pretty 

well spread around that corner down there.  That's Jackson and Western Avenue, 

Riverside Street, and down around back to the Townsend Tractor, or what used to 

be the Townsend Tractor.  I don't know what it is today. 

Q Where -- where was the Townsend Tractor plant located, by the way?  I meant to 

ask that. 

A Right on the end of River Street, where the river bends there and goes around and 

goes over to the Jackson Street bridge. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A It's about two blocks off of Jackson Street. 

Q Oh, yeah. 

A And it's backed up to the river.  That's where they -- where they built the tractors, 

anyway, before I worked there at that time. 

Q I wanted to ask, too, while you were growing up, about -- and this -- this may be 

kind of difficult, because it's something that I think we -- people in America 

especially are not -- are not -- we're not trained to think about it.  But I wanted to 

ask about class consciousness, what -- whether you had any, any sense of class 

consciousness, any resentments, say, of the people that lived on the hill over on 

the other side of the river, that sort of thing. 

A Not really resentments, but -- I don't remember any real resentments, but I used to 
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know that anybody from -- from -- what did they call it?  Nob Hill, I guess, in 

those days.  They were kind of special.  We didn't mix with them too much.  We 

didn't have any reasons to, although the Jefferys and the -- gee, I wish I could 

remember some of the more important people in those days.  I think Mr. Tate and 

his wife and one of the Jefferys got killed in an automobile accident together, 

quite a few years later.  But I remember that distinctly.  I don't know if it was 

Jefferys, but it was somebody from Quality Hill, as it's better known.  No, I -- I 

don't remember any real animosity, anyway -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- between people from that -- in fact, no, I don't remember any real animosities 

toward them. 

Q Did -- you know, your life eventually took a twist that I don't imagine you -- you 

know, when you got into union activity, I don't imagine you envisioned that when 

you were young, but I was wondering, what about your aspirations when you 

were, oh, a young person in Janesville? 

A Well, I got -- 

Q What -- what did you want to do? 

A Well, what really happened was that the -- we were -- we had tough sledding 

there, as you remember -- 

A Yeah, I bet you did. 

Q -- in '29.  And up until '34 we had pretty slim picking.  I -- during that period I had 

worked in -- in Milwaukee.  In 1928 we moved to Milwaukee.  I remember this 

right, we lived there a year and a half, and I worked for -- I know I worked as a 
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machinist in a -- in a plant for about six or seven months, and I didn't like it, and I 

went to work for Carpenter Baking Company over there as a driver, a wholesale 

truck driver.  And I had -- the rest of the time that I was working for them I had, 

oh, Wauwatosa and West Allis and those areas of Milwaukee.  I was delivering 

truck -- and this office had some sixty horse and wagon outfits going around 

hauling bakery goods and -- oh, no, these were trucks, and they had eight or nine 

horse and wagon outfits that they used downtown in Milwaukee, that they used 

for close-in deliveries.  But they had over sixty trucks.  It was a big outfit.  And I 

worked for them until my wife got wanting to go back home to Janesville.  She 

insisted on it, and we finally wound back there.  We came back just before the 

crash, and I got a -- I got a -- I'm trying to remember, did I go back in the mill 

or -- I don't remember what, just where.  I think I -- oh, I worked for Cunningham 

Baking Company here in Janesville when I came back from there, and -- on a 

retail bakery route, just run around the town.  And they had a -- they had a bell, 

which was a circle, and it didn't have a cla- -- clatter on it.  I used to have a piece 

of metal, and I used to hit that bell, going around the town.  Most of the time I 

was singing at the top of my voice, and enjoying it. 

Q What would you sing? 

A Just about anything.  The people used to come out to the bakery wagon and buy 

the -- buy baked goods that way.  I think, as far as I'm concerned, that was the 

greatest training I ever got in meeting people.  And I worked for them, oh, about a 

year and a half, and it was on a commission basis.  We had -- we had a guarantee, 

and then a commission. 
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Q It seems like you enjoyed that work. 

A I did. 

Q Why did you eventually leave? 

A Well, primarily because the mill opened up again.  It had closed, and when -- this 

is after 19- -- about '32 or '33, or maybe '34.  And that's when Tate really came 

into town and started the mill. 

  We have wandered rather badly in our talking here. 

Q No, that's all right. 

A But anyway, they -- I went back in the mill.  I don't know why, but I did.  And it 

was, oh, four or five years before we really got too excited about wages, hours, 

and working conditions, and all of a sudden we did.  And we organized the plant 

quite easily, and a guy named Dulin was elected president of the local.  Ed Dulin.  

I don't know whether Ed is still living or not.  He lived on Franklin Street.  But he 

was a quiet sort of a guy, and they -- and I was on the bargaining committee. 

  And a little later the union fell apart, so finally we -- I got excited and 

started organizing again, and we organized, and I became the chairman of the 

local and chief of the bargaining committee, and what have you.  Mr. Do-it-all.  

And -- and we -- we won an election.  So then we had a -- we had a -- we got a 

contract, and that's when I got -- the Amalgamated Clothing Workers was our 

contact with the Textile Workers Union.  We were -- the union itself was very 

small in this particular area, which accounts for the fact that our local number was 

207.  There was only 207 locals in the -- in the United States, of the Textile 

Workers Union, which later became -- I know I negotiated contracts for locals in 
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the -- 2261, and what have you. 

  And -- but anyway, I did them periodically from then on.  The union 

considered me a staff rep shortly thereafter, at least when they made out this thing 

here, that they presented me when I retired.  It dates back to 1939.  And so that's 

just about the time that we really organized that thing, or shortly thereafter.  

And -- 

Q Yeah.  I want to -- I want to get into your union experience in detail, but before I 

really -- you know, before we really -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- get into that in depth, I wanted to ask, you know, we skimmed over this 

business or your becoming a weaver pretty quickly, and I was wondering just 

what it was that made you decide to go in that direction. 

A I don't know why.  It probably is the worst thing that ever happened to me, but I 

did it.  Actually, I went to work in the mill.  I think I had a couple of friends were 

weaving in the mill when I first went up there.  In fact, I think I had some 

relatives working in there.  In fact, I know I did.  And they suggested that I try 

that, and I did like weaving, for -- and it was -- it's a noisy job.  That's why I don't 

hear as well as I do today.  The constant hammering of that wooden shuttle 

against metal, it claps it and holds it until it's pushed out of there again.  It was -- 

it was a pretty noisy place.  And you get a hundred looms running in the spot 

around you, you really got noise.  You really have trouble hearing what people are 

saying to you, or -- you learn to read lips kind of young.  But I did like weaving.  

And they treated me pretty nicely, considering that -- in fact, up until the time I 
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was elected chairman of the local, I don't think I was in too bad a shape with the -- 

as far as the company was concerned. 

Q Yeah. 

A Any outfit that made sure that I was on the -- in the designing department when 

they were designing their patterns for each year, which went on for about, oh, 

three months every year that they would be making samples to send out to 

different manufacturing companies that made clothing and stuff.  We made a lot 

of automo- -- auto upholstering and stuff of that.  Then that became something 

different again, after the auto factories came in.  And we -- I know during -- that 

we were making -- well, when I went to work for the -- for the union and was 

transferred out of there, at that time I'm sure we were making automobile 

upholstering, was one of our big deals.  Before that, we were making plaid-back 

overcoating and overclothes cloth and pants cloth, and a general line of cloth that 

tailors use, and the likes.  But I did like -- for some reason or other, did like 

weaving. 

Q What kind of an apprentice program did you have to go through?  How extensive 

a program -- 

A To weave? 

Q -- did you have to go through for weaving, to learn weaving? 

A I think within a week after you went in there you were expected to know how to 

weave.  They didn't have an apprentice program. 

Q Not much of an apprentice program, then. 

A No, they didn't have. 
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Q Yeah. 

A They -- the loom is quite a -- well, today it's a real up-to-date thing.  They're going 

like -- oh, my, I'm sure that they -- they've got looms that are picking 250 or -60 

picks a minute.  I'm not too sure exactly what it is, but I know that we were -- I 

learned on a loom that picked less than 100 picks a minute. 

Q Yeah. 

A And that was the way they described how fast some of them went, because every 

time the -- the end went across, the -- a reed would come up and hammer that into 

the cloth, and then it would go back and another shuttle would go across, you see.  

And that was doing that -- oh, I'd say the early looms were probably picking 85, 

89 -- 90 would be a pretty high figure for them -- picks a minute.  And so all you 

had to learn is how to pick up the ends and see that they were in there, that all the 

threads were there.  Probably the easiest way to remember it is threads.  Every -- 

every piece of yarn is a thread, and -- oh, so they were put in in a specific order 

through heddles and harnesses and what have you, which decided what these -- 

what you were making, what the design was.  And there were several designs, 

normal designs.  Some of them, they -- oh, gosh, I've forgotten.  I've been away 

from it for, my gosh, thirty years, bet- -- oh, forty years. 

Q Right. 

A So I haven't pulled the handle on a loom in a minimum of forty years. 

Q Now, how did you first get the job with Janesville -- with the Janesville Woolen 

Mill? 

A Oh, I just applied for it.  I went down and applied for a job, and they -- and of 



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
December 9, 1976 

59 

course, if I remember right, I had friends in there who also told the foreman, 

and -- and I came in on that basis.  I learned to weave, actually -- I'm sure it was 

on Franklin Street. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A This is where I'm confused, because later I worked down on Riverside Street, and 

down where the race is, as they call it, the race of Rock River Woolen Mill with -- 

they've got a bulkhead up there and a place where they turn the water off, or can 

shut it down so that it won't go down that race, and go in front of the mill.  Now, 

it -- the lake -- the river runs behind the mill.  If you've ever been down there, 

you -- 

Q Yeah, I know.  Yes. 

A But this was the power source.  They had a power wheel, a power wheel running 

into the mill, and that's why they built that race.  For the cotton mill they did that, 

in the first place.  That has been there for a good many years.  I can't remember 

when it wasn't there. 

Q Yeah.  I'll have to notice that next time I'm down there. 

A Then they took -- of course, later the -- the water wheel went out of business, and 

they're getting direct power shipped into the place from the Wisconsin Power and 

Light Company, I suppose. 

Q What about the wool?  Where did the wool come from? 

A Well, an awful lot of our wool comes from Australia, but a great -- even in those 

days, but we were get- -- wool, there's sheep herders in Montana and out West, 

many of them. 
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Q So it would be shipped in, then -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- from western states probably. 

A Oh, yes.  And other things that went into the wool.  You see, worsted is pure 

wool, and long-fiber wool.  And today, of course, there's all kinds of synthetics 

going into the wool now.  I know I had a few arguments with the employers about 

why the yarn was breaking when it would be -- weaving it.  You see, it runs 

through those heddles. 

Q Yeah. 

A And it gets pretty -- pretty much treatment, and it had to be reasonably well spun 

to stay together so it would run through there.  And when they started mixing 

different grades of wool, and short-fiber and what have you, it become weaker.  It 

wouldn't be strong, so -- 

  MR. IMHOFF:  That's good.  You know, we're almost out of tape here 

again, so we're going to have to pick this up the next time we -- we get together. 

  MR. LITNEY:  That's good.    

(Interview adjourned.)
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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is January 11th, 1977.  We are talking today again 

with Mr. Jerry Litney of Milton, Wisconsin.  This is the second session with Mr. 

Litney. 

Q Mr. Litney, the last time we talked we discussed your work as a weaver at the 

Rock River Woolen Mills, and we got a pretty good description of the work you 

actually did.  We didn't talk at that time, though, much about the actual plant and 

what was going on in the plant, and I was wondering what you recall about the 

working conditions at the -- at the plant. 

A When I first worked in the mill, I first learned to weave.  I'm trying to remember 

the -- what year it was, but I first learned to weave on Franklin Street in the old 

Shirt and Overall building.  And the -- it was -- in fact, this was the reopening of 

the mill.  At that time it had only been open about six months when I went to 

work for them, and they -- at least that division of the plant.  The weave room was 

put on Franklin Street.  All the looms were up there, about a hundred and 

some-odd looms in that ground floor of that old Shirt and Overall building.  And 

the -- well, I know at that particular stage of the game, a great many of us were 

unhappy about the earnings in the mill and the working conditions that weren't the 

best.  If I remember right, Johnny McDonnell was the superintendent's name 

that -- our weave boss at that particular stage.  And he was pretty strict.  That's -- 

that was back in -- I'm trying to remember what -- it was long before I was 

married. 

Q Yeah.  Well, it would have -- so that would have been early '20s at least, right? 
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A It could have been.  Now, wait a minute.  Let me -- let me -- can you stop that? 

Q Sure. 

(Recording paused.) 

Q Okay, I think we've -- we've here, off mike, been trying to nail down the time 

roughly when you began work at the mill, and it seems like it was probably 

around 1921, '22.  In fact, I think that's -- that's almost a sure thing.  And so I was 

wondering now, what was the -- what was the mill like at that time, and what 

were the working conditions there? 

A Well, the mill was -- at that stage in the game, was on Franklin Street, and -- at 

least the weave room.  The -- the weaver boss's name was Mitchell, his last name.  

That just came to me.  And at that stage I had enough experience so they had 

decided about that time that I was -- worked with the -- a new designer that they -- 

Q Now, Mitchell was the guy that you said was pretty rough.  Is that right? 

A Yes, he was. 

Q Well now, what made him -- what made him say that?  What would a foreman 

have to do for you to say that he was rough? 

A Well, I mean, they were constantly checking to see whether you were sneaking 

out to have a smoke, or were you -- what you were doing.  You were actually 

working piecework all the time.  You were only getting paid for the yards that you 

made in cloth.  And if I remember right, it was about two cents a yard, or 

something less than that.  And -- 

Q How much would you be able to make in a day at that rate?  Do you recall at all? 

A I -- 
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Q Roughly, again. 

A A day -- it's very faint. 

Q Yeah. 

A It's very faint.  It seems to me that -- that if we could weave, oh, four yards an 

hour, that we could earn -- I think that we -- I probably earned about 20 cents an 

hour at that time. 

Q Yeah. 

A In fact, about 20 cents.  I think that's closer than -- and actually, when I went to 

work as a -- in the designing department, of course, I -- I was weaving the 

samples and making the cloth, drawing it into the warps the -- the way the 

designer wanted it done, and -- and putting the colors in he wanted, and changing 

them as he wanted them changed.  And so I was paid by the hour then, and I don't 

think I got a quarter an hour.  I don't remember, but it don't seem to me that I got 

25 cents an hour at that time.  And I'm talking about -- we're talking about about 

1921.  We were -- well, we did a lot of overtime work, which also helped a little 

bit, although it wasn't paid at time and a half, I don't think, at that time.  And in 

fact, many of us were fighting for that eight-hour day at that stage of the game, 

anyway, weren't we?  And -- it seemed we were. 

Q Was that -- was it Mr. Gladhill that you were working for in the design room? 

A Yes.  He was my boss, Mr. Gladle.  We called him "Gladle." 

Q Yeah. 

A Gladhill was his real -- 

Q That's how it was spelled. 
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A Actually, it was spelled that way, yeah.  He was a pretty decent guy.  He worked 

for the mill for a good many years.  I quit him a minimum of ten times, you know, 

over the period of years that I did work at the mill. 

Q Why? 

A Well, primarily because I was unhappy with -- I wasn't moving as fast as I wanted 

to move, and I thought I ought to be earning more money.  And I was planning on 

getting married a couple of years later.  And when I got married, then I -- I really 

got excited about it.  And that was in 1925.  I quit him, I worked for 

Cunningham's Bakery Company, I built them a route, and used to go house to 

house with bakery goods in the horse and wagon, pounding on a bell and singing 

at the top of my voice. 

Q That sounds like fun. 

A Oh, I had a circus on that job.  And -- 

Q I think said that you did some traveling around and worked in other mills around 

the country too, right? 

A Oh, I worked -- I used to quit them, and I'd -- I went to Hanover, Illinois, worked 

in the mill down there twice, two different occasions.  I worked in Daniel Boone 

Woolen Mill -- this was before I got married -- in Chicago.  I worked for Daniel 

Boone for about nine months, I think.  A whole group of us from Janesville, I 

would say five weavers, quit the mill and went down to Daniel Boone. 

Q Was that after you were married, or before? 

A No, that was before I was married.  That was in about '23, maybe '24, part of '24.  

And Daniel Boone Woolen Mills was a -- also a manufacturing company that 
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manufactured the cloth that they wove into suits, overcoats, and stuff of that 

nature.  They made their own cloth.  And this is a tailoring organization that made 

their own cloth.  And then I worked in La Porte, Indiana in a woolen mill there, 

South Bend, Indiana in a woolen mill there, Lincoln, Illinois in a woolen mill 

there. 

Q And yet -- 

A This is all before I was married. 

Q And yet, whenever you came back, they did hire you back -- 

A Yeah, I -- 

Q -- in Janesville? 

A I never had a problem getting a job in Rock River Woolen Mills.  And I don't -- I 

think they were wrong.  They shouldn't have hired me, but they did, and -- 

Q Well, that seems kind of strange, actually, that, you know, apparently you were 

dissatisfied, you went to work at all these other places -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- and yet, when you came back, they'd hire you back.  What -- what was going on 

there, anyway? 

A Well, one of the things that they -- that they knew, they knew that I had learned a 

great deal each time I went to another woolen mill to work, and it was valuable to 

them, especially the designer.  And usually I wound up in the designing 

department weaving the things that they were putting out to sell, and wove their 

samples and the likes of it.  I wasn't the only one.  There were several of us.  In 

fact, some of my best buddies in Janesville, some guys that never quit, that stayed 
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there and stayed there all their life, for the most part, until -- until the plant closed 

down after Tate's death, a couple of years after he died.  That -- I think that -- I 

think you're loaded right now.  That's all I know. 

Q Yeah.  Were -- did you have a feeling at that time that weavers were in demand, 

or were there plenty of weavers for the mills around? 

A No, I don't think there were plenty of weavers.  They -- because for the most part, 

well, it was -- up to that stage, 80 percent of the weavers were all men.  And they 

started hiring women in the '20s, and -- just about in the '20s.  But most of the 

weavers at that stage in the game were men.  It was a heavy job in many ways, 

and -- yeah.  They -- I don't why they hired me back every time that I went there.  

I went there for a job, and I was -- I got -- I always got a job. 

Q Yeah. 

A There weren't too many weavers around, experienced weavers, and that's probably 

one of the reasons -- 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A -- that I got a job. 

Q Yeah, that's why I asked about it. 

A It wasn't that I was such an extra -- expert, or any of that nature, but they did 

know that a guy that had -- several of us had gone around.  We never had problem 

getting a job as a weaver. 

