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  MR. IMHOFF:  Today is August 3, 1976. 

  MR. PREUS:  Yeah. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Today we're talking with Mr. Hugo Preus in his home at 

1619 Elizabeth Avenue --  

  MR. PREUS:  Elizabeth Street. 

  MR. IMHOFF:  Elizabeth Street, is it?  Good.  Thank you.  In Janesville, 

Wisconsin.  This is the first session with Preus.  My name is Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Preus, I'd like to begin by asking you, if you would, to summarize your 

family's background.  If you could start out by telling us where your parents lived 

and where they came from and --  

A Mm-hmm. 

Q -- and what their work was. 

A My -- my parents are immigrants from Germany.  And the year they came I -- I 

don't remember.  I don't remember the dates. 

Q Do you know why they -- do you know why they left Germany?  Did either your 

mother or your father say? 

A They left Germany for -- they had learned of better opportunities in this country.  

They had worked as farm people in Germany at the time; and as I understand it, 

those farms were owned by a few individuals, and there just wasn't any chance for 

them ever to become landowners. 

Q You indicated in a previous conversation off mic that they might have come in the 

early 1870s.  Now, that would have been right after the Franco-Prussian war --  

A Yeah. 
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Q -- within a few years afterwards, and I was wondering if they had anything to do 

with it.  

A It perhaps had, but I don't know that --  

Q They never said? 

A -- for sure.  They never said. 

Q So when they talked about it to you, it was in terms of better opportunities.  

A Yeah, that was it.  They -- they had relatives who had come here previous to their 

leaving Germany, and they wrote them about the opportunities here.  So they -- all 

the -- all the things that I remember them telling is that it was the Kaiser family on 

my mother's side of the family and it was one of the Grafs on my father's side of 

the family who were here before either of those families had left Germany, and 

they wrote them of the opportunities here.   

  For example, my grandmother wouldn't even believe that they had -- they 

could make syrup out of maple -- maple tree sap.  That is my paternal 

grandmother.  I heard my father telling a time when they served the maple syrup 

with pancakes, and my grandmother wouldn't believe that they -- that they got the 

syrup from maple trees. 

Q Yeah.  Was your grandmother in this country now or was this in --  

A This was in this country --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- when they came here.  They hadn't -- they never had such a thing there.  

Q Yeah.  Now, did -- so did your grandparents come here then? 

A Grandparents.  That's --  
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Q It was your grandparents --  

A Grandparents. 

Q -- that first came from Germany? 

A That first came.  And our -- my folks were children when they came, see. 

Q Yeah.  Okay.  Now, do you -- where in Germany did -- did they live, do you 

know, for either side of the family? 

A They talked about -- they came from Pomerania.  

Q Yeah.  Okay. 

A And they -- I've heard them telling about the nearest city they called -- that they 

had there was Stettin. 

Q Uh-huh.  Yeah, all right.  Well, that's good.  That locates it for us real well. 

A So just -- just exactly what parts they came from I don't recall.  They talked about 

many different places that --  

Q Mm-hmm. 

A -- when -- when they were young. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Did they ever express any regrets about coming here?  Did they ever 

express any desire to go back? 

A Never any desire to go back. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A Never a desire to go back. 

Q Even to visit? 

A Even to visit.  My father tried to persuade my mother one time to visit.  She had a 

brother who'd lived in Berlin.  He -- he tried to persuade her one -- I remember 
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him trying to persuade her to take a trip there and visit him, and she said she had 

no desire whatsoever to go back to Germany.  Neither did grandparents, none of 

them. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A They -- why should they?  They had property here. 

Q Yeah, exactly. 

A And they're certainly not going to leave their home to go visit there.  They never -

- they never choose at all ever to visit.  They wrote letters and so forth.  They 

communicated.  But that's about the end of it. 

Q Do you know, did they come directly to the Janesville area, or just how did the 

family get located specifically in the Janesville area? 

A As it was -- as it was told to me, it was the -- the Kaiser family who sent the 

money (indiscernible).  And they came, and of course when they came here they 

came on a -- on a sailing vessel.  That's on my mother's side of the family.  And 

just what port they arrived I -- I don't remember.   

  The reason Kaiser came here, he had borrowed some money from some 

fellow in Germany and that fellow had come to this country, so he persuaded 

Kaiser to come with him and pay off his debt.  And Kaiser came here and he find 

him -- and this guy has something to do with somebody in Janesville, and that's 

how Kaiser came to -- but they knew nobody in Janesville except this man he had 

-- had borrowed money from.   

  And my father's side of the family, they came.  I remember them telling 

that their ship docked at Baltimore, but they knew where they were coming 



HUGO PREUS INTERVIEW   

August 3, 1976 

5 

because they had relatives here, see.  Now, just who it was I don't -- one of the 

Grafs anyway. 

Q Okay.  What about the use of the language?  Did the use of the German language 

persist in the family, do you know, or did they take -- take up English right away? 

A No.  They spoke German.  They -- they -- of course they got acquainted with 

people who could do the interpreting for them.  Then they finally learned English 

the hard way. 

Q Okay.  No kidding.  No kidding. 

A So they spoke German.  They spoke two kinds of German.  They spoke what they 

called the high German, and they spoke also the low German, which sounded -- 

that old German sounds to be very much like when this fellow broadcasts on 

shortwave from Hilversum, Holland.  In fact, I was even surprised when I tuned 

into him and still remembered some of those words. 

Q I was going to ask if the -- if German was spoken in the family when you were 

young. 

A It was spoken -- yes, it was spoke.  We spoke German.  While the folks and grand 

folks, when they would -- mostly they spoke low German in the house in between 

themselves, and mostly with -- the friends they had spoke the low German.  And -

- but when they would go to such things as going to the church or going to a 

doctor or -- or anything otherwise, then they -- if they didn't speak their broken 

English, they spoke high German.  And they usually always had people that could 

interpret for them. 

Q Now, just where exactly -- did they live -- if you could tell us a little bit about the 



HUGO PREUS INTERVIEW   

August 3, 1976 

6 

family -- the history of where your family lived in the Janesville area.  Did they -- 

apparently they didn't live in Janesville. 

A Yes, they -- my -- my maternal grandparents lived on -- at 1017 Riverside Street.  

I was born in that house.  I still remember them telling me that Dr. Fyfield (ph.) 

was the attending physician.  Then my paternal grandparents, they lived for a 

while with my grandmother's brother, and he provided them a house.  And that 

was on what is now South Cherry Street.  That -- that's as -- as they tell me.  I 

don't -- of course I don't remember that.  And later on, why they moved over on 

what was Eastern Avenue then, West Delavan Drive now.  Now, that's -- that's 

about all I can remember on that. 

Q Okay.  Now, did they -- did the family continue as farmers at all, or what kind of 

work did they get into --  

A No. 

Q -- around Janesville? 

A My -- my -- my maternal grandfather was a mason tender till he retired.  He 

worked for the building contractors and so forth.  My father worked for -- went on 

farming and -- and what they tell me, what I can remember of it, he went to the -- 

he was in the Spanish-American War; and after the war was over with, why he 

came back -- he went and worked for the Janesville Machine Company as a 

molder.  He worked quite a number of years at that, until the Janesville Machine 

Company was sold to General Motors and they discontinued making farm 

machinery.  And after that he -- he did painting, worked for painting contractors 

until he retired. 
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Q Yeah.  Were there any union members in the family background --  

A No. 

Q -- before you? 

A No, no.  There weren't even -- I never heard -- I never heard of union men until 

they -- they organized the electricians union. 

Q All right.  That's what I was wondering. 

A Yeah. 

Q Yeah.  All right.  Good.  Good.  Now, what about the family's political 

background?  You know, that might be interesting since the -- the German 

background was so prominent.  Do you recall anything? 

A I -- I can tell one thing my father told me.  Politician -- it was local -- it was a 

local election for some alderman or something like that.  And it -- so one of these 

fellows brought him -- took him with a horse and buggy to vote, some friend of 

his or some acquaintance of his.  When he got there one -- the fellow waited for 

him of course naturally outside, and he went in the voting booth to vote.  The 

fellow told him, you can't vote.  Came back out.  He told this fellow, they won't 

let me vote.  What's that?  He says, oh, they started a big argument.  He finally got 

in to vote though. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Well, what was the problem?  Do you know why they --  

A I don't remember.  It was some kind of -- it was some kind of an election for some 

-- some alderman or something like that.  That was -- I can't -- I couldn't -- I don't 

remember what year or anything like that.  But I remember him telling that. 