Q What -- the design department that you worked in, was that -- was that considered 

the cream of the crop as far as the jobs went in the mill, or -- 

A I -- 
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Q -- what was the situation? 

A I don't really think so, because I know people who wouldn't take a job weaving in 

the designing department.  Because this was tedious work, in a sense, because you 

were redoing -- if you know, in building a warp, they have a separate -- have a 

design, and they build a warp, which is continuous cloth -- yarn drawn together on 

a big beam, but it's drawn together in -- in -- well, in the color schemes that they 

want to use.  Now, they -- sometimes they, in the -- in the designing department, 

now, the designer's job was to figure out a -- various different weaves, like the 

herringbone weave and the -- and the likes of it, and -- and mix up a color scheme 

that would be attractive, that he thought was attractive.  And he'd put these down 

on a -- on a -- on a draft, which drafted the harnesses which held the heddles -- 

gee whiz, I'm going back -- the heddles.  There was so many heddles in a loom 

that had a little eye in it that the yarn was drawn through.  And that little eye -- 

those colors were drawing -- there was probably -- there might be a four-harness 

job and there might be a sixteen-harness job, which give him more variations of 

weaving. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A And on that basis, they would change the colors based on this.  And this is where 

I would come in, where I'd put different colors in and weave maybe three yards of 

it, or four, and -- and then he'd probably change them again.  Maybe not that one.  

He may put the other ones back in again and change other ones in other harnesses. 

Q It seems like there'd have been a lot of diversity to that job, and a lot of change. 

A There was.  There was.  And that's why -- apparently, that's what I liked about it, 
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the fact that -- 

Q Yeah.  And that other people maybe didn't like it. 

A It wasn't routine. 

Q Right.  Yeah. 

A This is the thing.  And the one thing I couldn't stand is a routine proposition, if it 

was going on and on and on. 

Q Sure.  Yeah.  Well, that's a very good description of the work you did, too, 

especially considering that that was something like fifty years ago, I guess. 

  What about things like break time?  Did you get to take off breaks 

periodically, or -- 

A We didn't -- we had no break time in those days.  We had no break times.  We had 

no -- no rest periods or any of those kind of things.  In fact, they'd watch us pretty 

careful to see that we didn't spend too much time smoking and outside the 

building, and -- and the likes of it.  This is where I used to get in trouble, for the 

most part.  Or in the toilets.  We used to go into the toilet room and take a smoke 

for a few minutes, or something of that kind.  That -- that was a -- actually, they -- 

they used to be roaming the aisles watching for guys leaving the loom, because 

you could leave the loom for ten minutes at a time while the shuttles were -- 

before they run down.  In those days we used to change the shuttles.  We'd have a 

shuttle, we'd take one shuttle out when it was empty or close to empty, and throw 

another one in its place, a full one.  And we could sneak away, sometimes crawl 

out a window in the summertime, and right -- because we was working right 

beside it, and have a smoke. 
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Q So you weren't tied down, then, like -- 

A No. 

Q -- an auto worker on an assembly line, say. 

A No, no.  No, not -- not near as bad, but we were tied down. 

Q Sure. 

A We couldn't leave the loom, say, over five minutes. 

Q What about lighting in the plant?  Do you have any recollection of that? 

A Lighting? 

Q Yeah.  Was it well-lighted?  What was it like in terms of the physical appearance? 

A Well, we had electric lights.  I had a loom -- I had a light with a reflector on it 

behind the loom so that you could find the broken ends, and the likes of it.  And 

we had one at the head of the loom where we changed our shuttles.  And today, 

the shuttles and -- or on it, they have automatic changing.  It's done automically.  

The bobbin is knocked out of the shuttle and a fresh one put in automatically.  So 

today, a guy could walk away from the loom for -- well, once he filled up his 

re-feeders that fed the shuttles, he could walk away for fifteen, twenty minutes at 

a stretch.  You wouldn't need to worry about it, because they -- when the shuttles 

got too low, it kicked out that bobbin and put another bobbin in, a full bobbin in. 

  And they -- of course, we constantly had to watch the back of the loom 

for -- or the cloth itself, for ends out, ends that break, and we'd have to tie those 

up and repair those.  That was one of the jobs of a weaver, probably the most 

important job, and to do it correctly.  I remember we used to make wrong draws, 

as they call it.  That would be three or four pieces -- ends broke out at one time.  
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We'd pick up the ends and put them back in the heddles and run them through the 

reed and into the cloth itself.  We could get them in the wrong order, and we'd 

have a wrong draw, as they call it, and it would show up in the cloth. 

Q A batch you messed up.  Okay. 

A And a trained eye could catch it.  Most of us could catch it ourselves.  We 

generally -- 

Q Now, was cloth like that rejected, then, or would they just send it through? 

A No, we were fined, maybe at -- then, in those days, we were fined a couple of 

cents for -- for a wrong draw, because they could be corrected in the finishing 

room, for -- 

Q Do you recall if these fines amounted to a significant amount, or -- 

A No.  No. 

Q -- was that a minor thing? 

A They were minor when we wanted to make them minor, but -- or major.  They 

were major when we wanted to make them major in our arguments, the fines, but 

I'm being -- trying to be honest with you here.  Maybe too damn honest. 

Q So you don't remember that fines ever amount to, say, like 10 percent of your total 

wages, or anything like that? 

A Oh, no, no.  No, no. 

Q Yeah. 

A I -- I've seen fines 10 and 15 cents for floats that appeared in the cloth that the 

weaver wasn't attentive and caught, and let it go for quite a while, because that -- 

the continuity of the cloth -- they had to cut that out and throw it away. 
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Q Oh, yeah. 

A And so the piece of cloth then would be shorter, and when they were sending 

them to a clothing factory to make them into cloth, they'd roll this cloth out, fifty 

yards of it, on top of a lay.  I actually had worked in that kind of a job, too.  And 

they mark -- mark -- come along and mark the top piece.  They may have twenty 

pieces of cloth, or fifty, even.  And they'll mark the top one, the sleeves and the 

collars and what have you, you know, that they're going to -- and they cut it, used 

to cut that with an electric knife, when they first came out with the electric knife.  

And that's where the -- how the tailors at that stage of the game were getting a 

pretty good deal, in a sense, because their -- the cloth was all cut for them in the 

shape that they wanted it, and the sizes, and what have you.  My gosh, they were 

doing that back in '21. 

  I worked in the -- in the -- I'm trying to remember, was it -- in Daniel 

Boone, I worked about five or six weeks in the cutting room of Daniel Boone. 

Q Are you saying Daniel Boom with an M at the end -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- or Daniel Boone, as the explorer?  I'm not -- 

A It's Daniel Boone. 

Q Okay. 

A It was named after Daniel Boone, the mill was, and it was a woolen mill on 

Diversey Boulevard in Chicago. 

Q Okay. 

A And across from -- oh, gosh, I've forgotten the name of the big -- it's an awful 
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large company across the street from it.  And I worked in there, in their -- in that 

thing for a short period of time, because I think at that time they were -- they 

weren't -- we weren't doing any designing, and I think the mill was trouble.  At 

least the tailoring shop was in trouble, and they needed somebody, and they took 

me out there.  And I think I worked three weeks in there, not marking the cloth, 

but laying it out for them to mark the cuts of cloth.  That's what they call the cloth 

as they take it off the loom.  It comes off in -- used to come off in fifty- and 

sixty-yard pieces in a big roll.  Then we used to -- 

Q A big roll would be a cut of cloth? 

A That'd be a cut of cloth. 

Q Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

A And that's what the tailor bought, that was going to make suits or going to make 

overcoats.  And that's why he -- he bought them in those lengths so he could lay 

them out on a big lathe -- lay, or table-like, that was fifty or sixty yards long.  And 

they -- that was the first operation in preparing the stuff for the tailors, the sewers, 

and what have you, in the tailor shops.  Course, that -- they do that -- they did that 

for ten years before I went to work, that I know, at least ten years, in the Shirt and 

Overall factory.  I seen them do it up there, the same thing.  But they were doing 

it with cotton cloth and burlap, and what have you.  That's -- 

Q You have some very good recollections about -- about your work.  I was 

wondering -- I know that textile mills have a reputation for very poor air quality 

inside the plant.  I think that's been dealt with in modern years, or in recent years, 

but I was wondering if you have any recollection about -- you know, what was the 
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air like inside the mill? 

A Well, the mill -- you can imagine, because a woolen mill, so named, even back 

forty years ago or fifty years ago, used to use -- some cotton was mixed with the 

wool in the dying process and in the carding process, where they run it on the 

cards and brought it out as roving, as they called it, and put it on spools before it 

was spun.  And then it was spun, and we -- in the spinnings, in the spinning 

machines, and they -- this roving was.  But there was -- it was a mixture of several 

fibers.  And there would be, in the woolen mill, because the loom is a pounding 

operation -- in other words, the -- when the shuttle goes across, there's a metal 

reed, and that reed pounds that piece of yarn to the last piece that went in there, 

and that's why they keep doubling it up and moving it along.  Actually, the 

pounding of that would -- would create the -- the fibers in the air.  And they 

weren't too noticeable, but you would notice.  I remember back when we'd go 

home, our hair would have roving and yarn, and then -- and yarn dust and what 

have you, in it.  And some of that was cotton, some of it was other fibers that 

they -- they used to make the cloth. 

  This is the one point that I never was too familiar with in the mill, and that 

was the -- well, I'd say the card room, where -- where the yarn was first made.  It's 

made into just a -- a fine roving, as they call it, and -- and put on spools which 

went into the spinning room and was spun on bobbins, and sometimes on -- on 

coils or spools, mostly spools, which made the warp which went on the loom, 

and -- the warp itself.  Now, this was a thing that was sixty inches wide and 

probably had 3,000 pieces of yarn on it, wound on it, and maybe 60 or 65 yards 
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long.  This is after it was spun and put on the -- on that -- what they call that 

warping, making warps.  That's -- 

Q So what, the air would have worse in the card room then? 

A Well, the air -- the -- I would say the card room was the worst because it -- they -- 

that's where the roving was really spun and twisted into the -- to put on the 

bobbins and on the spools.  So I think it would be worse in the card room. 

Q Do you recall that people in those days had health problems that you'd have 

associated with -- 

A No. 

Q -- the mill at that time? 

A The first -- 

Q Any respiratory problems or anything like that? 

A The first touch of that I got, I run into that, I think it was in Chicago, and it was in 

the -- it was a -- an asbestos plant.  They were making asbestos.  And a couple of 

the -- this was after I went to work for the labor union that I met these.  And 

they -- several of the guys got asbestosis out of the -- that worked -- you know, 

weavers and what have you that was weaving this -- this asbestos coils and things 

that they made for -- to run around pipes, and stuff like this.  And I'm trying to 

remember the name of that company.  I can't.  It wasn't Chicago, though, it was 

Bloomington, Illinois. 

Q Okay.  That's good. 

A And that -- this asbestos company that was making this insulation for -- for 

heating pipes and the likes of it, with wove.  And -- 
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Q So that was a problem you had to deal with as a union rep? 

A That was a problem.  We had several cases of asbestosis, and we fought them 

through the courts and through -- some of them we were able to settle by taking -- 

getting the man taken care of physically, and -- and I remember back -- oh, I'm 

talking about '43 now, when I'm talking about that, because that company was in 

Chicago and moved to Bloomington, Illinois to -- I think to get away from us.  

And we went down and organized them down there. 

Q They didn't go far enough. 

A No.  Anyplace in the Midwest -- 

Q Right.  Right. 

A -- they'd have been in trouble.  But that -- that's my memory of that.  I remember 

one or two guys that died of asbestosis, and I know we had to fight to take -- help 

their widows and their families.  My gosh, that's in the very early '40s, because I 

know by '45 that they were in Bloomington, Illinois.  I know I went down and 

helped organize it.  In fact, I directed the organizing of that plant in Bloomington.  

And I wasn't the boss. 

Q Did that -- was that one of the reasons why those workers were receptive to a 

union, or -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- was that just an incidental sort of thing? 

A Well, they did take a few key workers from the Chicago plant with them, who 

really got religion when they got down there.  And we got them lined up very 

well, and were able to organize them on that basis, because they were witnesses to 
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pretty much what happened to a few of their buddies in the Chicago region. 

Q You mean in terms of the -- the health problems? 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A And in terms of asbestosis. 

Q Right.  Yeah. 

A As it was best known in those days.  I see we got a few cases of it today going 

around. 

Q Right.  Right.  Well, it's such a -- it's such a widespread material -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- throughout the society, it's -- it's almost inevitable, I guess. 

A Well, they use it for so many different things. 

Q Right.  Right. 

A And of course, insulation has been its main thing, and when it first started out.  

And to weave it would do what I was telling you, in the reed pounding against 

the -- the cloth itself. 

Q You mean there would have been the same process? 

A Yeah. 

Q That reed pounding the asbestos fibers and that. 

A Yeah.  And they were wove on smaller looms.  They were wove on looms that 

wasn't wider than this table that I'm talking about here, and I'd say three feet, at 

the very most.  And those looms -- and they were making this -- this cloth in that 

sense.  It was a cloth when it came off there, and -- but it was -- you couldn't burn 
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it.  This was the point. 

Q Right.  Sure.  Sure.  Now, you mentioned that at Rock River Woolen the card 

room was -- would have been the most dangerous place.  Do you recall any -- that 

workers in the card room had any specific health problem? 

A I don't -- I don't recall that, not -- not one case, but that doesn't mean that there 

weren't some.  Because I went out of here in the very early '40s to work for the 

labor organization, and I went -- and of course, the mill was -- Tate got killed a 

year or two after I left, maybe two or three years after I left Janesville.  And his 

sons took it over, and they finally sold the -- the whole deal to somebody in 

Texas.  And I don't know whether they sold it or whether they made a deal and 

went to -- went with them or not, but they boys weren't quite as sharp as their dad 

was in running the mill, and so the mill went out of business here. 

Q Uh-huh.  Now, you've commented about Mr. Tate before a little bit, and you 

seemed to have a positive attitude, a positive recollection of him.  I wonder if 

there are any specific things that you remember about Mr. Tate, things that you 

recall he did that maybe give some insights into his personality. 

A Well, I do know that -- that they have, or did have for many years, conferences of 

woolen manufacturers who used to get together and talk about the -- and 

exchange ideas on -- on their business.  And I think Tate himself was probably the 

leader of that organization, because, in my opinion, he was the -- probably the 

best salesman that I ever met.  He never sold me anything, but he -- I know he had 

to be, to keep the mill running.  All the time that Tate was here, that mill run 

steady.  It was rare that they were in bad shape, real bad shape. 
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Q Even through the Depression years? 

A Even through the Depression, the mill -- in fact, I came back from Milwaukee in 

1929, early in '29, and went back to work in the mill.  No -- right, the mill did 

close when the -- when -- at some time during '28, I think.  And I know I came 

back to town, and the mill -- they were talking about starting the mill up again.  

And I know that sometime in the -- either -- early '30s, Tate got the mill going 

again, and -- yes, he did.  He got the mill going again. 

Q So you'd say, though, that your impression was, anyway, that the Rock River 

Woolen Mill was in pretty good shape while Tate was -- 

A That's -- 

Q -- the president? 

A Oh, I agree with that very much, yes.  I agree that Tate knew what he was doing, 

and apparently was a good -- a good salesman, as well as good plant manager.  I 

didn't agree with him about working conditions, wages, hours, and working 

conditions, so to speak, and had many an argument with him about it.  And -- 

because I was -- when the mill was first organized, I was on the organizing -- or 

the grievance committee.  And the first -- when it was first organized, a fellow by 

the name of Dulin was elected president of the local union.  I can't remember his 

first name.  But he was a weaver, and I was on the bargaining committee with 

him.  The union was voted out in about -- and was out about, oh, seven or eight 

months, when several of us really got busy and we reorganized the mill, and we 

won an election in the National Labor Relations Board, and I became the 

president of the local union at that stage. 
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Q Now, what was Tate's attitude toward workers?  What really did he seem to think 

about workers, about his workers? 

A Well, I think that -- I think Tate was in a -- in a -- a kind of a tough position, 

because he had -- he had to sell his goods that was manufactured here and woven 

here, in competition to all the other woolen mills in the country and -- and abroad, 

as well.  And so he had -- he had his problems.  And for the most part, a great 

many of us knew about his problems.  We could see it.  We weren't completely 

stupid, excepting that we were in a pretty weak position as one individual trying 

to argue with the boss about improvements and things.  So that's why we 

organized, and that's when we organized the second time, to stay organized. 

Q You know, it seems that that -- that that mill was small enough that one person, 

like -- that a worker could have a fairly good idea of what was going on in the 

plant.  I get the idea that you had a fairly good overview of what was going on in 

that plant.  You know, I've talked with General Motors workers, for example, and 

you get a different situation there.  They didn't know what was going on 

elsewhere.  They knew about the area where they were working, and that was 

about it.  But you seem to have a little different -- there seems to be a little 

different -- 

A Well -- 

Q I get a little different feeling in talking to you about the woolen mill. 

A Well, you're probably getting that because -- 

Q It's a small -- much smaller operation, of course. 

A Well, it -- it's quite a lot smaller, but there were 2- or 300 workers there.  There 
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was rarely less than 100 weavers in the mill.  And -- 

Q It wasn't all that small. 

A Yeah.  But the question -- the reason that I got a better overlook of most of these 

things, because I was the president of the local union for -- for quite a while, a 

year or two.  And then I went to work for the International, but I used to service 

the local.  For the first couple of years I serviced the local.   And of course, 

everybody -- these guys all came to me.  In fact, they'd come to talk to me when 

they had problems of any kind in the mill, when -- sometimes they'd talk to me 

about problems that -- that had nothing to do with the mill.  But the point is that 

they used to come to me, and I was kind of handy.  I only lived a block and a half, 

two blocks away from the mill, so they could even stop in on the way home from 

work and talk to me. 

Q So it wasn't until you got involved in the union, then, that you began to get this 

overview of -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- of the com- -- of the -- 

A This is where I got a larger overview of thing, and -- 

Q Yeah. 

A You'd find it normal.  And then I had relatives working in -- in the card room, and 

spinners, and stuff of this nature. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah.  We talked a little bit before about your traveling around and 

working in other -- in other plants throughout the Midwest.  I was wondering if, in 

your travels, you had -- in your working experiences in these other plants, you had 
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any basis upon which to compare the Rock River mill with the other -- the other 

places that you worked.  How did the Janesville mill compare, if -- if that's a 

fair -- 

A I'm afraid I'm prejudiced.  I think I'm pretty prejudiced on the basis that Janesville 

was my home, and the other ones weren't.  And I was working in a -- in another -- 

out of -- in any of the other plants that worked, I was away from home when I was 

working, as a kid, a young lad. 

Q But as far as wages, were you as well paid here as in the other places? 

A I earned more money in Daniel Boone Woolen Mill as a weaver than I had earned 

in any of the mills.  But Daniel Boone went bankrupt.  Not while I was there, but 

they went bankrupt.  I think that -- I think that they didn't have the management 

and the organization of the plant that was conducted at Janesville and with Tate.  I 

think Tate's knowledge and handling and organizing his programs was much 

further advanced than they were.  That was a sad day when that guy got killed.  I 

hate to talk about a boss this way.  I don't -- usually don't. 

Q Yeah, right.  Right.  I know.  That's why it's so interesting, you know, that -- 

A Yeah. 

Q Because you do speak well of him. 

  What about working conditions, again, comparing the plant here with the 

other places you worked? 

A Well, I never had -- I had more problems in Rock River Woolen Mill than I did in 

other plants, as far as I didn't like the working conditions in several of the other 

plants that I worked. 
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Q You liked them better than the conditions here? 

A I liked Janesville, in its -- in the entirety, much better than I did the -- several of 

the other mills. 

Q Oh, Janesville was better, then, as far as working conditions? 

A That's right.  That's what I'm trying to say. 

Q Okay.  Right.  Yeah. 

A But I -- I think it has to be tempered with the knowledge that I was prejudiced on 

the basis that Janesville was my home town at that stage in life. 

Q Sure. 

A It might have been prejudiced along those lines.  Of course -- 

Q Well, it's still significant that you had -- 

A Yeah. 

Q You know, you had a basis of comparison that a lot of workers probably wouldn't 

have had. 

A Well, the -- not -- the one thing is that the work in most of the other mills, they 

were weaving different types of cloth than we were here, too, in many cases, and 

this had a great deal to do with our -- whether we were going to work at it, you 

know, the different types of cloth, than -- than the -- well, if there was -- if we -- 

many a worsted, which is a better grade of wool, a longer grade of wool -- more 

worsted cloth was woven here than I'd seen in any mill that I had worked in, 

which meant that we were using better-fiber yarn, and it was stronger and didn't 

break as often, and -- which would naturally prejudice a weaver who was working 

on piecework.  In every plant I ever worked in the mill, I got paid by the yard for 
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the cloth that I wove, especially if I was doing just everyday weaving.  I think 

that's it, on that. 

Q What about your fellow workers, your fellow weavers at the Janesville -- at the 

Rock River Woolen Mill?  What -- could you summarize their -- their 

background, maybe in terms of where they came from? 

A Oh, they -- 

Q Ethnic background, if there were any dominant sort of -- 

A We had weavers come in here from Boston, we had them come in here from New 

York State, New Jersey, all out in the East.  Many weavers came in here from -- 

and I knew -- I think I could probably -- I can recall at least fifteen or twenty of 

them, many of them I wove in other mills with them. 

Q Now, what would have drawn them here? 

A Well, primarily, the same thing that drew me to South Bend and to Chicago and to 

Hanover, Illinois.  They wanted to come this way, and I wanted to go, and many 

of them stayed.  Some of them lived here till they died, several of them, the 

Oziers, for one.  Mitchell Ozier is the only one that didn't, and he -- he went to 

school.  He left his dad and mother and the whole bunch and went to Chicago and 

studied -- I don't know what he took up, but I think it was accounting.  And he 

didn't, but Tommy and his dad -- his dad became, I think, boss weaver in the mill 

at one time.  I never worked under him, but I -- I worked with him, and -- when he 

was in the mill.  Well, there's several of them here.  There's one guy living in 

Golden Acres now that was an ex-weaver in the mill, back -- that came from out 

East someplace. 
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Q Do you recall his name? 

A Rondeau was his last name. 

Q And these people, I gather, were simply -- were drawn here simply by the 

availability of work?  Is that it? 

A I imagine so.  I couldn't -- I couldn't be -- 

Q Okay. 

A -- too factual about that, because -- but I do know that the Rondeaus came out 

here with the -- oh, well, they came out in a group.  There was five or six of them.  

They came out here with the Oziers.  There was others.  I can't recall their names 

now, but I remember that was here when I left the mill and was going into -- 

going down to Chicago to work out of the regional office of the union. 

Q While you were working there, did you have the feeling that most of them, most 

of the weavers, were people who had been experienced workers, weavers, and 

moved to Janesville for the opportunity here? 

A They were experienced weavers when they came here. 

Q They weren't people, then, by and large, who were trained here and kind of 

brought up in the -- 

A Oh, no.  No, no. 

Q -- in the farm system, so to speak. 

A Of course, there was hundreds of them, of weavers, around here.  Walter Nails 

was one, and -- oh, I can -- probably could, if I got down to it, name fifty or sixty 

of them.  My wife was one.  Her sister was one, Amelia Wolf.  And these were 

old -- good old friends of mine that were weavers.  Anna Terwilliger down on 
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Putnam Avenue here in Janesville. 

Q These were local people who were hired -- 

A These were local people. 

Q -- in the trade here, then? 

A These were local people, very local.  And those people -- but there were fifteen or 

twenty came from -- 

Q That's interesting. 

A -- other places, and some -- many of them stayed here -- 

Q Uh-huh. 

A -- for years and years, and probably till they died, some of them, although I met a 

great many of them around in the other mills that I worked with.  As I told you 

earlier, there was several of us went to -- went bum-weaving, as we called it. 

Q Yeah. 

A We'd go hire out at a mill, long-distance calling them, and they'd hire five or six 

of us, and we'd go and weave in their mill for a while.  Then when we'd get tired 

of that, we went to ano- -- we did the same thing in another.  We could get a job 

over the telephone.  This is the thing that was -- was unusual. 

Q Sure.  Would it be fair to say that the weavers at Rock River Woolen -- it seems 

like that in many cases this was a -- this was a family thing.  Was this something 

that was passed on?  Did most of the weavers at the mill -- was it in the family, or 

did they -- 

A Well -- 

Q -- did they learn it just -- 
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A I talked -- 

Q -- kind of incidentally and on the side? 

A I think you could say that.  I taught my sister Helen, who lives down in one of 

these buildings down the street here.  I taught her how to weave.  And I don't 

know who else she taught, but she probably did.  Many families with three or four 

members of the family working there.  The Kettles was one family that I knew 

real well that -- Corny Kettle, Cornelius Kettle, and his wife, his father, and a 

couple of his brothers worked in the mill.  There was a lot of them.  It was pretty 

well a family proposition.  I think you would find -- 

Q That's very interesting. 

A -- several members of one family working there.  This is -- we're talking about 

thirty years ago, though. 

Q Sure.  Right. 

A See, I -- I was gone here for a minimum of thirty-five years out of Janesville, and 

where I only got back to visit my relatives.  And that's -- and -- 

Q Yeah, that's a good point to make. 

A Yeah. 

Q And that's something that ought to be understood -- 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q -- that you really, yeah, were in the area much after 1940, probably.  Right? 

A That's right. 

Q Yeah. 

A From 1941 or '2, I don't know which, that I went to -- well, I had -- was working 
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for the union on a part-time basis. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A From 19- -- from shortly after -- 

Q '38 or so, on -- 

A Yeah. 

Q I think you said.  Right? 

A Well, after we organized, I -- I used to run out and fight grievances for them, 

and -- over in Milwaukee and up in Ripon, Wisconsin, and places of that nature.  

That's how I went on the staff full time. 

Q What about ethnic background?  Were there any dominant ethnic strains?  Now, 

you have an Irish background.  Were there any dominant Iri- -- were there any 

dominant ethnic backgrounds that people seemed to have at the mill? 

A I would say the Italian background was the greater, because Rock Hill, as we 

know it, down in that area, is almost -- well, it's 80 percent Italian, and -- back in 

the '20s and '30s, and so on. 

Q Now, when you speak of Rock Hill,  that's -- where is that? 

A That's South Pearl Street, the 5- -- from the 400 block on down, or even from 

Pleasant Street down to Western Avenue, and from -- oh, and out west of Pearl 

Street.  And I'd say you'd have go over to -- 

Q Yeah, I know that area.  I remember that. 

A -- Center Avenue. 

Q Yeah, I know.  Correct. 

A You'd have to go over to Center Avenue.  You'd have to go clear over to Center 
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Avenue, because there was Italians, and a lot.  But they -- it wasn't a -- too 

predominant, that I would say maybe 30 percent of the people throughout the mill 

were Italian extraction.  I just -- there was a few Irish too, the Dulins, and the -- 

Q Right.  Right. 

A And the like.  And other nationality groups.  Germans.  Walter Nails was of 

German extraction, and his brothers and sisters and what have you.  And I don't 

know what the Kettles were, but I would assume that they were pretty -- 

Q Probably English or -- 

A -- pretty close to German. 

Q Or German? 

A I would think.  Somewheres near there, anyway. 

Q Yeah, right.  You -- 

A I probably shouldn't be mentioning so many names. 

Q Oh, that's okay in this context.  You haven't said anything derogatory about 

anybody. 

A Oh, my gosh, I hope not. 

Q Not yet, anyway. 

  You mentioned the introduction of women weavers in the '20s. 

A That's right. 

Q How fast did this develop?  Let's -- by the time unions organized, what percentage 

of the weavers were women? 

A Oh, I would say they -- the weavers were 70 percent female by then, when I went 

out of the plant. 
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Q So that developed pretty rapidly, then? 

A Yes, it did.  It did.  It was a -- 

Q Why?  Why was it? 

A -- large percentage. 

Q Do you have any idea? 

A Well, at that time, that's about the time women started deciding that they wanted 

to -- well, many of these came out of school and went to work in the mill, and 

then when they got married, periodically they could quit that job occasionally and 

come back to it, because we did have weak spells in the mill when -- when the 

sales wouldn't be that great, and they'd be laying off people.  In fact, that was one 

of the big issues in organizing it. 

Q Maybe I ought to ask the reverse of that question too.  Why did men not -- 

A Well -- 

Q -- predominate, the weavers? 

A As you remember, the General Motors Corporation came into town way back in 

the '30s, and -- 

Q Twenties. 

A Yes.  And the -- so men, a great many of them, went to work in -- down there, 

because they could make more money in General Motors' plant.  I was one that 

didn't give a damn about that.  And I -- I think this was the big reason.  In 

Janesville at that time, the Rock River Woolen Mill was a very important facet in 

this thing until it -- until the General Motors started in here.  I'd say it was the 

largest employer.  Janesville Machine Corp., and the barbed wire plant, and those, 
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they didn't hire as many as the mill did.  And so as I see it, the mill -- and that was 

probably one of the reasons that women got there, and it was work that women 

could handle very well. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A Of course, we've been talking about weaving.  In the card room -- there was no 

women in the card room, nor dye house, nor any of those.  There was no women 

working in there. 

Q Even later on? 

A I don't think -- I don't think even today that there would be. 

Q Yeah. 

A Because it -- it was a little more dangerous work in many ways, and especially -- 

oh, I wouldn't say it would be dangerous in the -- in the dye house, but the card 

room would.  But they were all men in the card -- in the dye house. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Yeah.  Okay, we're going to have to -- I think we've 

reached a good point where we can break off here and flip -- flip the tape over. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Okay, this is still January 11th, 1977, and we're 

continuing the second session with Mr. Jerry Litney. 

Q On the flip side, Mr. Litney, we were talking about women coming into the mill 

and how and why that happened.  I was wondering if that created any resentment 

among -- among the male weavers.  Were there any problems because -- 

A I don't -- 

Q -- women were moving in, or was it something that people accepted? 
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A I don't believe it did, because weavers were quitting and going to General Motors' 

plant at that stage, and -- and other work was opening up, and -- no, I don't think it 

created any -- any resentment among men.  In fact, men and women always got 

along pretty good, as I see it, working together. 

Q Yeah.  Was the Rock River Woolen Mill, in your view -- did most of the workers 

consider it a good place to work? 

A I don't think they were happy, not based on the mill itself.  It was a place to earn a 

living, and probably grudgingly they worked there because that was the job that 

they were working at, and could get.  And for the most part, it wasn't the worst 

work in the world.  But some of the -- now, working in the -- I would say working 

in the card room and the -- and the dye house wasn't a very pleasant job. 

Q We've talked about the card room, and it's obvious why that would have been 

unpleasant.  What about the dye house? 

A Well, the dye house was heavy work.  They were bringing in woolen batts and 

cotton batts and other things, and breaking them up and -- and these were stored, 

put in big vats to dye them, in those days.  And the dyes were mixed by 

professionals that mixed it up, and the working people had a kind of a heavy job 

on their hands.  There was -- and it wasn't the nicest thing, and the smell in there 

wasn't too great.  That -- I know every time I went through there, I held my nose. 

Q Now, when you have odors like that, that generally indicates that there's some 

kind of -- that there's a fume present that might do damage. 

A Well -- 

Q Was there a health problem there that you became aware of? 
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A Well, the dyes mixing with -- with, oh, wool and what have you, which is smelly 

to start with, and the sheep smell that you would get, mixed with some -- some 

dyes that were -- would create a stench.  There's no question about that.  I don't 

know -- I'm not too fully aware of why, other than this is all thinking on my own 

part, of what it took, what brought it about.  But I do know that they -- they had to 

haul these batts in.  They -- they came in great big bales, the wool did, and the 

cotton and other things, and they weren't too handy.  They were a little hard to 

handle.  I think that about tells you all I know about that part of it. 

Q Okay.  Right.  Right.  The -- you mentioned earlier that the mill closed for some 

time during the Depression.  How would you characterize the impact of the 

Depression on the mill, generally? 

A Well, I think the same impact in every other industry in the country.  Back in '29, 

work was a pretty scarce thing.  And I'm not too sure just when the mill did close 

and for how long it was closed, because I had -- I'd gone to -- I went -- in about 

'27, '28 I went to Milwaukee.  '27 I went to Milwaukee, and I worked for several 

companies over -- two companies over there.  Carpenter Baking Company, I 

was -- I had eight routes, bakery routes, under me.  I was a -- an inspector for the 

things, inspecting what the workers -- the driver was doing, and how he was 

picking up business and how he wasn't, and what have you.  And that was one job 

that -- that I hated very much, because I couldn't -- I couldn't report on the 

workers.  I'm -- not really.  I found it very difficult to say that Charlie Jones never 

stopped at a new store that opened and see if he could leave his bakery goods at 

that store to be sold, while I myself, I didn't find it very bad.  I liked to do it.  I 



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
January 11, 1977 

93 

used to like to stop into those places.  In fact, I think we talked about it in the 

last -- 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A And so -- but that was -- I do know that when I came back to town, I came 

because a friend of mine -- my wife didn't like Milwaukee, to start with, and a 

friend of mine, Archie Cunningham, wanted me to go to work for him as a 

salesman, and build a route for him. 

Q Yeah, right.  Yeah, that's -- 

A That's the -- 

Q Right.  You talked about that earlier -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- on the other side. 

A That's the one reason I came back to Janesville at that time. 

Q Okay. 

A And I worked for Archie for, oh, I think a year or so, or two years maybe. 

Q And then from him you went -- 

A Then I went to -- 

Q You went -- 

A I went to the mill. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A That's when the mill really was going good. 

Q Yeah. 

A That's why I quit Archie and went back into the mill. 
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Q It seems that the mill recovered fairly rapidly from the Depression.  Is that -- was 

that your impression? 

A I think it did.  I think it did.  I think -- I don't think we had a hundred weavers, 

but -- when I went back, but I do think that the mill was -- started out and did 

pretty well in the early '30s, very early '30s, and on through -- through the -- well, 

it was still doing well in the '40s, early '40s. 

Q Well, I think the woolen mill gener- -- or, the woolen industry generally had a 

reputation for being more financially sound than the cotton -- 

A Yes. 

Q -- branch of the textile industry, right? 

A Well, I didn't have too much experience with the cotton -- 

Q Yeah, right. 

A -- section of it, because I lived here in the Midwest and I worked in the Midwest, 

and cotton mills were -- well, weren't very numerous around here. 

Q Right. 

A They were in -- I've been in many cotton mills in the East, and what have you, 

after I went to work for the labor union, in New Jersey and up in Maine.  Yeah, all 

through the New England.  I made several trips out there, special trips for the -- 

for the organization. 

Q Right. 

A In fact, I trained organizers.  I had a six-week course, I'll never forget it, that I -- I 

carried on for them on two different times, one out East -- I'm trying to remember 

just where it was.  It wasn't too far East.  I think it was in Ohio.  Gee, I don't 
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know. 

Q Okay.  I think this is -- this would be a good time for us to start to get into your -- 

into your organizing activities more deeply here.  You've -- you've mentioned just 

a couple times briefly your experiences organizing the textile workers at the Rock 

River Woolen Mills.  I was wondering if you could just describe for us, in as 

much detail as you can recall, how that happened.  How were the workers at Rock 

River Woolen Mills organized, and what was your role in that? 

A Well, I wasn't the organizer of Rock River Woolen Mills, by a long shot, although 

I -- I was amongst, with the committee.  There was several other very intelligent 

guys working on this deal.  I think I did literally take it over before the -- before 

we got a contract, but I was elected president of the local union when that 

happened, and so -- but we did have a lot of problems.  And as you might know, 

we had bosses who were a little hot-tempered and what have you.  I'm talking 

about foremen and assistant foremen, and what have you, that -- that needed a lot 

of training, and hadn't gotten it, in handling people. 

  We were unhappy about our wages in Rock River Woolen Mill, quite 

happy with the eight-hour day when it came into effect.  In fact, I'm trying to 

remember -- actually, it wasn't too hard a job to organize the mill after the 

second -- the second time. 

Q What happened the first time?  If you could -- you know, what do you recall about 

that? 

A Well, we had a -- we had a couple of stool pigeons in the mill. 

Q Now, when -- 
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A This is where my prejudice comes out on that score, because we had a -- a man 

and his wife who spent -- I won't mention their names -- who spent most of their 

time trying to down the union inside the plant, even when there wasn't any reason 

for doing it, before we even got a good start in organizing.  But he was a company 

stooge who worked for the company on that basis, and he never -- anything he 

could pick up, he brought back to the company.  And in fact, I think the mere -- I 

think he helped us more than he hurt us, because every time that he made a big 

report and got two or three people into trouble, he made more friends for the 

union, and very quickly.  And we didn't miss the boat on it, either, I can tell you 

that, in following up on it.  I could tell you the guy's name, but I'm not going to.  

That's one name we'll -- 

Q All right.  I can understand that, yeah. 

A When they put the lid down on my coffin I hope I don't mention it. 