Q Do you recall your family considering -- let's say your parents -- considering 
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themselves democratic or republican at all?  Do you have any recollection? 

A I have no recollections on that. 

Q Okay. 

A I have no recollections on that. 

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

A Lutherans. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Lutherans. 

Q And what -- what -- here again, what particular kind of -- of Lutheranism? 

A They were -- they -- now, I don't recall what -- what kind of a synod it was at that 

time.  See, these synods had changed. 

Q Yeah, right.  Yeah.  That's why I asked, because --  

A And they lived to -- up to their death, they was Missouri synod that they had 

belonged to. 

Q Right. 

A And one of the things, these -- they often went for information.  The -- the 

minister of the church often was their advisor on what to do.  When they were in -

- had any kind of a question they could go to him. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A And he would explain these things to them.  I remember that, that they often -- 

often talked, well, they better go to see him and see what he has to say about it.  

And then they had -- they had friends who had friends who would -- who would 

give them law advice and so forth like a lawyer.  And they could speak the 
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German language and speak the English as well, see, so they would -- they would 

contact people like that to help them through their problems, if they had problems.  

Q Now, this would be -- when you talk about consulting the minister, this would be 

your parents that you're speaking of here? 

A Grandparents. The grandparents.  I remember -- I remember that. 

Q And your parents by that time --  

A They were --  

Q -- they would have been more self-sufficient? 

A That's right.  That's --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- right.  That's right.  It was the grandparents that often, you know, when they 

wanted to get any information, something they didn't know, they would -- they 

would consult their minister. 

Q What kinds of things do you -- do you remember what kinds of things they would 

have talked to the minister about? 

A No.  I -- I'm just remembering that -- them talking about it, that's all.  Nothing -- I 

don't remember anything specific. 

Q Okay. 

A But I knew they -- they did that. 

Q Which church did they belong to, do you recall? 

A The St. Paul's.  Old St. Paul's Church.  It was on Academy Street at that time. 

Q Oh, yeah.  Let's see now, where is that located today? 

A That's located on the corner of School Street and Academy Street. 
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Q Do you continue as a member there? 

A No, no.  I'm -- I'm now a member of Mount Calvary Church that's just a few 

blocks from here. 

Q Yeah, right, right.  Yeah.  So you'd say then it seems that the church was quite an 

important --  

A It was. 

Q -- center for your family then over the years? 

A It -- it was important to them, yes, for the family.  

Q Now, is there anything else about -- oh, I wanted to ask about -- I asked earlier 

about the German language and its persistence in -- in -- in your family.  And I 

also wanted to ask about any -- any other customs that you might recall as a youth 

that -- that you would associate with the old country.  Do you recall any -- 

anything?  Let's see, maybe -- maybe cooking, for example.  Any kinds of dishes 

that --  

A Cooking, yeah. 

Q -- were --  

A I --  

Q -- associated as German? 

A I -- I -- I remember a few items.  For example, my maternal grandmother had 

brought a spinning wheel and she had also brought some towels that were made 

from linen.  I remember my mother telling me that.  They had some towels that 

were made from linen that she had grown in Germany and spun it and then wove 

it into towels.  She still had them towels.  Some of my brothers and sisters, I don't 
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know who has, but some still have it.  

  They -- they talked about things when we asked about -- they talked -- 

they would here and there refer to things, that such-and-such a thing happened in 

Germany and so forth.  I don't remember specific, but I remember them talking 

about, well, such things happened there at that time when -- when they had lived 

in Germany. 

Q Yeah.  Yeah. 

A For one thing, they -- they all -- their gardening and so forth -- they all had 

gardens.  They all grew most all their food that they could, and it was -- I 

remember them when they were planting potatoes and stuff and they said, well, 

such-and-such a person in Germany had planted them this way or that way or 

whatever it was.  That's the -- things like that they would refer to Germany, where 

they'd come from. 

Q Mr. Preus, was there really a German community or a German-American 

community here that your -- that your family was a part of that you recall? 

A Well, they -- they had -- of course they had close ties with church and all of those 

church members.  They -- there was a group, they spoke their -- they spoke 

German.  They spoke the high German.  They spoke the low German.   

  They had -- I remember some of the weddings they had, big weddings that 

would run for two and three days.  They -- the women would bake and -- for days 

ahead of time.  I remember the meal that would be eaten, it'd be eaten for -- and 

they had beer, lots of beer.  Lots of cake.  The (indiscernible) crowd would be -- 

be fed the cake and the men -- the men (indiscernible) (indiscernible) crowd, they 
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would throw out a small keg of beer.  Give them a small keg of beer.  And then of 

course they took it someplace and drank it. 

Q Yeah.  There are several things here I wanted to get into that you suggested, and 

the first is this business of low and high German.  Now, just what was the 

significance of that to you?  What was the difference between low and high 

German? 

A I -- I don't know why that -- the low German was never written in any books.  

You could never read any textbooks.  You could only get the high German in the -

- in -- in -- in -- in the textbooks. 

Q So low German was really conversational? 

A It was just a dialect of some sort without any -- may -- there may have been but I -

- there may have been books on it.  I don't know.  Apparently there was.  

Somebody wrote something about it.  But I -- I never seen any of it.  It's just that I 

heard them talk it. 

Q Yeah. 

A And I understood it.  Naturally you would if you were in a household where it 

was spoken for -- from the time I -- you could speak till -- of course that all 

disappeared though after World War I.  Then nobody spoke.  Even my mother 

couldn't write a German letter anymore.  She couldn't -- my mother forgot it all.  

Q Yeah.  You anticipated one of my questions.  I was going to ask what impact 

World War I had on the use of German in --  

A Oh, the --  

Q -- the family.  
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A The World War I, the -- the church -- the church minister warned them all that -- 

that -- not to say anything that would be pro-German, nothing, because they were 

not living in Germany.  Oh, he really had sermons on that.  Oh, yeah, he -- he was 

-- he just -- he warned them all that -- that -- that the -- you'd get into trouble if 

you said anything or did anything or anything like that.  Although some people 

did.  They're (indiscernible) no -- not even protest any -- in any manner, shape or 

form, of the war.  And they -- the church services which used to be conducted in 

German, they -- they all washed out.  Church service after that became English.  

And --  

Q What -- now, when the minister talked about this, just what was the thrust of his -- 

his point?  You know, what -- was he -- well, let's just leave it at that first.  What 

was the thrust of his -- of his sermons there?  Now, you were a young man at this 

time.  What do you recall about --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- that? 

A Oh, there were articles -- there were articles in the newspaper about these protests 

and stuff, and also being -- the public being down on them, which took place in 

other cities.  I don't -- they've never taken place around here. 

Q Now, how did your family react to all that?  What was the attitude in your family 

--  

A The attitude in --  

Q -- toward World War I, first of all? 

A Oh, the attitude of my family, that it's the United States you're living in.  You're 
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not living in Germany.  And the country's at war.  You're a citizen of the country.  

You --  

Q So you didn't catch any -- any vestiges of sympathy for the old country? 

A No.  No, no.  They -- they never wanted to go back.  Just leave it be.  They had -- 

they had no -- had no interest in -- in whatever they done.  They had -- felt they 

had their war -- their war.  I remember my grandfather saying that you can be 

thankful you're living in the United States and not living in Germany. 

Q Now, when the minister talked about it, would -- would he -- was his point that 

you should be patriotic and support your country, or that you should just be 

careful and not get into trouble? 

A Oh, he --  

Q What was the thrust of it there? 

A Both.  

Q Yeah. 

A Both. 

Q Okay. 

A You -- you should be -- I forgot how he -- he used a Bible quotation.  Every man 

should be obedient to the government that controls him.  He would read that out 

of the Bible.  And it was sin, see, not to do so. 

Q Yeah. 

A So that's what he would -- he had sermons on that. 

Q Do you happen to remember his name?  The man who was minister at this time. 

A Troy.  Troy.  Troy was -- was born and raised in Milwaukee and he graduated 
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from the seminary at St. Louis.  He'd been -- he was in Janesville quite a number 

of years.  He had just become a minister right around the time -- the beginning of 

the World War I.  He -- I don't think he was here more than a year or two before 

World War I.  That -- that was the -- that was -- that was the minister, Troy. 

Q Do you recall anybody in -- in Janesville who expressed suspicion of the German 

Americans here?  Did you feel like there were people out there watching you or 

anything like that? 

A I -- I never felt anybody in Jane -- nobody -- nobody ever said anything or called 

you a dirty German or anything like that, that I remember. 