Q Well, what really happened that first time?  How -- do you recall -- what do you -- 

do you recall the first meeting that you attended, or the first meeting that was 

held? 

A I think that we had, without a doubt -- the CIO was a brand new setup.  The 

Textile Workers Union was -- was just being formed, really just being formed.  

Actually, I -- as you can see, they only had 200 locals.  This was Local 207 in 

Janesville, so -- and many of those locals, out East.  Most of the locals were out 

East, you see, and this was a new venture.  And in our -- 

Q Was this really the Amalgamated Clothing Workers that was organizing you at 

this time? 
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A It was the Amalgamated Clothing Workers that we got contact with. 

Q So this was before they merged with the -- 

A Oh, my God, many years. 

Q Now -- now, there was a Textile Workers Organizing Committee formed -- 

A That's exactly the committee that organ- -- that took charge of this drive, but -- 

Q All right.  Yeah. 

A But it -- 

Q I think that was an amalgam of the UTW and the Amalgamated Clothing 

Workers, wasn't it? 

A The UTW and the -- and the Clothing Workers, and -- and finally, they -- the 

UTW was organized.  Now, that was in -- in, I think, '39. 

Q Oh, okay.  Right. 

A I think that was in '39.  Up to this time, we were -- 

Q I have some notes on that here somewhere. 

A Yeah, UTW was a -- was the old AF of L Textile Workers Union.  And my union 

took the name of the Textile Workers Union of America.  And I had met many 

people from UTW.  Well, up here in -- north of here, they had a woolen mill.  

What -- in a little town up there.  Gosh. 

Q You mean way north, or -- 

A No, not too far north. 

Q Just not too far north? 

A Not too far north. 

Q Stoughton or Edgerton or -- 
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A Oh, no, it's up -- it's a hundred and -- what's it -- it's a couple towns.  Reedsburg 

and -- 

Q Oh, sure. 

A -- and Baraboo. 

Q Right. 

A Baraboo is the town. 

Q Yeah. 

A Baraboo was the town.  Gee whiz, it's -- the UTW had that mill, but that was 

organized after the AF of L-CIO -- the CIO was founded. 

Q Yeah. 

A And they were away from us for years.  They still are, I guess, as far as I know.  

But they were in the -- they were the United Textile Workers Union. 

Q Did the first move to organize come from an outside organizer or did it come 

from people in the plant?  Do you recall? 

A As far as I know, I think it came from inside the plant.  I know that I went on the 

first excursion to see an organization to organize us, I and several other guys 

inside the plant.  I think we talked to -- we talked to the organizer, and then he 

came to town.  I even know his name. 

Q Who was -- yeah, who was that? 

A It think it was Benson, his name was. 

Q And where?  Where -- which office did you have to go to? 

A He was out of Milwaukee.  He was out of Milwaukee. 

Q Okay. 
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A He came out of Milwaukee, because the -- the Textile Workers Organizing 

Committee was founded at the -- in the same building with the Amalgamated 

Clothing Workers up there. 

Q Right. 

A And that's why, when he was gone, we would contact the Amalgamated -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- and talk to several of the men over there, the Rosenblums and what have you.  

Mostly always Jewish guys. 

Q Yeah. 

A In fact, I loved every one of them.  They were good guys.  Terrific. 

Q Yeah.  So Benson was an organizer for the TWOC, then? 

A Yeah, he -- yes, he was.  I don't know whatever happened to him.  I didn't -- I only 

seen him about three or four times.  I'm trying to remember the man who came in 

and made the first speech within -- to our group.  I can't tell you his name.  He 

was from Milwaukee, and he was a Textile Workers Organizing Committee 

organizer.  I can't -- 

Q Now, when you went to -- 

A He was terrific.  This guy had -- this guy had a terrific delivery in his speeches 

and what have you, and he'd have Father Coughlin backed off the map when it 

come to swaying people.  He was a terrific guy.  He got killed, I think.  I think he 

got -- I think somebody shot him. 

Q Really?  Now, when -- do you recall some of the people who accompanied you to 

Milwaukee to see Mr. Benson? 
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A Gee whiz, I -- I'm not sure. 

Q How was the group chosen?  Do recall whether -- 

A I know Corny Kettle was one of them. 

Q Okay.  Good. 

A Corny, Cornelius Kettle, was one of them.  In fact, he was probably as good a 

friend as I ever had.  I'm trying to remember.  I think Dulin was another one. 

Q Okay. 

A He had been the first president of the first attempt to organize, and -- 

Q Do you recall whether they were all weavers, or did they come from other -- 

A Yeah, these were all weavers that went over there. 

Q Okay.  Yeah, okay. 

A We didn't -- in fact, on that first visit, yes.  Later, they were guys from the dye 

house and card room, even finishing room. 

Q So the real impetus to -- the real first drive to organize came out of the -- out of 

the weavers, then? 

A Out of -- yes, no question about that.  See, Tate's -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- brother-in-law was the finishing boss in the mill.  I think it was -- I can't tell 

you his name now -- was the finishing boss when they first started that mill.  Tate 

had one brother, Robert, Bob Tate, who later I run into -- I think I run into Bob 

Tate in another mill after I went on the staff.  I'm trying to remember where the 

heck it was.  It was someplace in this eleven-state area here. 

Q Now, wait, you said he was the brother-in-law? 
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A The brother. 

Q Brother.  Right. 

A This was the brother.  Yeah. 

Q Okay.  That's I was going to say. 

A Bob Tate was the brother, and the brother-in-law was the finisher boss. 

Q I see.  Yeah. 

A He had control of finishing the cloth when it came out. 

Q Well, were they particularly hard-nosed?  I mean, were they creating situa- -- 

A They tried, created problems.  Bob didn't, too many.  Bob was -- well, he was 

Jimmy's right-hand man.  He didn't create too many problems.  In fact, I don't 

think Bob hung around as much as -- as the brother-in-law did.  And I don't know 

how the brother-in-law -- what -- just how the connection is, of this man.  I don't 

know if he stayed with them for a long period of time, or whether somebody else 

handled that.  See, there were several departments in the mill.  There was the 

warping department, which in the mill is where they made up the warps, and they 

called it the spooling department.  That's where the yarn was spooled and put on 

big spools, and maybe fifty ends or fifty pieces of yarn was wound on one spool. 

Q Yeah. 

A And probably enough to go sixty yards in a warp.  And those are the things the 

warps were made out of, that way.  And that was Herb Groth, was the boss in that 

department.  I remember that.  Herb was a little tough, and a little stuffed-shirt 

and what have you, and got into trouble quite frequently.  I know I fought a lot of 

grievances with Herb over the years.  And the finishing room was just right out- -- 
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it's outside of Tate's office, so very little went on in there. 

  I got to steal a cigarette, my friend. 

Q Okay.  All right. 

  Earlier, you described conditions in places like the card room and the dye 

house as being particularly bad, and yet the initial drive for organizing a union 

seemed to come out of the weavers group.  Why was that? 

A Well, I think the other departments were small, you see.  The weavers were the 

bulk of the workers in the plant.  The -- well, the card room would probably have 

ten or twelve people working in it.  Dye house, eight or ten at the very most.  

Spool room, if they had twenty-five girls in -- or twenty-five people, men and 

women, that would be the out- -- 

Q All right. 

A So there is where -- where -- actually, the other workers were not working 

piecework, see.  The weavers were working piecework and got paid for what they 

put out, and that's all.  And they were the unhappiest, because they were the ones 

that -- well, if they didn't make perfect cloth, they got fined.  If they -- and, you 

know, if it was real bad cloth.  I don't think they overdid it.  They did, maybe a 

few times, but -- 

  And for the most part, weaving was -- in many ways, is one of the reasons 

that I have trouble hearing today.  If you ever heard a hundred looms pounding, 

why, you'd be able to sleep in a boiler factory where they're making boilers and 

hammering, very easy. 

  So I think then the -- for the most part, I think the weavers were the most 
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aggressive group anyway, because they -- they were working, actually working 

piecework, and probably were the most dissatisfied group most of the time, or at 

least always half a dozen guys who wasn't making what they wanted to make 

today. 

Q Right. 

A And tomorrow, they'd probably make up for it.  You know, if a shuttle happened 

to go wrong, and many times they did, it could knock the brain out of a guy if it 

come flying out of the loom.  And second, sometimes a -- if a guy wasn't thinking, 

he could have two of these shuttles come together in the middle of the thing, and 

tear that whole thing out.  He didn't get paid for putting that back in.  He had to 

put it back in before he could start the loom up.  And he might have 200 ends out 

that would have to be tied down and put in properly.  And so they -- they had 

plenty of reasons for screaming over it, because it -- there was -- and then the 

loom were not that perfect.  Today, they've got looms that are going twice as fast 

as the looms were going in the days when I was working.  I've been in plants 

where looms are picking 350 picks a minute, and automatic, completely 

automatic. 

Q It seems that -- was the piecework system the crucial grievance? 

A Yeah, I think it was.  I think the -- yes, I think it was.  I think that I made an error 

in one way, because I do think that it -- when something went wrong where 

there'd be a smashup, as we called it, where they -- all these ends -- I think we 

used to get paid at an hourly rate while we put it in.  If we -- we did, after we 

fought after it, fought about it long enough.  Because it -- the -- a lot of times the 
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chain that operated the shuttle box on each side, and -- could go wrong 

occasionally, could -- something could happen to it.  One of the little rollers 

that -- that moved the shuttle, the thing that pushed the thing and caused the 

shuttle to go across could have missed, and could cause those things.  And several 

reasons why they could have smashups that were -- had nothing to do with the 

weaver himself, other than the fact that he had to tie it in.  So I know -- 

Q So they did pay you for that, even before the union was organized? 

A I don't think so.  I think that that was one of our main -- one of the big steps -- 

Q One of your first -- yeah. 

A -- that we made when we first went in there, because they -- this could happen 

quite frequently, especially if you -- I wish I could explain to you that the shuttle 

boxes are run by a chain that has little rollers on it.  And those rollers, the position 

of those rollers, decide, when they get up in the head motion of the thing, whether 

the -- what shuttle is going to come across, the position of it.  And the moving -- 

that chain keeps moving all the way around.  And that chain -- I've seen chains 

that had a hundred bars in them, as we called it, where -- and they -- they changed 

from time to time to different positions.  And those things wear out, and 

sometimes something can go wrong, and they wouldn't go in there straight, and 

they would create a problem. 

  And that also -- that same kind of a deal, but much wider, was the thing 

that regulated the going up and down of the harnesses, whether number 1 harness 

went up, or whether number 2, or number 3.  It regulated all numbers of these 

harnesses that went up.  And those things could go wrong occasionally.  So there 
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were -- and especially in the old-type looms.  The first loom that I ever run picked 

about 85 picks a minute.  They're running now, as we're saying, probably 300 

picks, some of them. 

Q Right.  Right. 

A A minute.  So they're -- and they're automatic.  Then, we had to stop them to 

change the shuttle.  These don't stop to change shuttles.  They just change the 

bobbin in the shuttle automatically, which makes a lot of difference in the thing.  

And they even got looms that are not even using shuttles, they're using -- I don't 

know what they hell they call them.  I never seen one, but I heard about them. 

Q Did you -- did you really -- in the early stages, were you pushing the company to 

modernize their equipment, then?  Was that part of your concern?  I mean, that's 

fairly -- that would be fairly unusual for a union -- 

A No, we weren't. 

Q -- to be concerned about that. 

A We weren't. 

Q Okay. 

A Tate was smart enough to know that when some new equipment came out, 

especially the new looms came out, they had what -- the old -- the first looms that 

they had in the mill were the first looms that were made by Crompton, a company 

called Crompton.  And well, Crompton was the guy that invented the particular 

looms that -- 

Q Yeah. 

A Later on, Crompton and Knowles became connected together in the manufacture 
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of looms.  They made a more modern loom.  The old Crompton loom was a loom, 

my God, I think 85 picks a minute was -- then was the tops.  The 

Crompton-Knowles looms was the first one to come out with a head -- with a 

head motion which they -- controlled the -- oh, the movement of the harnesses 

and the shuttles and the whole works, at least the order that they fired. 

  And so then came the -- then Crompton and Knowles, back in, oh, I'd say 

the early -- late '20s, came out with an automatic loom.  This is -- I run the first 

ones that they bought in the mill.  Four of them they bought, and put them in one 

corner, and I -- I and a guy named, I think, Walter Nails, run two of them, and I 

run two of them.  Later, the mill went to four looms per weaver.  Well, they -- 

Q Now, by "Later," you -- 

A What I'm saying is, when -- what really brought about the organization of the 

plant, really, in my estimation, at least made a lot of people mad, was when they 

started two looms to a weaver.  And that was the real problem, although later they 

were -- I know that many places they were running four, but they were being paid 

well for doing it.  This is after they organized, quite a bit while after they 

organized. 

Q Now, when -- when they moved you to two looms per weaver instead of one, how 

did they justify that? 

A You just -- you just woke me up.  On Franklin Street, back -- I'm saying in about 

1924, the company decided to put in big shuttles.  The shuttle that we used to use 

was about this long, and it -- and it didn't run as long as the -- as the big long 

ones. 
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Q Okay.  I should say that you're making -- the difference there is between -- 

A Oh, about three or four inches. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A In size. 

Q From eight inches to twelve inches. 

A Yeah. 

Q Or something like that. 

A So when they put that -- that's when the workers -- we had our first strike.  We 

weren't even organized then. 

Q That was in 1924? 

A Yeah, about '24, maybe '25.  In the weave room. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A The weavers went out on strike.  I just thought of that.  I hadn't been in the mill 

very long this time.  I had just come back not too long before this happened.  And 

when he changed the size of the shuttles in the mill, that -- in fact, I think -- I 

think that stuck in the craw of the workers for a long, long time.  That was an 

advancement, of course, in technology, as far as the company was concerned, but 

it meant that -- well, it meant a lot of things to a lot of people in the plant at that 

time.  I don't know -- 

Q Well, was it basically more work for the same pay?  Is that what it meant, or -- 

A Well, actually, it meant that the looms would run a longer period without being 

changed, so it made it a little easier for the weaver.  I wasn't near as upset about it 

as some of my friends were, but -- but they thought at that time the company was 
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getting too big a break, too big a break on that deal.  I think this was really the 

organi- -- the beginning of the organization, right then. 

Q Did they increase your wages at the time they moved to the -- 

A No. 

Q -- bigger shuttle? 

A No.  They didn't change anything. 

Q So whatever advantage you got was simply because you could have worked a 

little faster and -- 

A Well, it meant that they -- 

Q -- knocked out a few more pieces? 

A It meant that the -- that they put in bigger bobbins, and it meant that there was 

changes made in every department in the mill, at least the -- from the card room 

through the spinning room to the warp department, spooling department, and the 

whole works.  There was changes made because they -- the bobbins were -- that 

were going to -- that was going into the shuttle was larger than the ones that 

were -- they had been using before.  And the company had made quite a 

changeover there, and it meant changes in -- in several of these departments for 

the equipment, because they were using different size equipment to do different 

things. 

  And I remember that very well, because that was once that we didn't have 

a long strike.  We were out about twenty-four hours and they finally decided to -- 

to -- they had a meeting of all the workers, and they made a speech and all this 

kind of stuff, and we went along with them. 
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Q What did they tell you?  How did they get you to go along? 

A I've forgotten the theme of that meeting.  I -- I have to admit that I wasn't as 

annoyed as they were -- 

Q Yeah.  Right.  I understand. 

A -- as most of the workers were about this, because it didn't mean anything to me at 

that time. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A Other than the fact that I was going to be able to put a -- throw a shuttle in a loom 

and it'd run a little longer.  In the automatic looms, it meant that they would run -- 

there was no -- no real change there, because they still -- the thing -- but it did 

give the company a chance to say that weavers should run two looms, and this 

was the thing they were fighting about.  In fact, I'd have fought about that phase 

of it, very much, on the two-loom deal, just because they put in bigger shuttles, 

you see.  And this was the general idea.  This is where Tate was pretty sharp. 

Q Now, it wasn't at that time, though, that they switched you to two looms, was it? 

A No.  No, no. 

Q That was later. 

A I don't think so.  I don't remember whether -- I know I -- I was running automatics 

at that time. 

Q Yeah. 

A And I don't remember what -- just what it -- whether the other guys -- I don't 

think -- I was running two automatics at that time. 

Q In 1925? 
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A Yeah.  '24. 

Q Yeah, right.  Right. 

A Was I working in the mill when I got married?  Yeah, I think I was.  Yeah, in '25. 

Q Okay.  Well, yeah, '24, '25, that general time period anyway. 

A Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

Q Now, so apparently, you'd been working on two looms for some time.  I was 

wondering just how this -- 

A Well, I was running -- 

Q -- business of -- 

A -- two automatic looms. 

Q Yeah. 

A But they -- running hand looms is something else again. 

Q Oh, all right. 

A And when they -- they were going to have them run two hand looms, and I think 

they did go to -- for a while, and finally -- finally, most of the looms became 

automatic. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Yeah, I understand now.  I was -- there were automatic and hand 

looms in the plant -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- at the same time. 

A Yeah. 

Q And some people were working one, and some people were working the other. 

A In fact, we had three kinds of looms.  We had the old Crompton looms, we had 



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
January 11, 1977 

111 

Crompton-Knowles, and then we had the Crompton-Knowles automatics, three 

kinds of looms in the mill at the same time.  Finally, he got rid of all the old 

Cromptons and bought Crompton-Knowles, and then he -- for the most part, we 

were automatic after that. 

Q Okay, now, later on, when you began to get seriously involved in organizing a 

union, did this business of the number of looms you were working have anything 

to do with that? 

A It sure as hell did. 

Q Okay. 

A It had a lot to do with it. 

Q And now if you could, describe just what the connection was -- 

A Well, I don't know -- 

Q -- with your -- 

A Actually, I remember that by this time they had built the building down on -- the 

big addition on Rock River Woolen Mills down in the lower end of the -- where 

the old plant was. 

Q Okay. 

A And they had moved the looms down there, and they -- that was before 1925, and 

so -- I think it was before 1925, because I was out of the mill there for two or 

three years.  As I told you, I was in Milwaukee from -- I and Alie, from '26 

through the middle of '29.  I come back here just before the crash. 

Q Good timing. 

A Just before the bottom fell out of things. 
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Q Yeah. 

A And yeah, I -- I'm trying to remember.  I worked for two companies in 

Milwaukee.  Well, I spent most of my time -- I worked quite a while for Carpenter 

Baking Company. 

Q Yeah. 

A I think I talked about it and said -- 

Q Right. 

A -- a year or so, but I think it was much more than that.  I think it's probably two 

and a half years -- 

Q Okay. 

A -- that I worked for them, because I went to work over there as a machinist, and I 

can't remember the name of the plant.  And I was running Warner & Swasey 

lathes for this company, and they had Brown & Sharpe screw machines and stuff 

of this nature, which I was acquainted with.  And I worked for them, oh, seven or 

eight months.  I think I got 45 cents an hour as a full-fledged machinist for them, 

and I -- I would -- I didn't like the job.  I was working nights.  This was the thing 

that was bad about it.  I was on a -- I think I was working from 3:00 to 11:00 at 

night for them.  Why can't I remember the name of that company?  I -- 

Q Oh, that's -- don't worry about that. 

A Well, it makes -- it's a big company -- 

Q It's frustrating, I know. 

A -- that's still in business.  And it's on South Third Street, Milwaukee. 

Q Yeah.  I understand. 
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A Anyway, they -- I went to work for Carpenter Baking Company from there, and -- 

and my wife was unhappy as hell about my working nights.  And when I went to 

work for Carpenter, she -- I used to have to be down there at 6:00 o'clock in the 

morning, so I might just as well been working nights.  We used to load up at 6:00 

o'clock, start at 6:00 o'clock, and be on the road a quarter after 6:00 or 7:00 

o'clock, be out just -- oh, it was a wholesale bakery, and we were -- I was driving 

a wholesale bakery truck on a route, till I got promoted and became the boss of 

seven other guys, which -- another thing that I -- I told you about this, and I wasn't 

too happy about that, either. 

Q Yeah, right.  Right.  Okay, so do you remember roughly when it was that the 

group took the trip over to Milwaukee to see Mr. Benson?  Can you put that in 

some kind of time -- time frame for us?  Was it before, for example, the sit-down 

strike at General Motors?  Do you recall? 

A I think it was during that time. 

Q So it was right about that time? 

A Yeah. 

Q That would have been late '36 and early '37, then? 

A Yeah.  Yeah, I think it was just about that time. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A Because I know we had a union before they did, really. 

Q Do you recall what he told you? 

A Who, the -- the union, or the -- 

Q When you went over to Benson the first time, this group. 
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A Well, actually -- 

Q Do remember what -- you know, what did he counsel you to do? 

A It wasn't Bens that we seen.  He was a -- 

Q Oh, okay. 

A Benson, I was talking about.  In fact, we had probably a -- I talked to that guy 

three times in all the time that I knew him.  And in fact, our contact with him was 

very slim. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A In fact, he -- I think he got fired.  But it was the Amalgamated that we dealt with, 

and I can't tell you -- I know one of the guy's name was Rosenblum. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A Another guy's -- John Banahovich was another guy. 

Q Yeah. 

A And John was actually the guy that got credit for organizing Rock River Woolen 

Mills. 

Q Oh, I see.  Okay. 

A He's the guy that really got credit, because he was the -- he could -- he had spoke 

broken -- I don't know what he was, what his nationality was, but he was a 

foreigner, really.  He came over here, had a family in this country.  But he came 

over here as a young lad, but he spoke awful broken.  You had to really listen 

close to understand what old John was saying, but he was a brick.  He was a nice 

guy, one hell of a nice guy.  And -- 

Q So was it him that you really talked to that first time? 
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A He -- 

Q Is he the -- 

A He -- I got acquainted with him the second time I came in, I think. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A The first time, I met this other guy and -- but it was John Banahovich who really 

became the organizer of the deal, at least our contact with the International itself. 

Q Well, how did they -- how did they want you to proceed, then?  What did they tell 

you to do? 

A To start selling the union to the -- every division in the plant.  That was the 

general idea.  In fact, John Banahovich trained me as an organizer.  In fact, I 

loved the old guy.  I had a hard time understanding him, but he was -- he had a 

son who was with the Dyers Federation, was a -- one of the top guys of the Dyers 

Federation, later I found out.  I met him. 

Q Yeah. 

A Not Dyers Federation.  It was the -- well, it was the dye union. 

Q Okay.  Right. 

A And -- 

Q What did you learn from John Banahovich?  You say he taught you to organize.  

What do you remember -- 

A Oh, well, he -- 

Q What are some of the things that stand out that he taught you? 

A We talked -- he taught -- I talked to John a great many times after -- especially 

after the contact started. 
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Q Uh-huh. 

A You know, it wasn't very long after we organized that the Chicago Joint Board 

had be- -- had grown to a pretty good size by this time, by the time that we were 

really organized, and -- completely organized, anyway, for keeps.  They had about 

five or six locals in Chicago, none of them with as a low a number as we got.  Oh, 

yeah, they had one, Local 90, and 95.  Oh, yeah.  91 is in Milwaukee.  There was 

a few other ones, 

  But coming to think about it, now that I go back and dream about it, it 

seems to me that John was the guy that really told us how to talk to people and 

how to handle the situation as far as -- as really organizing.  And in fact, he was 

the most uncombative guy I ever met.  He wasn't looking for -- I mean, he -- he 

was a very quiet -- and in he said to do, I never heard him say, "Slug that guy," or 

anything of that nature.  And he didn't seem to get too riled up about the 

opposition within the mill, which I couldn't understand, and I can't to this day. 

Q You mean he wasn't cussing out management all the time? 

A That's -- no -- well, management, yes, but -- but opposition of workers in the 

plant. 

Q Oh, I see.  Okay. 

A That's what I was thinking about. 

Q I understand.  Yeah.  Okay. 

A Management, in John's idea, were -- they were, well, dictators. 

Q Yeah. 

A And he's right, no matter how nice they are. 
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Q You think they were at that time? 

A Yeah.  No matter how nice they are, they're still dictators. 

Q Yeah. 

A They still run the show, and so that -- that's what -- 

Q So he thought that you should be fairly gentle, then, with -- with workers -- 

A Yes, and patient. 

Q -- who were suspicious of the union? 

A Patient.  John, in fact -- and in fact, I think old John was a saint.  I think he had 

the thing figured out.  He -- he knew how -- if somebody slugged old John, I think 

John would have pushed him away, and that's about as far as he'd have gone with 

it.  He was that kind of a guy.  But he was a big man, hell of a big man.  John 

probably weighed 250 pounds when I knew him, and he was tall.  He was six-foot 

three or four.  Big man. 

Q Did you think that that approach seemed to work?  Is that an approach -- 

A It did work. 

Q -- that you tried to adapt? 

A It did work.  It did work.  We tried to ignore the opposition within the plant, the 

guys that was the stool pigeons and what have you, that we really knew were the 

stool pigeons.  And we tried to work on the guys who -- within the plant, who -- 

who weren't combative, and were willing to sit down and talk to us.  And there 

was many of them. 

Q Now, when you say, "work on them," just what did that involve?  How did you go 

about trying to -- 
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A Well, we -- 

Q -- convert these people? 

A We told -- I'd run around and use the normal things that John would say.  A 

worker is one, and he's got about as much chance of getting -- moving on as one, 

as a snowball in hell.  And we used to talk about the fact that the boss runs the 

plant.  Now we want to -- we want the right to sit down and argue with them 

about these wages, hours, and working conditions.  And this was the thing that 

we -- that we preached on.  And we won very handily the second time, and Tate 

knew he had a union in his plant. 

Q How -- how did Banahovich tell you to deal with management?  Did his approach 

to management differ at all from his approach -- 

A John -- 

Q -- to workers? 

A John -- as far as grievances was concerned, if we couldn't settle a grievance with 

management, and we felt that we had a just grievance, we'd get John.  We'd call 

John in, and John would come in and argue with them about it, and maybe they -- 

we always had an arbitration clause in our contract.  If we couldn't settle the thing 

one way, we'd settle it by arbitration, especially when we had a contract.  And we 

did have two or three arbitration cases.  I was in on all three of them -- well, all of 

them that we had.  One or two of them were discharged.  We won them all, so I -- 

as far as I'm concerned, that was enough. 

Q Do you remember what those cases were about? 

A No, this I -- this I can't tell you right now.  And I -- before I go to bed tonight, I'll 
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think of it. 

Q That's -- well, when you do, just jot a note down about it, and we'll talk about it 

the next time we get together. 

A Okay. 

Q That's okay. 

A I've forgotten.  I'll probably even forget -- 

Q Yeah, I think that's -- 

A -- that I was talking about it. 

Q That's something we'll probably come to. 

A It -- one -- I know one of them was a discharge case, and I don't know what -- 

who it was, or anything of that matter. 

Q Yeah.  All right. 

A But I know we won it. 

  Oh, we -- we went to arbitration on the four-loom proposition, and I don't 

know whether we won or lost that.  I think that we had a split decision on this 

thing, where they modified it, or something.  Gee whiz, I wish that some of my 

buddies were around that I could talk to them now, because, see, I was out of here 

so darn long that -- 

Q Right.  Right.  Yeah.  I know that's a problem. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  I think we've come to a point here, Mr. Litney -- we're 

almost out of tape, too -- that would probably be a good stopping place for us.  

We can pick up from here the next time. 

  MR. LITNEY:  I think -- I think it would be probably good.    
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(Interview adjourned.)
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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is January 19th, 1977.  Today we're having the 

third session with Mr. Jerry Litney of Milton, Wisconsin.  We're talking with Mr. 

Litney down in his -- his home in Milton. 

Q Mr. Litney, we were talking a little bit last week about your role in helping to 

organize the chapter of the Textile Workers Union at Rock River Woolen Mills.  I 

was wondering if -- if you could describe -- and we've talked about this a little bit 

before, but I'd like to -- to have you describe what your role really was in the 

union at first, and then how your role developed, because eventually you became 

president. 

A I was a volunteer committeeman, that's all, in the beginning of the organization.  

The organization was started by others.  I'm trying to remember the -- one of the 

lad's names who became the very first president of the local, I think, before -- 

before we had even a charter.  His name was Dulin, his last name.  For some 

reason or other his first name escapes me.  And there were other Dulins in the 

mill, but none of them in the weave room, and Dulin was a weaver.  There were 

other committee people, other people involved in this thing, that lived near the 

mill and who were interested, and that was -- Hendrickson was one of the lads 

that -- that I worked closely with, and -- because he was a neighbor.  And, well, 

those were the two important ones that I can recall right at the moment. 

Q Why was the union formed at the time that it was?  Do you recall? 

A Primarily to -- to bring us our right to sit down and argue with the company over 

their commands that they sent out from the -- from their offices, and also to be 

able to deal with them on these questions so that we -- at least we had a voice in 
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the working conditions.  And of course wages was another one.  We -- and at that 

time the mill was modernizing strongly.  I don't think we were too much opposed 

to modernation -- modernization, but we were opposed to overloads per worker.  

And I'm saying a job overload.  And this was happening in several portions of the 

mill at that particular time. 

Q Yeah, I remember you talked about -- we talked about that some last week. 

A Yeah, that's right.  That they could -- 

Q So you would say then that -- that -- is it fair to say that the company was 

arbitrary in dealing with workers as far as from your point of view? 

A From the company's point of view they were running their business, and from our 

point of view, we were trying to get involved in our business of taking home our 

paychecks, and being able to earn it, and getting a fair deal. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A That was our -- the best thing I could say that was important at that particular 

stage.  I have no -- 

Q In ranking these, if you had -- if I had to -- if you had to rank these factors that 

you've mentioned, wages, being overloaded in work, the attitudes of management 

toward the workers, how -- how would you rank them, one, two, three? 

A I think wages and working conditions ranked one, two, on that basis. 

Q Apparently these conditions existed previously in the -- in the mill.  You know, 

you've spoken about the early years you worked there, and you say the pay was 

low, and the conditions, working conditions, were not good, and workers weren't 

listened to particularly.  Why was it, in the mid-thirties, that this took place?  
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Why -- why at that time?  Why not before? 

A I think at that time, if I recall, General Motors came into town and -- and they -- 

they were deeply involved in -- in, oh, bad working conditions.  People were 

complaining down there, and I think this -- our friends, in talking about things, it 

kind of festered a little more in the mill than it would have under normal 

conditions, excepting that I think we had a militant group within the mill who 

were unhappy long before General Motors came in.  Very much so.  But I think -- 

Q Now, in terms of your relationship with the United Auto Workers and what was 

going on at General Motors, was it -- did the people in the mill actually have 

personal relationships with people at General Motors, or was it just that General -- 

the people at GM were setting a kind of an example that the people in the mill 

were following? 

A No, I don't think the -- I think the mill was much more militant than -- than the 

auto workers were at that stage.  We did have relatives working, many of us did, 

anyway, in General Motors.  I -- one of my brother-in-laws was working there at 

that -- at that time.  He lives in this very building where I do. 

Q Now, how did it happen that -- that you became president of the union?  If you 

could, just kind of outline your -- your rise in the local union. 

A Oh, I -- I don't know.  I probably was the most outspoken of -- probably more 

outspoken than a lot -- 

Q Probably, yeah. 

A -- a lot of people, and that probably was one of the reasons.  And everybody knew 

me in the mill.  In fact, when we got together, if nobody else was talking, I was.  



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
January 19, 1977 

124 

So I'm afraid that I've always been a gabby guy, so I don't -- I don't attribute it to 

being anything special. 

Q Now, you've referred previously to a period when the union kind of faltered and 

broke up, and then you and a group of other people picked up the pieces.  Is that 

right? 

A That's -- that's right.  That's when I became really involved strongly in the mill.  

We had a -- a company guy, company-minded guy in the mill.  I'm not going to 

mention his name.  Him and his wife both worked in the mill, and they had close 

ties to -- to Mr. Tate.  They went to the same church he did, and what have you, 

and they -- that was the backbone of this program.  They were trying to form a 

company union.  That's how we got voted out, but not -- because the company 

had -- idea hadn't -- they hadn't done anything about it, but they did get a lot of 

people to vote no against the union.  And this was -- was the real issue there. 

Q Do you recall when this vote took place?  Or how long was it before you 

became -- you became president in '37, so maybe you could put it in terms of -- 

A Well, that's when -- 

Q -- how long it was before you -- 

A I think that this -- most of this union idea came in when the first -- well, let's see, I 

think it was about the -- it had to be '36, late in '36 that we started messing around 

with the union.  When we lost out, it -- I don't believe that -- if I said 1937, that -- 

I think that's when we were voted out. 

Q Now, the sit- -- the GM sit-down was in early 1937, in January. 

A Was it? 
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Q Right.  So would have it been before or after that?  Do you recall? 

A It was after that. 

Q Okay.  Yeah, it would have -- 

A Yeah.  Quite a bit after that. 

Q Yeah.  It would have been '37? 

A Yeah.  It'd be late '37, if it was '37. 

Q Yeah.  All right. 

A And -- 

Q Well, that's good.  That locates it -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- pretty well in time for us. 

A Uh-huh. 

Q All right.  Okay.  How soon after the -- the vote to -- the vote against the union 

were you successful in establishing the union?  And what happened?  You know, 

how was it that you could come back after a little while, and -- 

A I think it was approximately a year that we were -- and I think the law provided 

that.  And -- and but we worked -- we went working on our people at that 

particular time, immediately.  And many things happened in between times.  A 

couple of bad deals were passed out.  I don't remember what they were now.  You 

have to realize that I -- I was involved in at least a couple thousand such cases 

later, and -- 

Q Yeah, right.  Right. 

A So -- 
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Q Well, when you say you worked on people, do you recall -- how did you work on 

people? 

A Well, we -- we talked to our friends.  We contacted them in their homes and at 

work, and what have you.  Several of us did this.  If one man failed, another one 

tried, and so on and so forth, and we finally built up a pretty strong following.  

And that's when I went to Milwaukee to talk to the -- the International reps over 

there at that particular stage, to get involved, and get them involved so that we 

could get an election.  We had a meeting, had several meetings where everybody 

was invited.  Company stooges and everything else was allowed, and invited, 

allowed to come, and many of them took part, and -- in the discussions.  And we 

signed probably 70 percent of the people in the union.  This is an approximate 

figure.  Signed them up again.  And these were the -- this was the instrument used 

to go to the National Labor Relations Board and get an election.  And this is what 

occurred. 

Q It seems like -- it seems that you did a lot of groundwork and legwork that -- that 

maybe hadn't been done before in the original effort to organize. 

A Very definitely so.  Very definitely so, because we -- we actually did contact 

work.  There was -- there was -- oh, there must have been twenty people who 

were willing to get out and go and see their friends and relatives and what have 

you.  This went on for a long time.  Many people who didn't come along with us 

after even a couple of contacts finally came along, and some got very active, 

surprising -- surprisingly active.  And I can't give you the answer to why, other 

than the fact that we probably did a good selling job.  Some people did, anyway. 
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Q Do you recall any of these, you know, twenty or so people who -- who assisted 

you in this, in this organizational activity? 

A Well, the Dulins.  A couple of families of Dulins working there were pretty well 

involved.  Gosh, I'm going to miss a lot of people, because names escape me now 

after, my gosh, all these years, and being away from here so long.  This is funny, 

because -- well, there was a lad named Stewart Terwilliger and his wife.  She 

became one of our -- one of our best supporters.  In fact, she was one of my better 

friends, him and her.  I was raised with Stewart, and -- as a neighbor.  I'm 

ashamed to think that I can't remember some of their names.  There was a lot of -- 

a lot of good people. 

Q You know, as we go along here if you -- you know, if some of the names come to 

you, don't be afraid to interject them when they do.  It's not at all unusual.  You 

know, that's forty years ago.  You can't be expected to -- to come up with all of 

them. 

A I think I would have probably remembered it a great deal more if I hadn't been 

away so long, so far away from them -- 

Q Right.  Yeah. 

A -- and out of contact with these people.  And -- and the other thing that adds this, 

that many, many a drive I've had in other localities is -- and where maybe 4- or 

500 people were involved. 

Q Sure. 

A So -- 

Q Yeah, you've met literally thousands of people over the years who have -- 
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A Oh, no question about it. 

Q Yeah.  Right.  You know, you mentioned the Terwilligers, and you specifically 

mentioned Mrs. Terwilliger, and that leads into something that I was interested in.  

I know you mentioned, I think last week, that -- that women were becoming 

increasingly a large part of the work force during the thirties.  I was wondering 

how they -- what role they played in the union.  What kind of attitudes did they 

have toward the union, if they're -- you know, if you can categorize in that way? 

A Well, women, some of them, were stewards in the union, in the early stages.  In 

fact, some of the departments of necessity had to be women, because a -- the 

spooling department, for instance, was a hundred percent female, like with -- 

outside of a mechanic.  And so those departments had women, one, in that.  I can't 

recall any others.  Mrs. Terwilliger and Stewart were weavers, and they worked -- 

they worked on their friends, which incidentally was most of my friends.  They 

would -- they had a stabilizing effect on them.  We had a few committee meetings 

in the Terwilliger home, many of them in mine, but some in hers, and -- in the 

early stages of this thing.  I think that's the best I can do on that. 