Q Okay.  No, because with the old -- there are a lot of old English-type families 

here.  You'd think that there might be that kind of antagonism but --  

A There wasn't anyone --  

Q -- apparently not. 

A -- here. 

Q Yeah. 

A See, I -- the -- the children I played with, they were also children of Irish 

immigrants.  And I don't know, they -- I don't recall of anyone ever -- ever doing 

any harm to you. 

Q So these would have been in the same neighborhood, the Irish kids growing up --  

A That's right. 

Q -- in the same neighborhood?  

A Same neighborhood.  Same -- played with them.  Went swimming with them.  

Played baseball with them.  Everything, you know. 
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Q Yeah.  You know, the -- Senator Bob La Follette from Wisconsin at that time was 

one of the leaders of the anti-war movement during World War I, and I was just 

wondering how -- how your family and say people at the church reacted to -- to 

him as his opposition to the war? 

A I -- I don't -- I don't recall any of -- any conversations at all with them.  Now, they 

may have, but I -- I never -- I never heard of any of it.  I don't remember any of it. 

Q I wanted to ask -- since you mentioned the Irish here just a little bit ago, what -- 

what about the interaction between German -- the German immigrants -- the 

German Lutheran and the Irish Catholic immigrants?  You said you played 

together? 

A They got along --  

Q Then what? 

A -- real well.  They got along.  They -- they -- each one respected the other one's 

church as far as that was concerned, and they were all neighborly.  One would 

help the other one out.  If there was -- somebody needed help, why they'd help 

them.  Even the -- these Germans who talked that broken German, you couldn't 

hardly understand them, they would -- they would help them out.  They would 

gesture and so forth to try to get along.  I remember seeing that. 

Q Was there any -- were there any -- well, what about attitudes toward the Irish 

among the German community?  Were there any what you might call prejudicial 

attitudes --  

A No. 

Q -- toward the Irish? 
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A They made jokes of one another but never anything --  

Q Nothing serious --  

A No. 

Q -- that you thought? 

A No, uh-uh.  No. 

Q There -- I assume there were other Germans from previous ways of immigration 

living in Janesville at that time. 

A Yes. 

Q And I'm thinking specifically of what we call the 48-ers.  Now, a lot of them came 

to Wisconsin. 

A That's right. 

Q Now, what about the relationship between these earlier German immigrants and 

those like your -- your family who came around the 1870s? 

A Well, they -- these Germans around here, most of them I know were of the 

immigrant type.  Now, the only thing I recall, as I mentioned once before, about 

the Kohler family, and my mother told me never to answer them any -- any -- talk 

any low German word to them whatsoever, because it was considered rude to talk 

it.  And so the Kohler's apparently were here long before our folks were.  This 

was probably the second generations of Kohler's that she spoke about.  

Q So --  

A There were a lot of them in Milwaukee.  I've heard them telling about -- I heard 

them telling about the people in Milwaukee. 

Q So you didn't feel particularly close to those -- those German-Americans who had 
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come before then, I gather? 

A No.  We -- we never knew any of them.  I never knew any of them --  

Q That was just a completely different --  

A Different --  

Q -- community? 

A Different community, yeah.  Yeah, it was a completely different community.  

Milwaukee had a lot of them.  I -- I remember them -- just barely remember they 

talked about some that had been there before, which already had established 

businesses and -- and had educated their children in colleges, see.  I remember 

them talking about that. 

Q Were those pretty much the -- the same aspirations that your parents had to get the 

kids established and educated?  What about college education, was that something 

that --  

A Couldn't afford. 

Q -- they aspired to? 

A They -- they'd like it, yes, but they couldn't afford it.  It was work, all work.  My 

mother was 16 years old and worked in the cotton mill. 

Q Now, this is in Janesville? 

A Right. 

Q Which mill was that? 

A I -- they called it the cotton mill and it was located at the lower end of the present 

head race (phonetic) or that -- which is now being filled in.  It had burned down 

long before I -- I -- I don't remember when it was burned down, but I just hearing 
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them telling -- hear them telling of it.  I hear -- the reason I remember it, I heard 

them telling that the -- the railroad -- we lived near a railroad, right near a 

railroad.  The railroad bank was high and the engines saw the thing burning and 

they blew -- blew the whistle and blew the whistle and blew the whistles to attract 

attention to the thing.  I -- my father, I remember him telling that.  I don't -- I don't 

remember see it but I remember him telling that. 

Q How long did your mother work in the cotton mill?  Was that a long-term thing or 

just until she --  

A No. 

Q -- got married or --  

A Until she got married, I think.  I -- I don't -- I don't recall her telling just when. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Well, what did she say about it?  How did she feel about that work? 

A Well, they thought nothing of it.  They all had to work too.  Irish immigrant 

children had to work at the same place too. 

Q Yeah. 

A They had to work. 

Q Cotton mill work has the -- especially back in the 19th century, has a reputation 

for being especially hard and --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- and burdensome.  Die she --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- feel that way about it or --  

A No.  No, no.  She just -- in fact, I think she liked it.  Yeah.  I never heard her say 
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anything harsh about the --  

Q Before we get too far away from the church I want to ask it -- something else 

about that.  It seems that the church was a real social center for -- it wasn't just a 

religious center.  It was a --  

A Right. 

Q -- social center as well.  Is that what you recall?  And what kinds of activities 

went on at the church besides -- besides religious services, if you recall? 

A Oh, they had a ladies aid society and did -- did work for the church, and they'd 

gather so often among the ladies themselves.  And they had a -- I don't recall what 

the men had.  I do know they had a ladies aid society where the women would 

gather and do projects of some sort for the -- for their church.  And they had their 

-- probably had their coffee and cake or something like that at the meeting. 

Q Were there other -- other social centers besides the church, other places where 

people would have gathered, lodges or taverns or whatever? 

A Taverns knew they -- they gathered at.  I remember -- I remember my grandfather 

going into the tavern, took me in with him.  I saw the inside of a tavern -- I bought 

a bottle of pop.  At that time you had choices of two pops, white or dark.  Root 

beer or lemon.  That's all you had.  And he'd buy -- buy us a bottle of pop, and 

then they drank their beer and then they would visit.  They would meet somebody 

there, and that's how -- the only chance I got -- otherwise I wouldn't dare to go in 

except just if my parents were with me.  If they were to meet somebody there to 

talk about something or do something and they took us in.  You know, they 

bought -- they drank a glass of beer and a bottle of pop.  Of course a bottle of pop 
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was considered expensive in those days.  It was a nickel then. 

Q Oh, really? 

A Oh, yes.  It was a nickel then when my grandfather worked for a dollar and a 

quarter a day. 

Q Somebody was making a lot of money off pop in those days, I'll bet you.  

A That's right.  

Q Now we know how Coca-Cola got all their money.  You -- what about the beer?  

Was -- was there a brewery around here or was that --  

A There was a brewery in town here.  Croak's Brewery.  And they -- he bought -- he 

bought the -- the brewery from the Knipp family.  Croak's bought the -- bought 

the -- bought the family from the Knipp family -- the Knipp family.  It used to be 

Knipp's was the first brewer I think here in town. 

Q And then it was Croak you said? 

A And later on the Croak Brewing Company --  

Q Is that C R O A K E? 

A A K.  Yeah. 

Q A K.  Yeah. 

A Yeah. 

Q Okay.   

A Yeah. 

Q All right.   

A They had -- I remember the -- and then -- there was another brewery.  I remember 

he had ale, made -- also -- also made ale and that was Boub's Brewery, B O U B.  
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And they had their brewery right now where the Janesville Armory is right in that 

-- and they had -- I still remember the -- the old building yet and the icehouse.  

They had a place dug out there for their -- made -- pond where they made their 

ice, put it in the icehouse.  And I remember the wagon.  When they peddled the 

beer a fellow would come, and he'd have ice cakes on that wagon and kegs, along 

with cases of beer, and a canvas tarpaulin over it.  And he'd drive down the street 

and everybody who would want a case of beer, well he'd just simply take this 

tarpaulin off, pull out a case of beer or -- or a pony or a keg of beer.  And it was a 

dollar then, a pony.  I remember my grandfather buying them when he -- he came 

down the street.  He didn't buy it every time he came but -- because that was 

considered, you know, extravagant too, to have beer every day --  

Q Sure. 

A -- at that time. 

Q Yeah. 