Q Yeah.  Were there any women officers that you recall? 

A I don't recall any woman officers. 

Q Do you -- who -- do you recall the officers who worked with you, you know, who 

were under you as president? 

A Yes.  There was Oliver Nunes was a -- who was a -- I think Oliver Nunes was a 

treasurer of the local. 

Q Now, how did you -- how do you spell that last name? 
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A N-u-n-e-s. 

Q All right. 

A Hendrickson was the -- was the recording secretary. 

Q Do you recall his first name? 

A Morris. 

Q Very good.  It's all coming back, huh? 

A The -- I think that's as far as I can go on that. 

Q Yeah, that's okay. 

A But we were in contact more than -- 

Q Sure. 

A -- the other people were, because, well, we didn't live too far apart either, and -- at 

that stage. 

Q What do you recall about the background of Oliver Nunes? 

A Oh, he came from Jacksonville, Illinois.  He worked in the woolen mill in 

Jacksonville, Illinois.  I've been in the mill, but I can't tell you its name.  But he -- 

him -- there was several came from Jacksonville up here at some time, when the 

mill down there had a problem of some kind.  Maybe it was shut down.  And they 

never -- most of them stayed here for years.  Oliver Nunes, I think, is still alive 

and living here.  He's the only one I remember of that group right at the moment. 

Q Was he a weaver? 

A He was a weaver.  Yeah. 

Q What about Morris Hendrickson?  Do you recall anything about him? 

A Morris was a -- it was -- he supplied the stock for the weavers.  He hauled -- we 
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called -- he was a filling -- the filling carrier, as we called it in those days.  In 

other words, he run the stock room in -- where the filling was coming down, the 

different lots of it, and different colors and shades and what have you, and he 

controlled and took care of that, and supplied the weavers with the necessary 

filling for his -- for their warps. 

Q Was he a native of Janesville, do you recall? 

A Yes, he -- 

Q Or did he come from -- 

A He's still living. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A On South Pearl Street. 

Q Really. 

A Right at the foot of the Galena Street -- what used to be Galena Street bridge.  I 

don't know what -- what it is now, whether they call that Racine Street or what. 

Q Uh-huh.  Yeah, right. 

A And -- but Morris is still living.  Morris is a little older than I am.  Morris is 

probably crowding eighty. 

Q Yeah. 

A Pretty bright guy.  He lives all alone in a big house down there.  Well, he rents up 

the -- he rents his upstairs out.  I haven't seen him in a year.  I went down to see 

him here not -- about a year ago.  In fact, it was Mrs. Terwilliger and I that went 

down and seen him. 

Q You mentioned a little bit ago that you got 70 percent of the people signed up.  
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What about the other 30 percent?  Why didn't people join the union, or why didn't 

that segment of people join the union? 

A I -- I couldn't give you a -- we had a union shop once we went to business, once 

we got a contract.  And there was no real opposition group, as a group, within 

the -- in the plant after we won the election that I ever was able to discern.  And I 

don't know their reasons.  Their reasons could have been they didn't like this guy 

or that guy, and maybe didn't like Jerry Litney. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A You never know.  And -- and I wouldn't blame them if they didn't.  Sometimes I 

didn't like them either. 

Q Yeah, that's -- that's a good point.  I mean not about people not liking you, but the 

reasons for not -- for not joining. 

  Would you characterize -- it seems then that the opposition to the union 

wasn't really fervent -- 

A It wasn't bedrock. 

Q -- or well organized.  Yeah. 

A It wasn't bedrock.  There were a couple of people, three or four maybe, who were 

staunchly against the union, primarily because of their tie-in with the Tate family. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A Or maybe one of the straw bosses, the bosses within the plant.  So that -- that 

could be.  And we never bothered too much with them.  Never felt too badly 

about it.  If they had grievances we'd have fought them for them. 

Q Yeah.  Do you happen to recall how -- the rough percentages of the vote, the 
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second vote? 

A I can't honestly give you even a -- a rough estimate, but I think we won strongly. 

Q Okay.  Yeah.  Well, that's good.  That's fine.  You don't recall it being a close 

thing? 

A No.  No, it wasn't. 

Q Okay.  Were there areas of strength and weakness in the plant as far as the union 

was concerned?  Were there some departments that were strong or less strong 

than others? 

A Gee, I can't tell you that either, because so many of the departments were -- some 

of them were small, had only five or six people working in it, and to measure their 

weakness would be unfair when you're talking about five people against 150 

people in some other department.  It would be very unfair to say that 70 percent 

were for us in -- in the dye house, for instance.  I do know that we were 

reasonably strong in the dye house.  The carding department, I think we were -- I 

think it was pretty equal. 

Q Yeah.  You don't seem to have any -- 

A No. 

Q Nothing stands out, then? 

A Nothing.  Nothing. 

Q Right.  Did -- did those who joined the union have any -- have any unifying 

characteristics in terms of religion, or age, or background, experience in the plant, 

or religion maybe, area of residence in the city?  Were there any factors that 

seemed to hold the people together? 
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A I don't think -- I don't think we run into any Jehova Witnesses, any a program 

where they were anti-union because of their background or religious background.  

I don't think we run into that.  I've run into it later in life in other plants, but I 

didn't there, we didn't.  And no, I don't -- I don't believe so, because we were 

pretty well mixed up.  We had -- the two strongest groups were -- were probably 

the Italian and German groups.  Irish wasn't too weak.  I mean, at least their 

backgrounds were.  But I think they were pretty equal, I think, as far as the guys 

getting out and -- well, each one of those groups were pretty well represented all 

the way through this program.  I don't recall any -- any specific group or religious 

group that -- or nationality group that would have -- was opposed to us, even -- 

even 50 percent. 

Q Yeah.  Okay.  Yeah, all right, that's -- that's good.  Now, you've given some clues 

as to how management reacted to the union, but let's -- let's see if we can develop 

that -- that, a little bit more.  You seem to have -- just how did management react?  

What actions did they take, what steps did they take to counter the union? 

A They took a great many steps.  They tried their -- to -- as I said, they had a group 

who was in contact with them.  I'm almost positive of this.  I couldn't swear -- I 

couldn't -- I wouldn't take a -- I wouldn't take an oath and say that they were, on 

that basis, but I do know that there wasn't any -- their position was, they didn't 

want a union, and -- and as far as I'm concerned, I don't think they -- they weren't 

the worst company I ever dealt with, I'll tell you that, by a long shot. 

Q Yeah. 

A In fact, they sat down graciously with us.  They shook hands with me when we 
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won the election, the president of the company did.  And -- 

Q Did he say anything that you remember? 

A He -- well, he congratulated me on a -- on a victory, and I told him that it wasn't 

me alone.  But I was the chairman of the thing at that particular stage.  And I also 

was at -- I was the -- I was one of poll watchers when they took the election.  I 

was there when that happened, so -- I and Oliver Nunes.  Yeah, that -- that's about 

it. 

Q Were you ever threatened or intimidated -- 

A Incidenta- -- 

Q -- in any way? 

A If I was -- 

Q Okay. 

A -- I don't remember it. 

Q All right. 

A This election was held in the -- I think in the City Hall in Janesville, if my 

memory serves me right.  Yes, it was.  That's something I hadn't thought of in 

forty years. 

Q Yeah.  That's good.  Did the company make any efforts that you were aware of to 

hire antiunion workers? 

A No. 

Q Maybe not necessarily strike breakers, but workers -- 

A No, no. 

Q -- that they thought would be antiunion? 
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A Not that I'm aware of. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A And I don't think they made too many moves I didn't know about.  At least find a 

way of finding out. 

Q Was -- did they do anything besides trying to organize a company union?  You 

know, they didn't -- they didn't try to hire antiunion workers, they never 

threatened you.  The only thing I can see so far that they did to counter the union 

was to organize a company union. 

A They -- I recall one threat given to me by the foreman in the department.  He -- Ed 

Hoffman.  Poor guy is dead now.  He told me that -- the day that we went up to 

take the vote, the -- if -- he said, "This could mean the end of you around here," he 

said to me.  And that's as far as he went.  And I said, "Well, don't worry about it, 

Ed, because it isn't going to happen." 

Q Was anyone discharged -- 

A No. 

Q -- for union activity? 

A No.  Not that I know of. 

Q You apparently never felt that your job was in jeopardy -- 

A No. 

Q -- because of it. 

A No, I didn't care.  I wasn't too worried about it, I'll tell you that. 

Q Yeah. 

A No, I didn't doubt but what we could win. 
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Q Yeah. 

A And if they had've discharged anybody before that election because of union 

activity we'd have filed charges immediately, and we didn't.  We never had to.  

All in all, it was one of the cleaner elections I was involved in.  And I had 

hundreds of them. 

Q Now, do you attribute that to -- to President Tate? 

A I attri- -- 

Q Or just what do you attribute it to? 

A I attributed it to at least fair play as far as the management was concerned.  I -- 

they did -- I can't ever recall them doing anything that I thought was -- was illegal 

or -- or dishonest in their dealings with us.  Sure, they were fighting to still 

become king and run their own nation, and I -- of course we -- all of that, we took 

into consideration.  Most of us did, anyway. 

Q Well, you seem to remember it then as a fairly civilized natural conflict 

between -- 

A We had our -- 

Q -- capital and labor. 

A -- conflicts.  We had our conflicts and our arguments, but they weren't -- they 

weren't the type that I -- I'm probably handicapped, because I've run into many 

fights that were real fights, and where things -- so in comparing our organizing 

drive there to 90 percent of the other ones around the country that I was in, they 

were comparatively mild. 

Q Well, that -- 
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A Ours was comparatively mild on that sense. 

Q Now, in a way, that's why your attitude is interesting, because you have had all 

these other experiences. 

A Yeah. 

Q You do have a point of comparison. 

A Yeah. 

Q So yeah, that's -- that's a good point.  Were -- did any strikes result?  Did you have 

any strikes during those -- during that period, the late thirties? 

A I can't -- 

Q I know there was one earlier, a wildcat that you mentioned. 

A No, we had a wildcat strike, I'd say, and that was the -- I can't -- well, we went 

out -- the weave room went out a couple of times, but only for a couple hours.  

But I think some of this was during the drive.  I don't think it was after the -- 

Q Uh-huh. 

A I don't recall a strike in the mill that I was involved with, but I wasn't involved too 

heavily after 1940 or '41, so -- and they did me a -- they took me off -- off, out of 

the mill, and when I was out of the mill, I didn't service Rock River Woolen Mill.  

It was a policy we had, the national union had.  They weren't -- they were trying 

to get fresh leadership and new leadership, and build up strength from that. 

Q Yeah.  Do you recall the terms of -- of the first contract?  Did you sign a contract 

with them right after the election, or just how did that work?  Let's get that nailed 

down. 

A Three or four weeks later.  I can't tell you what the terms of the contract was, 
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other than the fact that it was a union shop. 

Q Okay. 

A And -- 

Q So that was something you achieved then, right off. 

A Oh, very important, in that sense.  Especially with the -- with the opposition. 

Q Did any workers quit as a result of that? 

A No. 

Q Or were any workers let -- dismissed? 

A I don't recall anybody leaving the mill because of the union. 

Q Yeah. 

A At that time.  No, I can't -- I can't tell you what the first wage increase was. 

Q Was there -- there was a wage increase as you -- in the contract? 

A There was a wage increase.  There was a wage increase, and there was a vacation 

clause, and -- and a wage and hours clause, of course, and then the -- the -- I 

don't -- I don't think there was any holidays or anything at that stage.  But I do 

remember that the second contract I was involved, we got a paid holiday or two.  I 

don't know how many.  I think we got in- -- some kind of insurance lined up.  But 

that's as far as I can go on the thing, to my own recollections. 

Q Right. 

A I don't want to say something that I don't -- can't back up. 

Q Do you know if any copies of that contract exist now? 

A They did, until my wife died.  I kept every contract.  I don't know what happened 

to them. 
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Q Yeah. 

A I don't think -- 

Q So there wouldn't be one on file anywhere that you know about? 

A No. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A Things were pretty unsettled when she died on -- 

Q Who negotiated that contract?  What group of people?  Do you recall the group 

that did the negotiating? 

A Well -- 

Q On both sides? 

A Well, they had a man named Peacock who was the secretary of the company and 

treasurer of the Rock River Woolen Mills. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A J.B. Tate, and a lawyer from up town.  I'm trying to remember -- I think his name 

was Woods.  I haven't thought of him in years.  And as far as the union was 

concerned there was, I think -- myself chaired.  I was the chairman, of course, and 

the committee was made up of -- of stewards around the various departments.  I 

think there was three, three or four stewards.  Three stewards involved, and a -- 

the secretary, financial secretary.  Not the secre- -- not the regular or recording 

secretary, the financial secretary.  And I think that was it.  I don't recall who the 

other ones was, and I'm doing some people an injustice here, because my memory 

is failing on that score, and I -- 

Q That's -- that's okay. 
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A -- I don't know -- 

Q I think they'll understand that.  You know, here you were, negotiating the first 

contract, and there would be -- there would certainly be all kinds of possibilities 

for difficulties, and tension, and conflict in that situation.  How did it work out, 

really?  How -- 

A Well, we had -- 

Q How was the negotiating carried out? 

A We negotiated in the lawyer's office, and had several negotiation sessions, the 

first contract.  I think a man named Peacock represented Tate for the most part in 

these negotiations, and Bob Tate, Tate's brother, Jimmy Tate's brother.  We did 

have quite a few pretty hot arguments, over why we have to have this, and why 

we have to have that, and at that time many of these things that we were talking 

about were -- well, all of the things, for the most part, was something new in the 

sense as -- especially in an industrial complex.  And so we had our problems.  I 

know we must have had eight or ten negotiation sessions of three and four hours a 

session.  I remem- -- the last session, I think, was a long one.  I think it -- 

  Oh, incidentally, we had a couple arbitration cases, and I can't even recall 

what the arbitration cases were about.  We won them, incidentally.  And we had a 

lawyer, a union lawyer from New York City, or from Milwaukee, presented our 

case for us, and -- in those cases.  And these were shortly after the union won, 

contract was signed.  Some of the thing that we couldn't settle wound up -- one of 

them, anyway, wound up in arbitration.  We won it. 

Q Do you recall what that issue was? 
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A That's the thing that annoys me much.  I can't remember what it was.  I've been in 

at least seventy-five arbitration cases in my day. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A I can't recall.  I really can't. 

Q Yeah.  You've mentioned Peacock a couple of times as the guy who apparently 

did the -- the real nitty-gritty work for the company, and I was wondering what 

your attitude -- what you recall about him and, you know, how you reacted to 

him. 

A Just like I would an adversary in anything.  No, he -- of course, we had our 

differences of opinions, and his was strong, and so was mine, so -- we might have 

been able to negotiate a contract a little quicker, I think, with another man heading 

up their committee.  I -- I'm reasonably sure of that.  But I've met worse guys.  

Much worse. 

Q What was the -- how would you characterize the attitude of the company people?  

You know, here they were -- this is something they'd never done before, never 

even -- didn't think it was necessary, probably.  You know, they might -- 

A Well, in my experience -- you see, I came in on the second batch of this deal. 

Q Right. 

A I -- I was involved in the first, but not -- not in any kind of a position where it 

made much difference.  I would say that their attitude was a pretty normal 

attitude.  If I'd have been on their side of the table I'd have felt the same as they 

did, that they didn't want interference in the running of their business.  That's all.  

In no aspect of it.  And this is what it amounted to.  And, of course, they argued 
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about many things.  The biggest surprise was that the union shop idea wasn't a 

hard-fought -- wasn't as hard fought as I've seen in many cases.  And -- and I 

remember I was quite surprised at that myself.  But that was one thing I give them 

credit for.  They didn't -- they didn't scrap over the union shop as hard as they 

could have.  And -- 

Q Well, of your demands, that was probably the one that cost them the least. 

A Yeah. 

Q In a way. 

A Yes, but it also meant that they were deserting their twenty or twenty-five percent 

of people who -- it meant they deserted them there. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah.  That's loyalty, I guess, huh? 

A Well, it really -- that's what it really means, that that's the -- 

Q Yeah. 

A They -- 

Q Sure. 

A Well, the most direct point that affects the overall thinking.  My thinking, 

anyway. 

Q Yeah.  How did you feel?  And maybe you have some recollections of the other 

people who were involved in the negotiations too.  You know, here this is 

something that -- that, you know, was new for -- for you and for -- 

A Well, at that time -- 

Q -- workers at that time. 

A -- I think it -- at that time everybody involved in the setup as far as the union was 
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concerned in negotiations was extremely happy about it.  We had very little 

opposition to accepting the -- the final proposal, and -- in the shop.  Very little of 

that.  I remember -- as I remember, the vote was overwhelming to accept the 

contract as negotiated. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A But for fear that people misunderstand, I think the -- the union representative 

who, at that stage, negotiated this contract was a pretty brilliant man.  He did an 

excellent job, and -- and I'm ashamed that I can't tell you his name, because the 

man was highly thought of within the national union.  And I don't think he was 

with us too long after -- oh, I think three or four years, I think the man died. 

Q Now, he came from where? 

A He came from Chicago. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A I later worked with him.  His name I can tell you now.  Harold T. McGrew. 

Q Okay.  Good. 

A Yeah.  Tremendous guy. 

Q So he actually -- he was actually opposed to Peacock then in that situation. 

A Oh, yes.  Yes. 

Q Right.  You weren't -- 

A Yeah. 

Q It was him, not -- you weren't -- 

A Oh, no, I -- 

Q -- really the -- 
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A My gosh, I was -- all I was, one of his fingers.  That's all. 

Q Yeah.  Okay, right.  All right. 

A McGrew was -- was the -- he was the president of the Chicago Joint Board of the 

Textile Workers Union.  And he negotiated most of the contracts that were 

negotiated in later years, up until sometime, I think -- in 1950, I think, McGrew 

suddenly took sick and died.  And he was a reasonably young man at that stage.  I 

don't think that McGrew was anywheres near forty-five years old at that time.  In 

fact, he happened to be one of my patron saints, one of the guys I thought a great 

deal of. 

Q Did he have something to do with your eventually going to Chicago with the 

union? 

A Very definitely.  Very definitely.  He's the man that -- I went to work in the -- at 

that stage, as an International rep in the Chicago office.  I was the only 

International rep there, other than McGrew himself, at that stage.  I went to work 

directly under him.  And we had another director.  We had a Midwest director 

who was my real boss, and his name was William J. Tuller.  He was the -- he was 

a vice-president of the international union and a -- and the Midwest director of 

this eleven-state area, at that stage. 

Q Did you -- when you got involved in the union and when you assumed the 

presidency of the union did you ever think that it might lead to -- to something 

beyond just local -- 

A I didn't -- 

Q -- local work? 
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A I had no idea of -- I never even dreamed of going to work for an international 

union.  When I was approached, and McGrew approached me, I had to do some 

thinking, because he was an honest chap.  He told me what -- that I would -- at 

least one or two nights a week, might not be home.  I might be in some other 

locality such as Milwaukee, or some other -- South Bend, Indiana.  We went -- we 

had locals down there, and La Porte, and we had them spread all over the 

Midwest at that time.  But the Chicago regional office took care of things, say, 

within -- outside of the 300-mile limit was taken care of by them, for the most 

part.  And that's about what it amounts to, but -- 

Q So the only draw- -- 

A I -- my wife was willing, and -- to -- that I go there.  She knew she was going to 

have to move in to Chicago, and that -- at that time, we had a home, and it was 

paid for, and which we -- we decided we would sell in preference to renting, and 

did.  And we sold it for $1500.  Mm-mm. 

Q That was really something in 19- -- what was it, '39 or '40, or around there? 

A It was home -- it was a home that I had drove 90 percent of the nails in myself, 

and built, three or four years before I got active in the union.  And -- and the -- I 

sold it for probably $200 more than I had put into it.  And that's what it about 

amounted to.  That place is worth about 12-, $14,000 now, at least.  And so -- 

Q Right.  Huh.  Well, you seem -- accept for the business of having to travel, you 

seemed to have -- you considered this quite an opportunity then, I gather. 

A Yes, I did.  It was, and it was in a -- it meant that I was going to earn a little more 

money, and I had a chance to advance, and which I was lucky enough to do.  
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And -- and I was doing something that was interesting. 

Q Right. 

A It was an interesting challenge to try to organize an unorganized plant from the 

outside, and that's what I did for the first two or three years that I worked for the 

company.  I did negotiate a couple of contracts, but for the most part -- and sat in 

on arbitration cases, but for the most part, I was doing organizing. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah.  Well, maybe you could just -- why don't you just describe -- take a 

case, and describe what you actually did, how you -- how you went about that.  

Take a case that you recall. 

A Well, if we had a target plant that we wanted, because we had -- it was in a 

division that we had another plant or two, I would go down to the plant and talk to 

a worker, a couple of workers.  Or I would investigate and try to find somebody 

that was working in that plant that I could get a little information about, and then 

I'd go and talk to the individual. 

Q Well, how would you decide who to use as your initial contact? 

A Basically on the attitudes of the individuals, for the most part, in their discussions 

with me.  Many times, though, we would build a committee from that, an 

organizing committee, as we called it in those days.  And we'd use that organizing 

committee to -- to do the job of organizing within the plant.  And we would 

supply the literature and things that was needed, and pass it out in front of the 

plant, and do contact work, house-to-house work on names and addresses that 

were submitted to us through these committees.  And this is how -- how it was 

done. 
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  Sometimes -- sometimes, if we knew there was enough spark inside the 

plant, we would just call a meeting.  I've abandoned that later, because although I 

had a couple of wonderful experiences with it, I found that it -- it wasn't always 

the wisest course to do, and so what we did is, we -- we'd have committee 

meetings and build to a meeting through these committee meetings.  We'd build 

on the basis of what they were able to tell us, and when we thought it was ready, 

we would call a meeting and get the people together and go from there. 

Q So you wouldn't -- you preferred not to call a general meeting right away, simply 

because -- 

A Oh, yes. 

Q -- you hadn't done the groundwork and it might flop?  Was that -- 

A That's right.  That's right.  In fact, it alarmed the boss immediately, and -- and he 

could bring in the militia and what have you.  No, it wasn't a wise course.  I -- I'd 

seen others do it, and it wasn't a wise course to call a meeting.  I've seen 

organizers run around with patent leaflets, and where they'd go and rent a meeting 

hall in a town, and they'd put out leaflets in front of a plant, and maybe get two 

people come to the -- to the meeting, immediately spot two people, and which I 

thought was a little silly. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A And there are brave souls who will -- if they feel strongly about something, will 

stick their chin out, and you don't like to see them get chopped off before they -- 

before -- at least until you can defend them.  And so on that basis, I was opposed 

to calling meetings. 
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Q Yeah. 

A On that basis per se, anyway. 

Q Did you do a good deal of the contact work yourself, or did you rely on the 

committee, the organizing committee, to do that? 

A I did -- I did contact work based on the reports from these committees.  I can 

remember -- maybe I'll give you an example.  I was sitting talking to a committee 

in the very early days of my going on the staff of the International, and they 

pointed to me a guy named Sage.  They said, "He's -- he's a -- normally, we think 

he's a pretty smart guy, but he's -- he's against the union.  He's against 

organizing."  And he said -- they said, "I think you should go and see him."  They 

thought that I should go and see him. 

  I went down and talked to the guy, and he wouldn't give me an answer 

after I'd spent about an hour and half with him, and so we set up a date that I 

would see him three or four days later.  I -- I was going out of town and coming 

back again.  And I did.  And the next time I went to see him, I was only there 

twenty minutes when he decided that he was going to go whole-hog out -- out 

with us.  He was going with us.  And he actually -- actually this was the key to 

that union in that shop.  And we really went to town on that.  I had another one, I 

can't recall his name, and -- 

Q So if you could break one guy -- you mean he was kind of a leader, then? 

A Yes. 

Q Yeah. 

A He was a guy that was respected by a lot of people. 
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Q Right.  Right. 

A And -- and this we did many places.  I remember I organized a plant -- 

Q Hold on.  Before you get into this, we're going to have to switch sides of the tape. 

A Yeah.  Okay. 

Q And we'll pick it up. 

(Pause for tape change.) 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right, we're continuing the interview with Mr. Jerry 

Litney on January 19th, 1977. 

Q Mr. Litney, you were about to tell -- 

A Well, we were -- 

Q -- a story about another plant you were organizing. 

A We were talking about key contacts. 

Q Right. 

A And I recall one I had in Chicago that I -- I -- we had been working on the plant, 

and we were slowly but surely -- well, maybe we were signing up one or two in a 

week in the place.  Of course, we couldn't spend full time on any of them.  And 

one guy -- one fellow came out of the plant one day, and I -- he was a colored lad, 

an older lad at that.  And I talked to him, and he told me, he said, "I don't have 

time to talk to you here," he said, but he slipped me his name and address on a 

piece of paper.  And he said, "I'd like to talk to you about it." 

  So I went -- I went to -- I went to his home that night, that very night.  

And of course that was the idea of the thing.  That's why he handed it to me.  And 

I spent -- I spent about four hours with that man that night, till about 11:00 
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o'clock.  And he was all for it, but he wanted me to come back again, so they 

invited me to supper the next night.  And I went down the next night and I had 

dinner at their home, or supper, whatever you want to call it.  They called it 

supper. 

  And so -- and at the table -- this was -- this was a grand guy.  He had a 

wonderful family.  They -- they -- I know he had ten kids, a minimum of ten kids, 

and they were -- some of them weren't kids anymore.  Some of them were in their 

twenties, and up in the twenties.  I know there was at least three there, two boys 

and a girl, I think, who were over twenty.  And they were all interested in the 

program, and they thought dad should do his stuff and get involved. 

  I worried about it, because this man had a pretty heavy obligation, because 

I don't think there was any of them working but him.  And I worried about it, 

and -- but he did a tremendous job within the plant. 

Q Which plant was that?  Do you remember? 

A That was Branwine Mattress plant. 

Q And that was in where? 

A In Chicago. 

Q Chicago? 

A Yeah. 

Q So he became the -- he became your key person? 

A And I'm ashamed to think I can't remember his name, but he -- he was a pretty 

nice guy.  He never accepted a -- a job in the union.  I mean in the local union.  

He didn't accept that, excepting that he never missed a meeting, a union meeting 
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that was held with that local.  He was -- and a pretty good guy on that score.  And 

he -- he gave him -- he gave his ideas, and for the most part they were sound and 

good.  He was one heck of a nice guy.  But this was a guy that had been kicked 

around pretty badly in his life, no question about it.  And he two strikes against 

him.  He was Negro, at that time, and oh, my gosh. 

  In fact, this same man gave me contacts in other plants of Negro lads 

whom -- he, I think, was strongly instrumental in -- in making it possible for me 

to sit and talk with these people, and that they trusted me, because of him.  And 

this I appreciated very much.  I know this man is dead now, because he -- I know 

he was pretty well on when I knew him. 

Q Did you run into a high percentage of black workers in the -- in the Chicago area? 

A Oh, my gosh, yes.  We had -- well, the mattress industry and the -- and the rag 

industry, as they called it them days.  They bought cloth, and washed it, and 

cleaned it up and sold it.  And the felt industry was heavily Negro on the south 

side of Chicago.  Most of the plants had far -- at that time, even, were -- had a 

majority of the -- of their workers.  But on the other sides of the town, and -- felt 

plants in the other section of the town had very few Negroes in them.  And so, but 

that -- this is -- United Felt, I think, is one of them that I think of that -- well, 90 

percent Negro at that stage.  And we organized that plant. 

Q So they were either all black, or all white? 

A Yeah.  Yeah.  For the most part that would be true in every section of Chicago but 

the south side of Chicago, and -- south and far -- near west side, at that stage.  But 

this is the only -- only place that I run into them that way.  I mean the only town 
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that I run into them where -- where they -- them Negroes were in a majority.  In 

fact, there were darned few of them in most places around the country, which was 

unfair as hell. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A And they were doing menial jobs if they were doing anything, sweeping -- 

sweeping floors, and the likes of it, in most other plants.  That's why I've been a 

member of NAACP for a good many years. 

Q Yeah.  Did you ever have any trouble getting white and black workers to work 

together in any of your organizing? 

A I can't ever recall having any of my committees that were mixed having any 

problems especially on a racial basis.  In the early days, anyway.  I don't recall too 

many problems, because we were all fighting for the same thing at that stage. 

Q Yeah, right.  Now, apparently it was union policy, though, and you know, it seems 

to be your own personal policy, to have organized regardless of color. 

A Oh, very definitely.  Uh-huh.  They had no strings on where we organized as long 

as it was in our industry.  Although we did organize cookie factories and what 

have you, and we've still got Ripon Foods.  And -- 

Q Now, that would seem to have made you different from -- from the AF of L craft 

unions at the time.  Did you have a feeling that you were different in that respect 

from the AF of L? 

A Well, for the most part at -- in that stage of the thing, in the CIO days, the craft 

unions were looking for craft people, naturally, and so they -- they weren't 

interested in an industrialized -- the whole plant.  Where they did organize in an 
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industrial complex, they organized mechanics, or electricians, or some other 

group, and that's all.  And we -- the reason we became -- I think Ripon Foods -- 

the people in Ripon Foods run across one of our organizers one day, and it was 

before my time even.  It was in the -- it was while I was still working in Rock 

River Woolen Mills.  And they -- and that organizer finished the job for them, 

organized Ripon Foods.  At least I negotiated many of their contracts over the 

years.  They've got a tremendously beautiful plant now, and they were in a little 

shack-like affair in Ripon when I first seen them.  And I don't imagine they had 

over fifty workers at that time, if they had that many.  Now it's a pretty good size 

plant in Ripon. 

Q Now, after -- you say you worked as an organizer for two or three years.  And 

then -- then what -- 

A Then I went -- 

Q -- did you begin to do after that? 

A Then I did general work.  I went on the regional staff and left the Chicago Joint 

Board, and -- and went traveling over the whole eleven-state area representing 

groups and -- and probably setting up organizing committees, and sending another 

organizer in to take care of it.  And I did have control of organizing the 

unorganized.  At least I was the head of that group.  I had a boss, yes, the director, 

but that was my responsibility. 

Q So you did continue to organize even after that. 

A I still continued to organize but I worked -- I did negotiating and fighting 

grievances and what have you. 
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Q Uh-huh. 

A I think the bulk of my work was grievance work, and negotiations, and attending 

local union meetings around the -- in all the locals.  We always tried to be at one 

of their local meetings, and -- and the likes of that. 

Q Now, when you worked -- when you worked with the Chicago Joint Board during 

those first two or three years you were with the union, were you actually working 

under the auspices of the Textile Workers organizing committee, or just what 

would have your relationship been with -- 

A I was working under the directorship of McGrew, who was the Joint Board 

manager. 

Q All right.  So this was a different -- this is a separate effort from the TWOC? 

A It was, in a sense, but still it was part and parcel of it, because I was paid by 

TWOC. 

Q Oh, okay. 

A And the Joint Board didn't pay me. 

Q I see. 

A My check came from New York City all the time I worked for the union. 

Q But that was the only relationship that you had to TWOC as far as you were 

concerned, that -- that your check came from them? 

A Oh -- 

Q Or was there something else? 

A Occasionally educational conferences were set up by the national union, which 

was supported and paid for by them, and some of them were in the -- in the 
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University of Wisconsin, some of them were in the University at Bloomington, 

Indiana, and some were even down in -- in Chicago, in the University of Illinois.  

And those were some of the more -- I do know -- remember we went east one 

time to an educational conference, but -- it was in Boston, but I don't know the 

name of the college or university or anything else now.  I don't remember it. 

Q Do any of these conferences stand out in your mind as being particularly 

important, or having -- where you heard -- 

A Well, they were important -- 

Q -- people that influenced you? 

A -- in a sense to me, because it -- it gave me a little more information in -- in 

what -- or, and supported many of my ideas of the things.  And it also did, when 

you realize I came out of a -- what was a hick town at that time, and -- coming out 

Janesville.  What would it be, 12,000 about that time? 

Q Yeah, probably about that. 

A And we weren't a bunch of hicks, but we -- course it wouldn't be sinful to be a 

hick either. 

Q I hope not. 

A No. 

Q I certainly qualify, I know. 

A But we got -- we got a little better -- the educational value of these conferences 

were -- can't be measured, really, because I know that some people got a lot out of 

it, and others didn't.  Now, I always seemed to get a lot out of it.  Maybe it was 

because I -- I didn't graduate from high school.  That may have something to do 
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with it.  And -- and I was constantly trying to brighten myself up, because my -- 

my dad was a college graduate, and he was very disappointed that I had to quit 

school when I did, and unhappy about it.  I think we talked about that. 

Q Right.  Right. 

A And so he was reasonably pleased that these things were happening. 

Q Yeah.  Sure. 

A But he didn't live too long after I got involved in the labor movement, out of 

town, and so -- 

Q Do you -- do you recall any people at the University of Wisconsin at the times 

you were there that particularly influenced you? 

A Well, they -- for the most part, the educational groups, the group that did the work 

with us, were -- well, they were union people. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A They were union people. 

Q Okay.  All right. 

A And they were -- for the most part, were from New York City, and they -- we did 

have occasionally a professor.  I recall one from one of the universities.  I'm not 

sure, one that by -- at that time, oh, I -- at that time I didn't know him too well, but 

later, just before I retired, I -- he -- I had attended several meetings, and he was at 

them, every one of them, and -- these particular meetings, anyway, that we're 

talking about.  And they were, oh, on separate subjects, some -- one subject this 

time, and another one another time, and what have you.  And he had -- he had 

stopped out at my home the second time that I seen him, and he'd gone -- oh, he -- 
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we went down in my what -- I had a little library down there of some 17-, 1800 

books, and he spent an hour down there and he -- later he started trying to talk me 

out of these books.  He wanted me to donate them to the university.  And I just 

couldn't part with them on that basis.  And I'd put quite a lot of money in those 

books.  I'd -- you know. 

Q Sure.  Right. 

A A little bit at a time, and -- and I kept them.  I've got about 50 percent of them yet.  

No, I haven't.  Not quite 50 percent, but I have some of the most valuable ones 

yet. 

Q Right.  Do you recall who that professor was? 

A I can't remember his name, because when -- the last time I told him, "Forget it, my 

friend," I haven't seen him since.  And I can't recall his name, although he was 

prominent, and he spoke at pretty near every one of these conferences I was at.  I 

was at one where there had -- must have been 300 people, all stewards and 

officers of local unions, and that he spoke at. 

Q Do you recall any of the people who came out of New York that -- that you heard 

that influenced you, or that you would say influenced you? 

A Well, Larry Rogan was one of the guys that influenced me very much.  He was an 

International rep and he was also the -- he -- I think he was the educational 

director of our union for a long time.  I'm -- there's -- there was two or three of 

them that -- Sanders Jennis.  I'm trying to remember some of the ones that -- that 

at least impressed me very much.  Those are the only ones I can recall at the 

moment. 



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
January 19, 1977 

158 

Q Yeah.  That's okay. 

A As soon as I -- we quit talking -- 

Q Right. 

A -- I'll remember them. 

Q Well now, at that time Sidney Hillman was the head of the organizing committee, 

and I think you indicated off mike once before that you knew -- that you knew 

him, or -- or -- 

A Well, not at the time -- 

Q Knew of him, anyway. 

A -- I've been talking about now, but Sidney Hillman was the first president of the 

CIO, and -- and so we -- I had met Sidney around at CIO conferences -- 

Q I see. 

A -- around in several occasions.  I met him in Milwaukee, I met him in Janesville.  

He spoke at -- in the Apollo Theater one night. 

Q Oh, really? 

A And -- 

Q Now, what was that occasion?  Do you recall? 

A Well, it was -- the UAW people were at that meeting, everyone that wanted to 

come, and a great many of us from the -- from the woolen mill were at that 

meeting.  And this is in the early stages of the -- we -- of the organization.  And 

he impressed us greatly.  And I met him -- and later on, I met him at conferences 

in Chicago, and at least the CIO industrial union council meetings of the city at 

that particular time, or the general area.  Maybe three or four times that I met him 
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at that thing.  In fact, I was always a hero worshiper anyway, and so I had made it 

my business to shake hands with him every time I seen him.  And -- 

Q Well now, what was it about him that particularly -- that you -- 

A Huh? 

Q What was it about him that you liked so much? 

A Oh, he was -- he was a wonderful speaker, for one thing, and at least he impressed 

me very much, and many, many other people.  He knew what it was all about, and 

he -- he knew how to express it and how to encourage people to do their stuff, and 

do the right thing.  He was an honest man, very honest.  I don't -- I don't ever 

recall him saying anything that I would specifically disagree with, and -- and 

that's unusual. 

Q Right.  Right.  You know, when you went to the conferences -- this is something I 

wanted to ask before.  At the Uni- -- at the -- at Wisconsin or at Indiana, were 

your attitudes about organizing generally upheld or reinforced, or were some of 

your attitudes challenged?  Did you have to adopt new approaches to things?  Just 

how would you -- what do you recall about that? 