A They -- they would have it, put it in the cellar, no refrigeration, and they had a 

wooden spigot they would drive into it.  I still remember when they'd do that they 

used to take a big pitcher there because it would -- when they drove that in it 

would squirt all over and when they'd try to get a glass of beer out of it, they -- 

well, they had to use a pitcher and it would be three-quarters foam. 

Q Yeah. 

A Even more than that.  Then they'd have to wait till it settled in some more and 

then they poured it out of a pitcher.  Of course bottled beer was different.  They 

just pulled the cap off.  Now, this Boub's outfit, they also sole ale.  My 
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grandfather often had a keg -- get a keg of ale, and I still remember it was never 

clear, it was always foggy looking.  And there would still be hops in the peg.  And 

you drew -- would draw hops out with it.  They would keep that a week.  A whole 

week that would be there.  They'd be drinking it at the end of the week. 

Q Yeah. 

A I remember --  

Q Was the ale more expensive, do you know, or --  

A I -- I don't recall now whether ale was more expensive.  But I know the -- during 

the summertime, not in the winter, during the summertime then they would buy it.  

In the wintertime -- in the wintertime they never had the beer.  They had it just in 

the summertime, I remember. 

Q Now, this is beer too, just in the --  

A Beer and --  

Q -- just in the summer? 

A Beer and ale that they'd have -- they'd have that in the summertime.  I don't recall 

them ever going around in the wintertime with their sleigh or wagon with beer on 

it.  Just in the summertime. 

Q Did the breweries operate during the wintertime, do you know? 

A I don't know whether they worked in the winter -- well, yes, they did.  They 

worked in the winter.  I remember Croak's Brewery working in the wintertime. 

Q Yeah.  

A They worked and bottled in the wintertime.  And they probably made -- no doubt 

made keg beer too for the taverns where they had it on tap.  But Boub's, I don't 
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remember that, but I do remember Boub's -- Boub's Brewery (indiscernible) with 

the wagon and my grandfather -- I knew the keg -- I still remember it was a dollar.  

A dollar for that keg of beer.  That I remember.  It remember seeing it lay -- him -

- the dollar out, silver dollar. 

Q Was -- did your family have any preference?  Did they consider one of these 

breweries better than the other, do you know? 

A No.  I don't -- never hear -- I never -- I can't recall ever them mentioning like that, 

one was -- that one was better than the other one. 

Q Now, was -- let's say the Boub family, were they part of the same -- same 

immigration that your parents were or did they come earlier, or do you know --  

A No. 

Q -- anything about them? 

A Never knew them at all.  Never knew them at all.  Never --  

Q Okay. 

A -- knew them at all. 

Q Okay.  Now, there was a sheriff at the time -- back at the time of the sit-down 

strike at General Motors.  There was a sheriff by the names of James Croak.  I 

was wondering, was that the same family, do you happen to know? 

A I don't know.  It may have been -- it may have been a relation.  There may have 

been a relation there.  But I don't know. 

Q I'll have to check into that.  Now, I wanted to ask too about your -- we haven't 

gotten into your schooling experiences at all.  And I was wondering what you 

recall about, first of all, your elementary school years? 
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A I went to the parochial school, St. Paul's Lutheran Church, the parochial school up 

for -- till the seventh grade, and my eighth grade I finished at the old -- oh, what 

did they call it -- well, it was a public school. 

Q Now, St. Paul's just went through the seventh grade, was that it. 

A Seventh grade.  Then -- then the eighth grade you'd to finish at Lincoln School.  

There was a Lincoln School.  It's the one where the old armory building is there --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- now. 

Q Sure, I got that.  

A I think -- I think that was the Lincoln School.  Yeah, I think it was --  

Q Well, we've got that. 

A -- the Lincoln School. 

Q We got that located. 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q Are there any recollections that stand out about -- about St. Paul's and the 

education you -- you received there? 

A No.  The only thing I recall, it was hard.  You had to be able to convert from 

English to German and German to English quick.  That was the thing that hard.  

And you corrected it if you made it wrong, see.  

Q So there -- they made no effort -- this is one of the things I was wondering about. 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q They -- you were taught then to be lingual, is that right, to use --  

A Right. 
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Q -- both languages? 

A Both languages.  Right, both languages. 

Q And you -- were you taught that one was preferable to the other or anything like 

that --  

A Oh, I was --  

Q -- do you recall? 

A I preferred English.   

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Naturally.  Because all the kids talked English, see.  All the -- that's -- I preferred 

English.  But I know that if you would in some of your school work get this 

mixed up the wrong way, why they -- you had to correct that. 

Q Yeah, yeah.  Yeah, I'm wondering about the school itself.  And, you know, you 

preferred English.  Did your teachers ever indicate a preference for one language 

or the other or they were both treated equally?  What -- what's your recollection 

about that.  

A I -- I just don't recollect whether they had preference, one or the other.  To me I 

always wanted to keep away from them because they were strict. 

Q Now, strict.  What do you mean?  How did that strictness --  

A I --  

Q -- come out? 

A You didn't dare to do this and you didn't do -- dare to do that.  And it had to been 

this way and it had to be that way, see.  And I can say that the kids, as we were 

kids then, there was -- there were -- none of them had any great outstanding love 
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for the teacher.  It was just one of the things you had to live with. 

Q Yeah, yeah.  Right.  Yeah, that's --  

A Like many kids. 

Q That's an age old experience --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- I think. 

A That's right. 

Q Yeah, right.  Well, did you have the feeling at that time, or maybe thinking back 

on it now, that the teachers at St. Paul's were more strict than the public school 

teachers?  How did you --  

A No, I don't --  

Q No. 

A -- recollect that.  I don't recollect that. 

Q How did you compare the school you were going with -- going to with the public 

school? 

A Oh, I liked the public school better.  I liked it better. 

Q Now, why was that, what was the difference? 

A Well, for one thing -- for one thing, you didn't have religion to deal with, which 

you'd had religion to deal with if you're going to a parochial school.  And I liked 

the public school better, because of course you was older then too, and German 

was not spoken.  That's when German dropped off.  They quit dropping their 

German all the way through. 

Q Let's see, now you would have been in elementary school, that would have been 
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probably what, 1910 to 1915, right in there? 

A Six years old I started.  And I was born, let's see, in 1903.  So --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- that was 1909 I went there. 

Q Okay.  Right. 

A And then you see the -- that would be -- 1909 and seven years would be 1916, 

wouldn't it? 

Q Right, right. 

A And in 1917, that's when the war began.  That's when the first world war was on. 

Q Now, when the war broke out in Europe in 1914 --  

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q -- now did that -- what about the language situation at that point, do you -- do you 

recall?  

A At that point they were still -- still speaking the German.  And those that spoke it 

after that -- after the United States got in the war they all quit -- quit the German. 

Q So it was after the United States got in the war that the real break came? 

A That's right. 

Q It wasn't when the war --  

A After the United States --  

Q -- began? 

A -- came into the war, that's when they -- that's when they dropped it. 

Q Yeah. 

A They all dropped it. 
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Q You --  

A A lot of them spoke it then.  Now if you want to speak it you have to go to 

college. 

Q Right.  Yeah, I know about that.  And by then it's too late, I guarantee you. 

  Now, you said before that at the parochial school you had religion to deal 

with, and you seemed --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- it almost seemed kind of a negative sense that you said that.  Now, just --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- what did you mean by that? 

A Well, it was this way.  You had gone over the same prayer every morning, every 

morning, every morning.  And you had the same prayer every day, every day, 

when you left school.  That was some of the things.  You know, it finally gets to 

seem like you're in the same kind of a rut.  It's the same thing and -- well, like 

anybody else, you just over and over and over and over.  At the time you were 

kids.  You wanted to get out and play.  You didn't want more.  You had this all 

day.  You had it every day.  You wanted to have something different now so -- 

and that was the thing with the -- one of the things that you'd -- you would say 

would get kind of boring to you being the same thing all the time. 

  Now, then when you went to the public school, school was over with, of 

course you also wanted to go out and play.  But it was a little bit different.  The 

programming was different, see.  Now, maybe if you'd gone to public school for 

all the seven or eight years it would get -- you would get boring on some things 
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too.  Does to every kid. 

Q Do you know why your folks sent you to St. Paul's to begin with?  Did they ever 

say? 

A No, I don't remember them saying why.  You just had to go to school. 

Q This is just of taken for granted then that you would go to the --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- parochial school? 

A That's right.  That was just taken for granted.  I never knew the difference, see.  

What do you know when you're six years old?  You don't know the difference.  

When they send you --  

Q School is school. 