A I don't think we ever talked about the routine work of setting up organizing. 

Q Okay. 

A Actually, for the most part, I think that they -- they would have been thinking of 

that anybody that was at that meeting, those kind of meetings anyway, had the 

routine. 

Q Okay.  Yeah. 

A And at least the single knowledge of how to handle each one of these things. 



GERALD H. LITNEY INTERVIEW   
January 19, 1977 

160 

Q Yeah. 

A And each one of us are different, and each one of us had a different approach to a 

lot of things.  And that went on for -- that still goes on -- for a good many years.  I 

might be able to do something that another guy couldn't, and he could do a lot of 

things that I couldn't, so -- which would be normal.  I mean, in expressing 

himself, and -- and getting over a message to people.  That was the important 

thing at that time.  It's a lot like Christianity, trying to teach people to be 

Christians, and what have we.  The same thing.  Only we didn't have the Holy 

Spirit to work with us on that basis, unless we asked Him to. 

Q All right.  You know, while we were talking -- we were talking about Sidney 

Hillman just a little bit ago, and I wanted to ask about a couple of other people 

who were -- who were important in the Textile Workers at about the time you'd 

have been -- you'd have been getting involved then, to see if you have any 

recollection of them.  Now, Thomas McMahon was president of the United 

Textile Workers I think a little bit before you -- you went to work in Chicago 

actually. 

A He was with the Federation of Labor.  He was with the -- 

Q Right.  And -- 

A -- the Federation of Labor.  The United Textile Workers Union, they called 

themselves. 

Q Right.  Right.  Right. 

A I didn't know him. 

Q Yeah. 
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A Not real well.  I think I met him, but I didn't know him well.  In fact, I'd have 

disagreed with him very strongly -- 

Q Right. 

A -- because I thought it was too bad that we had two unions in the same field, and 

in a field especially as downtrodden and as -- and as in need as the textile industry 

itself was. 

Q Well now, were you aware -- or how -- to what extent were you aware -- I'm sure 

you were -- of the conflict that was going on between the UTW -- and I think 

Francis Gorman succeeded McMahon, and I think he was really supposed to have 

been a more effective leader, and you indicated off mike earlier that you -- that 

you did have some recollection of him -- the conflict between the UTW and 

Gorman and the Textile Workers organizing committee and Sidney Hillman. 

A It's strange, I don't have a -- even a slight recollection of it, because I -- I didn't 

run into any of them in the field actually doing a job.  I don't think I ever got 

involved with a plant that UTW was involved with, at that same time I was, so -- 

Q Now, was that because you steered clear of those -- 

A No. 

Q -- situations, or they just weren't that -- 

A No. 

Q They just weren't that active around? 

A It's just an act of faith that it never happened, that's all. 

Q Yeah. 

A And it wasn't that I was avoiding it, by a long shot.  It was that I just didn't happen 
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to run into them.  I don't recall one, one instance where they got involved, at least 

where I was.  I -- I don't recall too many of the staff reps talking about it either, 

that I met from other areas of the country.  But that don't mean too much, because 

we might not be talking about that alone.  If you're only meeting a guy for thirty 

minutes or some such a thing, you're -- you don't cover the field.  No, that's -- I 

can't recall one instance.  I recall many discussions and articles within Textile 

Labor, the paper that they -- we put out, where they talked about them, but -- and 

talked about several things.  I usually didn't pay too much attention to it. 

Q Well, is it fair to conclude from that the UTW just wasn't very active in the 

Midwest then? 

A No, it wasn't too active in the Midwest.  And in fact they didn't get too involved.  

They did get involved in Wisconsin up in -- what is it?  I told you one of the other 

times I was in here.  Reedsburg. 

Q Reedsburg.  Right. 

A Reedsburg.  Yeah.  That was the only spot that I ever run across them. 

Q Yeah.  And now, did you ever -- did you ever compete with them in that 

Reedsburg situation? 

A No.  No.  They had a contract with the Reedsburg plant. 

Q Yeah. 

A I knew one lad that went from one of our plants, and I heard he was up there.  

This is after I left the mills and was working for the union, and I was on my way 

to Minneapolis and I stopped in Reedsburg and met this lad.  His name was Harry 

Osborn.  Harry worked in Rock River Woolen Mill with me and was friends of 
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mine for years.  And he was working for the plant, and he told me UTW was -- 

had a contract there.  I already knew it, but he told me that, in front of the plant.  I 

met him at the plant.  I happened to be going through there during the lunch hour, 

and he was outside.  I talked to him about fifteen minutes, I think.  That's the last 

time I seen Harry Osborn.  I think he's dead now.  Course I live on forever, you 

know. 

Q Sure.  Why not?  Do you recall -- now, this would go back to the period when you 

were -- and we're -- when you were in Janesville -- the National Industrial 

Relations Board textile board?  I think that was a -- that came out of the NIRA, 

and I was just wondering if you'd have had any contact -- 

A No. 

Q -- with it, if they're -- 

A No. 

Q I think it was a place where you would have taken grievances -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- from -- you know, from a local plant like this, and I just wondered if you ever 

did.  I know the GM, or the UAW had an opportunity to use the automobile -- the 

Wolman board, which was for the auto industry. 

A Yeah.  I -- I don't recall ever -- 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A -- calling on them. 

Q All right.  Yeah, that's not -- not really surprising. 

  I wanted to ask about the sources of your information about unionism.  
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And this is -- this, again, goes back to the -- to the period when you were in 

Janesville.  What were your sources of information about unionism during that 

time, during the thirties, say, when things were starting to heat up a little bit? 

A Well, my dad had been a pretty good source of unionism, the general idea of 

unionism. 

Q Yeah, that's good. 

A It came from him.  At least some of my questions I'd ask him, I'd get some pretty 

good answers on what it was all about.  In fact, he was the first one I ever said 

that -- or ever heard say that a worker is completely without strength in talking to 

a boss about his working conditions or his wages, because the boss'll say, "If you 

don't like it, why, go find yourself a job someplace else."  And the big source of 

our -- the information, of course, was coming from the fact that there was a quite 

a -- quite a lot of controversy in the middle thirties about labor and -- and of 

course we were -- being a hell of a good Democrat.  Roosevelt was pretty heavy 

involved, and we -- I, for one, was strongly in favor of him, to what he was 

thinking and doing, and -- and of course, I had a conflict there, because as I told 

you earlier, I -- Bob La Follette happened to be another one of my patron saints, 

along with the -- Eugene Debs, and a few more.  But I -- I can't -- I can't recall 

that -- it wasn't any verbal stuff.  It was stuff I read and heard. 

Q What, from newspapers, then, primarily, or -- 

A Newspapers and -- and items that I'd pick up and read in the newsstands and what 

have you. 

Q What newspapers did you read regularly at that time? 
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A Gee whiz.  Well, of course we had the Janesville Daily Gazette. 

Q Right. 

A But at that particular stage we had a couple of little newspapers start up here and 

fail.  One of them was in Rockford, wasn't it? 

Q Uh-huh.  I don't know.  I don't know.  You mean what, more 

Democratically-oriented papers? 

A Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q I see.  Yeah, okay. 

A One came out -- I think came out of Rockford.  I'm not sure, and -- now. 

Q Well, did -- in reading -- okay, so the Gazette was here every day -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- and you were from Janesville.  I imagine you read that every -- did you feel a 

lack in reading the Gazette, because it was a Republican paper, and you know, 

they certainly -- 

A Of course. 

Q -- didn't cotton too much to what Roosevelt was doing. 

A That's true.  That's true that -- in fact, I was -- had -- the Chicago Daily News 

was -- at one time was my pet, and then the Sun Times, of course, and -- 

Q What about Madison papers? 

A I never read -- 

Q Cap' Times? 

A I don't think -- 

Q Capitol Times. 
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A -- I ever got a -- any copy of a Madison paper. 

Q Milwaukee Journal? 

A Once in a while, but rare. 

Q So it was mainly the Chicago papers, then -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- that you -- 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A Chicago and -- and this one Rockford paper that run -- 

Q Yeah, right. 

A -- for a couple of years, and finally -- well, it was probably froze out. 

Q Yeah.  Now, what about sources of information about the Textile Workers 

specifically?  You know, you couldn't rely too much on newspapers for that. 

A Oh, well, that -- 

Q Only to a certain extent. 

A We got active in the -- as soon as the -- we got active in the union, we -- of 

course, we got the union paper. 

Q Right. 

A And that was very important.  And -- and we used to get literature from them that 

I used to -- anyway, I used to.  It'd be mailed into us.  I think I used to pass out 

some to my committees, and the likes of it.  In fact, I relied on a great deal of it, 

because -- I'm still trying to remember who it was that was the original 

educational director of our union, whether it was Larry Rogan, or -- I can't -- 
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Q Yeah, I don't -- I -- 

A Isn't that -- isn't that awful?  Hmm. 

Q I should probably know that too by now. 

A I can't recall. 

Q So the union itself, then, was the primary source about -- 

A Oh, it had to be -- 

Q -- information on the union. 

A -- after I got started, in that sense.  Of course, I did get some UAW stuff, and -- 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A -- naturally.  And whatever other stuff that was around.  And of course, I -- being 

a nut on gathering up books, I had bought stuff that dealed with the subject 

pretty -- reasonably well. 

Q Well, that was the next thing I was going to ask, you know. 

A Yeah. 

Q Because I -- you know, you have -- you do read a -- 

A Well, that's -- 

Q You were always a reading person, apparently. 

A That's -- 

Q What books influenced you at that time?  Do you recall any reading at that time 

that was really important to you? 

A I'm trying to remember.  Oh, no, I -- in fact, I was in the -- well, I was -- I picked 

up the -- the Eugene Debs book in Milwaukee back in, oh, I would say -- at least 

the first copy of it.  I've had a couple copies of it, and somebody stole the original.  
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I had -- I think I picked that up in very early forties, very early forties. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And it was one day that I was over there, it was -- you know, I was working for 

the International at the time, and I was negotiating a contract for the Eagle 

Knitting Mills of Milwaukee at that stage.  The Amalgamated Clothing Workers 

used to do it for us over there when we first -- we organized the place, and they 

handled because we was -- they were low on staff.  And then finally I took it over, 

and I -- for three or four years I handled their contract, and their grievances and 

what have you. 

  I wonder if I remember the old guy's name that was there, because I really 

had a conflict with him.  He was -- he was real old.  I came into the plant one 

day -- and this is -- this would be interesting, because I come in, and it was the 

first time that I had come in to negotiate their contract.  And the Amalgamated 

Clothing Workers staff rep was there with me, and he introduced to the company 

and said, "Jerry's going to take over and negotiate the contracts." 

Q Now, this was to the company -- 

A Yeah. 

Q -- president that you're being introduced there? 

A This is the committee, the company, and the whole thing. 

Q Yeah, okay.  Right.  Right. 

A I'd been introduced to the committee before that, the night before that, and -- I'm 

talking about the union committee. 

Q Yeah. 
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A And so I know we -- we sat down around this big long table, and there was about 

twelve of us sitting there, company and union officials.  And they -- the staff rep 

with the International union, of the Amalgamated Workers, reported that I was 

going to -- that I was representing the Textile Workers Union and that I would 

negotiate the contract.  Henceforth, our union would handle it instead of the 

Amalgamated.  And this old guy jumped up and ordered me out of the building, 

and so I said, "Well, I'm awful sorry that you feel that way, because you're going 

to have to change your mind."  And -- but I got up and went out. 

  And I went out and I sat in my car, which was parked right in front of the 

door of the plant.  And I waited about -- oh, I don't think I was ten minutes, and 

out come the Amalgamated rep, and he said, "They want you back in again.  

Come on back in again."  What -- he'd done his job when he -- after I left, and he 

probably warned this old guy that he'd really have a problem on his hand.  And so 

I came in and sat down, and this old guy sat over there, and he -- like he was 

pouting, you know, and he didn't have a great deal to say to me. 

  The next meeting he come up -- the old guy, when I came in the place, he 

was the first man I seen.  He shook hands with me, and we sat down and talked.  

You know, the president of the local union was standing there, and it was a 

woman, incidentally, at that time.  And so we sat there and talked a little, oh, 

about ten minutes, till the rest of the committee got there.  And from then on we 

got along.  What the heck was it?  Horace?  Isn't that awful? 

Q Yeah.  Well, anyway that's -- one other point on the -- on the information business 

I wanted to ask about, and that involved the public library.  Was the public library 
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in Janesville helpful to you at all in terms of providing materials that you'd have 

been interested in as far the labor movement was concerned? 

A You know, I doubted it at the -- in the early stages of the thing, but a little later I 

was able to pick up materials in the public library that was all right.  Of course, I 

did go to the university book store up in Madison to pick up quite a bit.  In fact, I 

used to go up there quite -- every time I got anywheres near there, I'd stop in to 

the book store in Madison.  I think I had a minimum of fifty books I bought out 

of -- out of Madison, out at the university book store.  And I don't even know 

where it is today.  I don't think it exists. 

Q It's across -- yeah.  No, it's across the -- well, I don't know where it was forty 

years ago.  I'm not sure where -- where was it? 

A It was right there at the university. 

Q Was it on State Street there? 

A I don't know any of the streets up there by name. 

Q Yeah.  Was by the big library, the Memorial Library? 

A I don't remember that at all. 

Q Yeah. 

A All I remember is that -- 

Q Because that's where it was when I went to school there, and now it's across the 

street.  They moved it across the street. 

A Oh.  Oh, I -- I went up there here two years ago one day I was in Madison.  And 

I -- I wound around the university there and I couldn't find the -- the thing. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah, it's right on -- it's on the corner of State Street and Lake. 
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A I'll remember that. 

Q Yeah, you'll have to -- yeah.  Right. 

A I worked in the union office at State and Lake in Chicago. 

Q Oh. 

A I ought to remember that one pretty well. 

Q Yeah, right.  Right.  Now, what about internal problems with the -- back to the 

Janesville local.  Any internal problems here?  Any factionalism -- 

A I don't ever remember -- 

Q -- that you recall? 

A -- having any -- any problems internally.  Walter Nails took over as president of 

the local union when I left.  Walter's dead now.  I'm sure he is.  I think he died a 

long time ago.  But Walter was a friend of mine.  He was on this committee, 

incidentally, and that's one of them I forgot about. 

Q Okay.  Good. 

A And he lived up in Rock Hill on the other side of the river, up in that area up 

there.  No, I don't -- I don't remember of any conflict. 

Q Yeah. 

A If there was, they hid it from me. 

Q Now, I know earlier off mike you expressed a concern about Communists in the 

union at that time.  Was there any problem with that in Janesville, first? 

A We didn't see any of it in Rock River Woolen Mills.  We heard there were some 

in UAW. 

Q Yeah. 
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A And I know I was deeply interested because I -- with -- I knew the officers of the 

local union, and I seen the stories in the paper about them here not very long ago, 

both those guys, Elmer Yenney and Van Horn. 

Q Yeah. 

A And I remembered it.  I used to talk to them quite frequently. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And I used to call them, and stuff like this.  I -- in fact, I used to use them as a 

sounding board for some of my thinking, and primarily because I trusted both 

these lads, and I think my trust was well placed. 

Q Yeah, from what I hear. 

A Yeah.  And -- 

Q In fact, I interviewed Wes Van Horn not real long ago. 

A Yeah.  Yeah, he -- he was quite a guy in them days.  But I didn't do what you'd 

say an awful lot of talking to them, because I knew they had their problems. 

Q Yeah. 

A And they -- what the heck, try to burden a guy with your problems.  And I didn't 

have awful serious problems.  I was fortunate in that sense, but I did know that 

they had problems. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A And I knew some of the problems.  They were worried about the Commies and -- 

at that stage.  We had a couple of meetings on that score.  If I remember right, I 

know we had a meet- -- another meeting in the Apollo Theater where -- and that 

was part of the discussion at one of those meetings.  I don't know which one now. 
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Q Uh-huh. 

A I'm embarrassed.  I -- 

Q So this would have been during the -- that period when you were president of 

the -- 

A Yeah.  Definitely. 

Q -- Rock River local. 

A That would -- actually I never -- I never met with any groups after I went on the 

staff, and -- or, at least full time.  See, I was part time on the staff before I went 

full time.  And -- 

Q Now -- well, during the time when you were organizing out of Chicago did you 

run into any problems with -- with Communists trying to -- 

A We had -- 

Q -- to develop influence in the Textile Workers? 

A There was a Communist group in the Chicago Industrial Union Council.  I mean, 

there was a group, and I know we had several meetings where the Commies 

interrupted it.  Let's put it that way.  I recall one or two guys who would come in 

to the meetings who tried to disrupt the meeting.  They came in as representatives 

of their own groups too, probably a local union of some place.  And know that we 

finally threw them out, and -- at least this is what happened. 

  I remember one night we were having a meeting in -- well, we were 

having -- a little conclave of about fourteen or fifteen of us was in a room 

discussing a specific issue.  It had nothing to do with the Commie boys in the 

things, and that we were going to bring up on the floor of the meeting that night.  
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And -- and about five or six guys rushed through our doors and come in swinging, 

and oh, my God, there was a -- it was a heck of a deal, and they tried to break up 

the meeting.  They did succeed in breaking up that -- 

A I guess so. 

Q -- one little meeting, because it was only about ten minutes before the meeting 

itself, the general meeting, was to be called to order. 

Q Yeah. 

A And I remember -- that's the only time that happened, but that was the last time it 

happened. 

Q Yeah. 

A And I recall that.  Then we really got ambitious about getting them out of the 

union. 

Q Yeah. 

A Because their intent was to take over the Chicago Industrial Union Council, if 

they could.  They weren't -- normally the Commies weren't that dumb, to pull a 

stupid trick like -- in that way.  The problem was that the Commies were too 

damned smart for their own good.  For our good, anyway. 

Q Yeah. 

A We did beat them, thank God.  They finally formed a council of their own in 

Chicago, but it didn't last too long.  There is a council still in existence in 

Chicago, or was when I was still active, a small one.  A couple of local unions on 

the -- I'm trying to remember where -- where they are.  I can't. 

Q Yeah. 
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A But I -- I do know the two local -- I did know the two locals at that time that had 

Commie leadership, and that probably was Commie dominated, which meant 

that -- that didn't mean that everybody in their union was Commie, but -- 

Q Yeah.  All right, Mr. Litney, I want to thank you very, very much for your 

assistance here over these three sessions.  I know it'll be of great value to a lot of 

people for many, many years.  Thank you very much. 

A You're welcome.   

(Interview adjourned.) 

 

 

 

 

 