A -- to school.  School was school. 

Q Right.  Now -- well, did you feel -- you know, you had this positive attitude 

toward the public school.  Did you feel that you were being kept out of something 

or that --  

A No. 

Q -- you weren't being able to develop --  

A No. 

Q -- friends or anything --  

A No. 

Q -- like that? 

A You met different friends again.  You met different schoolmates.  That's one 

thing.  You had -- they had a different program than what you had before.  It was 
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new. 

Q Do you recall some of the differences between the --  

A No, I --  

Q -- elementary and parochial school programs?  I would be interested.  

A I don't recall.  I don't recall.  For one thing -- one thing I do know, they had a 

baseball game and they had a football game. 

Q Now, "they," you mean? 

A At the -- at the public school.  Which they didn't have at the parochial school at 

that time. 

Q That's a big difference for a kid.  That's --  

A That's a big difference for a kid, so. 

Q Right, right.  

A And in fall they had, they would start the -- have a football game in the fall and in 

the spring have a baseball game. 

Q Well, since you mentioned sports, what about forms of recreation when you were 

a youth, what were the -- what were the things that you liked to do the most? 

A Well, for one thing -- for one thing, the -- we lived right near the -- near the -- the 

river, right near the dam, not more than 500 feet away from it.  And fishing was -- 

was an outstanding thing.  My father showed us, my grandfather showed us.  We 

learned the fishing.   And there was good fishing in those days at that time. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A I remember my grandfather getting my brother and I up at daybreak in the spring 

when the fish were swimming and they would lay in those eddies and -- below the 
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in the fast water where the eddies were just off to the side a bit, and perch would 

lay in the -- big -- big perch, along with walleye and Northern.  My grandfather 

had an iron rake and he would rake these fish up the bank, and my brother and I 

had to (indiscernible) before they went back in.  The bank was steep.  Yes, we'd -- 

we'd get seven or eight, enough for a meal, and that was it. 

Q That probably seems like fishing, being --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- able to rake them in --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- huh? 

A Yeah.  With the rake.  That's right.  He attempted at times to -- to get these 

Northern and walleye but he never could get one with the rake.  There were others 

sent down with a spear, which is illegal, and it was also illegal with the rake.  My 

grandfather never knew the difference. 

Q So even at that time this -- these were illegal kinds of fishing? 

A They were illegal at that time, yes.  But --  

Q What, your speared Northern then, is that how you caught Northern? 

A Yeah, they speared -- they speared Northern and walleye when they were running.  

If the way -- now, this was done when the water was high, I'm telling you, with 

this rake.  When the water wasn't so high they weren't there then, and they were at 

different places.  But they -- a lot of them can tell you that they went out and if the 

water wasn't too high in the spring when these were running, with -- with a club, 

hit them when they ran up in the shallow water part of the dam. 
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Q Now --  

A Of course, that you don't -- that you don't expect to see anymore. 

Q No.  I hope not. 

A Yeah. 

Q Right.  Now, did you -- were there times when you did more conventional kinds 

of fishing, you know, with a pole and --  

A Oh, yes.  Oh, yes.  We knew the river, where all the holds were, when the water 

would -- we knew where to fish when the water was high and we knew where to 

fish when the water was low.  And we -- we knew were all the holds were at and 

we knew where all the shallow -- we knew where we could cross the river with 

water up to our knees in the summertime and -- and we knew the place you had to 

swim to get across. 

Q Now, how far up and down the river did you range? 

A Oh, a couple of miles.  Two, three miles.  Usually the most was -- was no farther 

down at the end of the head race.  At the end, that usually was the area, between it 

and -- and the Monterrey dam, that was the area that we were working most.  We 

did go down below, but oh, just casually --  

Q Mm-hmm. 

A -- go down there.  So -- we never -- we never went much above the dam.  It was 

all below.  I don't know why.  But below the dam to the end of the head race or 

the last -- and also, a lot of fishing was done in the tail race out of the 

(indiscernible).  There was a lot of fishing done in there.  But above it, we never 

went when we were young.  I don't know why, but we never went.  Probably just 
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as good -- better fishing there below.  I don't know. 

Q Did you fish from the bank all the time or did you have a --  

A No, we waded.  Waded.  We had regular wading.  You had old worn-out shoes 

you used as wading shoes, and old overalls, you know, that would -- beyond 

patching.  And that was usually -- you just walked right in -- this is in the 

summertime, see.  We never had such a thing as wader boots like others had.  

There were fellows who had them, you know --  

Q Right. 

A -- would fish with the -- with the rod and reel, and they waded out to the preferred 

places, but we never had any rubber boots at that time. 

Q Were rubber boots a status symbol then? 

A Huh? 

Q Were rubber boots a status symbol?  

A Oh, they -- they --  

Q That was for the wealthy people or --  

A Oh, that was -- that was for the those who could afford them. 

Q Yeah, right, right. 

A Yeah.   

Q Now, you know, I think today a lot of folks probably wouldn't eat the fish out of 

the river, but what about the situation regarding pollution, did you -- were you 

aware of any problems with the river at that time? 

A No.  There wasn't any -- everybody swam in the river.  There was never any -- 

never any -- anything in the newspaper or anything like that, stay out of there, or 
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it was contaminated, like that.  And they all ate the fish.  There was never -- of 

course, right now -- you must realize at that time, how big was Madison then?  

And how big was Jefferson?  How big was Fort Atkinson?  And --  

Q Farmers weren't using as much fertilizer and all kinds of things. 

A They weren't use any.  The only fertilizer they were using then was -- was out of 

the good old cow manure. 

Q Right. 

A That's what they were using for fertilizer then.  And -- and the -- the only -- about 

the only places that dumped raw sewage into the river at that time were such 

places that -- were buildings over the river.  They may have had -- had their toilets 

just directly above the river and dropped that stuff into the river.  Outside of that 

there were -- or maybe runoff ditches that were higher than the river with runoff 

water from the streets and so forth that would run into the river. 

Q You -- what about the fish?  You mentioned perch, walleye, Northern.  Were 

there any others that were prominent? 

A Oh, yes.  They -- they had bass -- bass, there was catfish, there were bullhead, 

there were eel. 

Q Seems like you had a pretty -- almost the whole range of freshwater fish. 

A Oh, yes, the range of freshwater fish that are -- that are in this area. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A That you find in this area.  You had your carp then too, your suckers, and the 

redhorse, the rock bass, the bluegills, the -- the bluegills were so thick in the tail 

race at the (indiscernible) mill that these fellows who wanted the same minnows -
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- they wanted to get the shiner minnow.  And that was -- that was considered at 

that time the bait for a walleye in the fast water.  And they would take the net, and 

these -- all these little bluegills, only about that long, the net would be just --  

Q I should say that you motioned about an inch there. 

A About -- not -- yeah.  Not more than an inch long.  The nets were so full of 

bluegills that they -- they just dumped them all -- rather than dump them back in 

the river they just threw them on the banks and -- in order to get -- in order to get 

shiner minnows.  They -- of course if they -- if they should catch a bass in that net 

-- this was against the law too -- they would keep them.  But the bluegills were so 

thick in there that it just -- they couldn't draw a net through without -- I -- I would 

say there would probably five, six hundred bluegills in a -- in a net, these little 

ones.  And they just threw them on the bank.  And yet there were still plenty of 

bluegills. 

Q What about the enforcement of the -- it seems that people were violating game 

laws (indiscernible). 

A They were violating game laws. 

Q Was there any enforcement of the game laws?  Was there a game warden around? 

A Well, what -- what would one game warden do for three counties, or how -- how 

often could he be there, see.  They had a game warden, yes, but he had to cover -- 

he had to cover -- I remember one of them telling me that he had to -- he had to go 

up the -- had to go as far as -- from Beloit to the head of the Crawfish River.  And 

you have just -- just one game warden of that area, he can't be at all places at the 

same time.  Usually when they did pick up somebody it would be somebody who 
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had tipped off, they were known as like -- like running a set line, and he had a 

boat and they kept doing it and doing it and doing it, doing it, and then told him 

that he's still doing it, and then he would go down at the proper time, whether day 

or night, and he would arrest him.  But other violations that -- they went on 

continuously.  

Q Was the -- was the river dangerous at all?  Were there any undercurrents or 

anything like that you had to watch -- I know I live near the Wisconsin River, and 

it's a treacherous river, and I was wondering about the Rock River (indiscernible). 

A Well, the Rock -- the Rock River had no sinkholes or mud holes in it where 

anybody would -- would -- would drown stepping into it, but it did have the dam 

which, when a certain amount of water went across it, the fellows would slide 

down into it.  I don't know whether you ever -- ever tried that or not.  But I did.  I 

tried it with -- I would say with probably about a half an inch of water going over 

the dam, you went with it.  And of course, when you get in there all buoyancy is 

gone.  It's all bubbles.  Now, it wasn't deep so you could -- you could stand in it.  

And you'd give yourself a push on the rocks and get out of the bubbles, see. 

 (End Tape 1 Side B) 

  MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  This is August 3rd yet, and we're continuing the 

interview with Mr. Hugo Preus. 

Q Mr. Preus, we were talking earlier on the other side about forms of recreation, and 

you talked at some length about fishing.  I was wondering if there was anything 

else that you considered a very important form of recreation for you at that time? 

A Sure.  Just baseball like -- you know, like playing now.  They had played football.  
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Well, there was skating in the wintertime.  There was skiing.  But there were no 

public slides, anything like that, like you have today.  Your skating, you went 

down on any place that the river had had to offer. 

Q What about baseball, were -- what kind of a game was baseball at that time?  

Were -- was it different in any way than it is today --  

A No --  

Q -- do you know? 

A -- not that I recall.  It's all the same.  Although the kids never played the 

regulation -- the rules that they are today.  There were -- there were variations of 

rules they had.  There might -- there might be one team -- or one group of teams 

playing one type of ball and the other one's playing another type.  Later on -- later 

on, as I recall, I would -- I played baseball.  Don't remember ever playing the 

regulation as -- as it is today. 

Q As -- as you were -- when did your interest in electricity begin to develop?  I was 

wondering -- maybe I should ask first of all, what -- as you were growing up, 

what did you hope to be?  What were your aspirations? 

A I had -- I had no aspirations.  I -- I don't -- I don't think I ever -- I don't think I ever 

had my mind set on anything, that I can recall.  I may have, but I -- I can't recall it 

now.  

Q Mm-hmm.  I wanted to ask too about -- we asked about recreation, but what about 

chores or odd jobs as a youth, was there any --  

A Oh, yes. 

Q -- anything in the way of --  
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A We did -- we did (indiscernible). 

Q What were the kinds of things that you did?  

A We did odd jobs.  We -- in the -- in the -- in the summertime we -- we worked at 

the Kellogg's Nursery, picked berries, picked cherries, picked currants.  And in 

the spring we -- we worked on the shipping nursery stock.  We helped along with 

some of that.  On planting -- and even in the -- in the -- in -- in the summertime, 

even when the berry picking wasn't there, you'd go along where they had planted 

new strawberries.  You had to go up and down the rows, cut off the blossoms.  

You had to do the hoeing in the strawberry -- new strawberry plants. 

  In the fall when they would set out, we'd work a little -- have -- have some 

work there too with the nursery to -- when they put in -- set cuttings, like the 

bridle wreath cuttings and grape -- not grape.  I remember -- I remember bridle 

wreath cuttings that they set in.  They'd have men with tine -- three-tine devices 

that they would stamp in the ground.  It'll make three holes.  And then you'd -- 

these kids would go along and stick these cuttings into the holes, see, row after 

row.  That's --  

Q Now, how old would have you been when you were doing this work? 

A Oh, probably around ten, 11, 12 years old, somewhere along in there.  I wasn't the 

only one.  There were other ones too, you know.  They would hire kids for doing 

that. 

Q Now, what would you get for a day of that kind of work? 

A Seventy-five cents.  It was a ten-hour day.  Yeah.  I think it was 75 cents.  Now, 

wait a minute.  Was it 75 cents?  No, I don't think it was that much.  I'm thinking 
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of something else now.  

Q So you worked long hours for very little, at any rate? 

A You did long hours for very little.  And just what little kids could do, you know. 

Q Sure, sure. 

A Of course, kids were glad to get it.  They got -- they got some spending money. 

Q So you did get to keep the money that you earned then?  

A Huh? 

Q You did get to keep the money that you earned? 

A Yeah, yeah. 

Q Okay.  I wanted to ask too about the -- about your family's place in the 

community.  Just where you thought your family fit into the community, and 

particularly now, whether there was any -- any class awareness.  You know, your 

family would have come from Germany, and the class --  

A Oh, yeah. 

Q -- class lines were --  

A They --  

Q -- very rigid. 

A They always -- they always consider themselves below these others.  They always 

figure that -- they called it high tone.  That was one -- one of the -- one of the 

terms they used.  And they felt they could never afford these other things either, 

that was another thing.  They were very conservative.  And they were strict 

believers if they borrowed a dollar that dollar had to be paid back first, and no 

debts.  There's where you -- any -- any -- anything that -- that you bought that -- 
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that you didn't have a real necessity of, that was squandering. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A They lived a pretty -- pretty close life, a pretty frugal life. 

Q Now, who were they considered high tone at that time? 

A Well, they consider people like -- people that owned the horse and buggy, people 

who had money enough to go to -- to -- to a theater. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Would take trips, such as that.  They were considered -- they considered them far 

above themselves. 

Q Now, did they -- did they resent those people or did they --  

A No. 

Q -- consider that --  

A No. 

Q -- just the way things were? 

A It was just the way of life.  That was just the way of life, they consider that.  

Q Now, what do you recall as you were young growing up, did you accept that -- 

that attitude towards things too or did you --  

A No. 

Q -- have a different feeling about that? 

A No, I had a different feeling about that.  I thought if I had money earned I wanted 

to spend it for things I wanted it for. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A They encourage saving, you know.  They always had -- always had to have 
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saving.  But I wanted to spend it.  I wanted to drink pop.  I wanted to have an ice-

cream cone like any other kid. 

Q Yeah. 

A They --  

Q Now, what about the high tone business, did you have any resentment of high 

tone people --  

A No. 

Q -- or --  

A No. 

Q -- what you call --  

A Just I can't afford that.  That was it.  That's the attitude you had.  I had.  They can 

afford I and I can't.  

Q Mm-hmm. 

A That was one thing we were taught.  If you can't pay for it, don't get it.  And 

brother, don't ever get -- don't ever come home with something that you -- have a 

good reason -- or where did you get it?  I found it.  And if they found out that you 

stole that, brother, you got a good thrashing. 

Q Yeah. 

A And we were always questioned about coming home with something.  I found it.  

That -- that don't -- didn't always work.  

Q It seems that -- that your parents did then have a sense of being part of a working 

class --  

A Yeah. 
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Q -- of people, is that -- is that far to say?  

A Right, right.  They were working class, yeah. 

Q Now, did they -- did they seem to think that you would do better?  I mean did they 

have -- did they have a feeling that -- that your -- that their children would be able 

to do better?  Was that one of the things they hoped for?  What --  

A Yeah. 

Q What did they --  

A Oh, yes.  

Q Did they think you would just --  

A Oh, yes. 

Q -- be a member of the working -- of this --  

A Oh, yes. 

Q -- working class too? 

A Oh, yes.  The idea -- the idea -- now, college just was too expensive for them, see.  

But to get into a trade, that was the -- that was the thing.  Get into a trade.  Either 

be a shoemaker or a florist or any one of these trades, carpenter, bricklayer, 

mason, plasterer, any of those trades.  That was -- that was the gold they stole for. 

Q So the trade then, that was the way out of --  

A Yeah. 

Q That was the way to better (indiscernible)? 

A My grandfather, the -- the youngest in his -- in his family, he was able to send him 

to a -- to learn to be a tailor.  And in those days to learn the tailor business he had 

to pay the tailor to take on this apprentice.  And my grandfather paid for my uncle 
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to go to Evansville and go to work for a tailor up there apprenticing.  He had to 

pay for that.  After -- and of course after he finished, my uncle, he went to 

Milwaukee and he tailored in Milwaukee till he retired. 

Q Now, as you were growing up, who did you look up to?  Who did you admire?  

Do you recall?  People in -- maybe in your family or in the community, who -- 

who -- who would have been maybe your -- your models? 

A I don't recall of anyone in particular, any individual.  Mm-mm. 

Q Did -- did you have that same sense that your parents had of -- of -- of the 

tradesmen being the ideal?  Did you -- did you, as you were growing up, aspire to 

-- to be a tradesman of one sort or another? 

A I don't recall which one.  About all I recall at that time, if you could be an 

engineer on the railroad that was a -- that was a big deal to handle -- handle the 

controls on a steam locomotive.  That's about the only one I can think of. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Okay.  

A I don't recall --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- of any others. 

Q Mm-hmm.  

A On the railroad --  

Q Yeah.  When did your interest in electricity develop then?  That's --  

A Well, my -- my interest in that development -- my father knew Frank Albright 

(phonetic) who was an electrical contractor, and he asked him one time -- my 

father admired an electrician, because when he worked as a molder at the foundry 
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he saw the electricians come in there and do some work and it was -- it was 

considered dangerous work, see, but you had -- if you learned it right there wasn't 

-- wasn't so much danger to it.  And he -- he figured it was a good -- now, he 

knew Frank Albright, and he asked Frank Albright if there was a chance for me to 

become an apprentice.  And he had an opening, so I went to work there. 

Q Now, did your dad have to pay --  

A No. 

Q -- Mr. Albright too --  

A No.  No, no.  

Q -- or was this a different --  

A Oh, no, no. 

Q -- arrangement?  

A No.  Albright paid me.  I think I got 17-1/2 cents an hour.  

Q Now, why did you get paid and other people had to pay to learn --  

A That was --  

Q -- a trade? 

A That was probably -- I don't -- I -- I never could find out why my grandfather had 

to pay this tailor to take him on.  Now, that of course was probably -- let's see, 

that would be, yeah, a good 25 years before. 

Q Okay. 

A Twenty-five, 30 years before I was apprenticing. 

Q So by the time you were an apprentice then, was your situation fairly typical, that 

you were paid --  
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A You were --  

Q -- a little bit? 

A -- paid, yeah.  You were paid, sure.  You were paid.  They had already I think 

made changes in the child labor law at that time too, the time I started.  There 

were changes made in that.  Yeah. 

Q Now, before we get too far away from your youth and the community type 

questions that I was asking earlier, I know off mic you -- you mentioned that there 

was a Germany newspaper in Janesville, and I was wondering what your 

recollections were of that? 

A Well, I remember my grandfather reading it.  It was delivered.  It was sold on the 

streets.  Paper kids sold on the streets.  Made by the Frick (phonetic) Printing 

Company printed it. 

Q Do you recall --  

A Once a week.  It was a weekly -- it was a weekly paper, not a daily. 

Q And do you recall what it -- the name? 

A Now, there was another one that came from Milwaukee which was a daily, by 

mail.  Now, one of them was called the Germania, G E R M A -- G R --  

Q M A N I A? 

A M A -- M A I -- something like that. 

Q Yeah.  Right. 

A Yeah, yeah, yeah.  

Q I'm familiar with that name too. 

A Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Germania. 
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Q All right. 

A Now, that was one of them.  Now, if that one was the one in Janesville or if that's 

the one from Milwaukee I don't -- I don't recall. 

Q All right.  Do you recall the editor of the paper here? 

A No, I don't.  I don't recall the editor.  All I know, the local paper, Frick Printing 

Company printed it, and that's all I remember of the thing. 

Q Now, did your parents read -- did you have exclusively German newspapers in 

your home or one of --  

A One of --  

Q -- one English?  What was the situation? 

A One -- one English paper and one --  

Q Uh-huh. 

A -- and one -- one German paper.  The German paper was read mostly by my 

grandfather I remember.  But my father and mother read the English paper. 

Q All right. 

A There were two papers here.  One was a morning paper and the other one was a 

evening paper.  One was the Gazette and the other one was the Recorder.  The 

Recorder was the morning paper.  Now, which one of them they read I don't 

recall, or did they read both of them. 

Q Well, were the any differences in the news that was presented in the German as 

opposed to the --  

A No. 

Q -- American paper? 
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A No, there wasn't. 

Q Pretty much the same? 

A All pretty much the same.  They're pretty much the same.  I would say probably 

the same as if you took -- if you went to Milwaukee and took and bought a 

German newspaper there as -- as compared to the Milwaukee Journal, you'd 

probably have just about the same kind of news. 

Q Well, do you recall when the Janesville paper went out of business? 

A The Recorder, when that --  

Q I mean the Janes -- the -- the German paper. 

A The German paper.  I think that stopped about right after World War -- right 

before -- maybe right around the time of World War I.  In that time I think it 

stopped. 

Q So even to buy a German newspaper then it would have been considered -- was it 

-- was it -- was this paper -- I should ask, was the paper about ready to fold 

anyway, do you know, or was it the --  

A Yeah, that I --  

Q -- war that knocked it out? 

A That I don't know.  I don't know whether it was the war that knocked it out or 

whether the -- or it was ready to fold.  It -- it could have been either one, because 

you see these older people were dying off that used it.  They were dying off.  And 

it --  

Q Yeah, that's why I asked.   It could have --  

A Yeah. 
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Q It could go either way. 

A It could go either way. 

Q Yeah.  Okay, well, that's -- that's a problem for other people to deal with. 

  Now, you described your -- the -- the way you got into the apprenticeship 

program.  I wondered -- I wanted to ask about your father's relationship with Mr. 

Albright.  Just what was their relationship? 

A Just -- just friends. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A That's about all. 

Q Your father hadn't worked for him or anything? 

A No, no.  Mm-mm,. Mm-mm. 

Q Were they church members the -- were they at the same church, do you know? 

A Yes, they were at the same church. 

Q Okay. 

A That was one -- that was one -- that was one thing.  They were -- they were 

friends. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Now, just what was the nature of the apprenticeship program as you 

recall it? 

A There was no fixed program, no -- no fixed program.  Now, at that time, you must 

remember, there was no -- there was -- there would -- the people were installing 

electrical lighting mainly at that time.  That was the main item, to get electric 

light.  There were (indiscernible).  There were such appliances at that time as a 

toaster, as -- as the electric iron.  There were fans.  But a lot of these items that 
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they had, these appliances, were considered luxury.  They were expensive and 

only the wealthy or those that could afford bought them.  Not everybody had 

them.  You didn't have any radio or anything like that at that time.  There was a 

telephone.  And your telephones, a lot of your -- your country telephones were 

still running on -- on dry batteries.  And they had regular -- that number -- they 

called it a number six dry cell.  That one that's about that big around, about, you 

know, two-and-a-half inches in diameter and probably eight -- eight inches high.  

And they had men that when they served the telephone they carried them right 

with them.  They put in new batteries every so often. 

Q Now, what work did you do as an apprentice?  What was specifically --  

A Helped along --  

Q -- your --  

A -- with -- helped along fellows -- along -- helped in -- installing wires for lights.  

That was -- that was -- that was the job.  Went into an old building and put the 

wiring in for -- for lights, mainly for lights.  Had maybe one wall plug.  Probably 

the only thing he had, and that was only for the use of the flat iron or the -- or the 

toaster.  And they had -- they used lighting -- a lot of them had switches.  Some 

didn't have switches.  You had to rip up these boards and do a lot of fishing and so 

forth to get these wires to the -- to the outlets. 

Q It seems that there wasn't any sense that -- at that time of how appliances would 

develop and the need -- of the need for wall plugs.  Now --  

A That's right. 

Q -- is -- you -- the electrical workers and Mr. Albright didn't have that sense of 
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thing, I gather?  Or was it the people who didn't have that? 

A There was -- the contractors never promoted such thing as putting --  

Q Okay. 

A -- in a lot of wall -- they never promoted that.  They -- they sold a fan and they 

sold the toaster and they sold the flat iron.  Those were the -- there were three of 

the items that I recall that stood out.  And -- oh, boy.  The contractors -- no, I don't 

recall them ever promoting a lot of this stuff, a lot of -- for a lot -- outlets for a lot 

of appliances. 

Q That's interesting, because you would -- this -- this would be a big boost -- would 

have been a big boost in business. 

A Oh, yes, it would. 

Q So --  

A It would. 

Q But they --  

A Then of course as these years went by these things came -- came rapidly.  You 

came -- your washing machine, came the ladies curling iron, there came a vacuum 

cleaner.  But motors were getting to be produced.  They were coming onto a lot of 

things.  They had -- they had -- this -- there were still a lot of direct current.  

Placed used -- industrial places used their own direct current power.  The -- well, 

even the City, it was even -- they were still using direct current.  They hadn't 

changed all the currents yet. 

Q Yeah.  Now, when you speak of direct current, just what do you mean? 

A Well, your direct current is the (indiscernible) constant.  And (indiscernible) the 
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current, it -- the flow reserves itself 60 times a second as it does here. 

Q Yeah. 

A And see, with direct current there were no transformers. 

Q Okay. 

A And -- current (indiscernible) then that -- that opened the field for transformers.  

Then of course the motors and the generators were made different than what the 

direct current one was. 

Q Yeah. 

A The -- the school for the visually handicapped, they had -- had their own 

generators out and they were all direct current generators.  The generators were 

made in Madison by -- what is the name of it yet?  I can't think of the name.  But 

they had -- the exhaust seam from the engines that drove the generators was used 

to heat the building.  In the summertime then they'd bypass it.  They just blew the 

exhaust steam out of the -- out in the air.  That was only changed here -- that -- 

that -- they hadn't gone to a complete alternating current system until right after 

World War II.  

Q Yeah. 

A The old generators still stood there. 

Q So your learning really then was just going along and doing the work with --  

A Yeah.  

Q That was really the education that you went --  

A That --  

Q -- through? 
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A That was right.  That was right.  That was the first part.  And later on when these 

other things came, well you had to learn something about them.  Usually we were 

instructed by the -- by the employer what to do and not do with it. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A And how -- how to install it if you had to install it.  Then as -- then of course, then 

when radio came out, and then you -- then there was a thing on to put up aerials 

and -- there was a big business -- that was as big boost when that came. 

Q Yeah. 

A They -- contractor probably had -- before that probably had four, five men 

working at his best.  When radio come in he took on about two or three more and 

put up aerials and repair radios and so forth.  And then they came to the thing that 

you had -- they had motor -- motors had to be repaired on these appliances and so 

forth, so you had to learn those things. 

Q Mm-hmm.  Now, did you go to school at all after eighth grade or did you get into 

the apprenticeship program after eighth grade?  Just what --  

A I went -- I went to --  

Q -- was the situation? 

A -- went to the vocational school and -- I think a year or two.  I did -- did some odd 

jobs in between that.  And I -- then from that time on I stayed right then -- right 

with it. 

Q Yeah.  So you were --  

A I -- I --  

Q How old were you? 



HUGO PREUS INTERVIEW   

August 3, 1976 

54 

A I had -- I had no -- I had no schooling on this.  I had to learn all of this later.  I had 

to go to evening school.  I had to go to extension -- extension courses.  I had to go 

to company schools.  And you had to -- I had to learn my mathematics the hard 

way. 

Q Sure, sure.  What -- what vocational school did you go to and what --  

A Janesville --  

Q -- kind of course? 

A Janesville had a vocational -- machine.  Machine.  Machine and -- machine and 

combustion engine.  You know, they had a -- had a two-cycle engine there.  They 

had a four-cycle gasoline engine there.  They had a machine shop.  And I liked 

mechanics.  I liked it.  It was interesting. 

Q Now, did -- did you eventually decide not to go into machinist work, into electric 

work, or was that --  

A Yeah. 

Q How did that come about? 

A It was a chance now -- in this electrical you did mechanical things, see. 

Q Sure, right.  Yeah, I understand there's some overlap. 

A You had -- you had other things to do besides just pulling wires, see.   

Q Yeah. 

A Well, that interested me. 

Q Yeah. 

A And of course if you got onto a building -- I didn't get onto any new building in 

the first two or three years I apprenticed.  I didn't get on -- after that I got onto the 
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new buildings.  

Q Now, when you got into the apprentice program with Mr. Albright, did you or 

your father -- you know, you were getting into a boom business. 

A Right. 

Q Just before the boom --  

A Right, just --  

Q -- occurred. 

A -- before the expansion of --  

Q Right. 

A -- this (indiscernible).  Right.  Just --  

Q And I was wondering if -- if that was one of the reasons you went into it or you 

just lucked out.  What -- what kind of a --  

A No.  It interested me.  I was interested in it.  I was very much interested in it.  That 

all came fast, see, one thing after the other.  It come fast.  You couldn't even keep 

up with it.  That came fast.  The -- especially -- especially when these outfits were 

developing the electronic devices.  You see how fast it came.  Just look what 

came with the first radio that came.  Batteries. 

Q Yeah. 

A Battery chargers, rectifiers.  There were all the things associated with that.  And 

then came the devices in your -- in your power equipment were going to the 

electronics.  When I was apprenticing on the first -- when the radios were first 

coming out, there was a fellow who had been in World War I in the Navy.  He 

had been taught electronics of it -- at its day.  And he was -- he was in the -- in -- 
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in the radio part of it.  That is, his duties with the Navy had something to do with 

the radio.  And he told me about this idea of using current like it flows like water, 

your direct current, was current, and he -- he taught me -- he told me about the 

electron.  And I was interested in it, the -- the actions of the electron.  I went into 

the shop one day and the other four or five fellows were sitting there.  I said, that's 

a pretty interesting thing about this electron.  Don't pay no attention to that.  The 

guy, he's nuts.  There ain't no such a thing.  That's the answer I got from the other 

fellows.  So -- but it -- it interested me, and of course --  

Q Well, what did they think it was? 

A What did they --  

Q What did they think electric --  

A Their electric --  

Q How did they explain it? 

A To them electric was just nothing but it flowed like water in a pipe.  There was 

resistance.  

Q Mm-hmm. 

A And there was pressure.  There was resistance.  And there was heat to it. 

Q Uh-huh.  Oh, so that -- now, that was the old attitude?  

A That was the old method --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- of teaching --  

Q Okay. 

A -- see.   
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Q Okay, yeah. 

A And they --  

Q So the concept of the electron really --  

A That was --  

Q Yeah.  

A That --  

Q Upset the applecart.  

A That upset the applecart.  And it was -- and you could -- and there surely was 

something to the electron because these things came fast.  And it's -- and look at 

your computer today. 

Q Right. 

A And look at your spacecrafts.  It's all electronically controlled. 

Q Hmm. 

A I'll never forget, he told me just like you've read in every -- every textbook, he 

told me, he said, he just remember, it is the electron and only the electron that is 

the carrier.  He is the carrier.  And that has never changed from the time he told 

me that. 

Q So there was a lot of resistance then to the acceptance of that idea? 

A Indeed there was.  Oh, yes.  They talked about that.  He's crazy.  Don't pay any 

attention to him. 

Q So they thought you were kind of a young whippersnapper coming in here --  

A That's right.  That's right.  

Q Yeah.  
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A Come in with -- with something this --  

Q A new crazy idea. 

A Yeah, a crazy idea, that's right.  

Q And because you were young and inexperienced --  

A Well --  

Q -- you were gullible. 

A Oh, sure, sure.  They figured -- they figured I was gullible to believe that stuff so -

- yeah, they --  

 (End Tape 2 Side A) 

Q That's interesting.  Well, how long did it take them, the people you worked with, 

to accept that --  

 

A Well, a lot of them -- a lot of them never -- never cared to go into the thing.  The -

- so I -- I took a short course in it.  And the first thing I found now, this is going 

into math, see.  Well, then I had to learn trigonometry.  I learned geometry, 

trigonometry.  And that didn't come easy to me.  I had to go to night school, and 

every bit I could read on it. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A But I finally mastered it.  Then I was able to understand what they're dealing with 

in the electronic field.  You -- because you always had to use your trigonom -- 

because you had phase displacements.  They all was -- everything was leading or 

lagging. 

Q So you up getting a -- it seems that you got the equivalent of a pretty good high 
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school education at that time --  

A Oh, yeah. 

Q -- pretty much on your own? 

A On -- on my own, yeah.  Everything was self-taught on that.  That's all self-taught.  

Matters the most is that -- of course they -- when they would come out with a 

device and if you could grasp -- they would have a school on it, you know, a short 

course on it, to give me an idea what this thing was about and what to do repairing 

it, what to do for installing it and so forth.  In fact, they still do that today.  They 

come out with some -- you know, these fellows (indiscernible) they're going to 

get somebody in there to give -- give an idea of what it -- what it's all about. 

Q Now, did most of the electrical workers around here take advantage of that kind 

of -- those kinds of programs or were --  

A Not all of them.  

Q -- you unusual? 

A Not all of them.  Not all of them.  Some of them did and some didn't.  It all 

depended upon what their attitude was.  Some fellow wouldn't -- wouldn't pay to 

put the effort into it and some figured it was great so -- not all of them went for it. 

Q What do you recall about the working conditions while you were -- where you -- 

while you were apprenticing? 

A Well, it was just a common acceptance at that time you started at 7 o'clock in the 

morning and they worked till 6:00 at night.  That was commonly accepted that, 

see. 

Q In the work you were doing there, were there any -- were there any hazards or was 
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it dangerous at all? 

A I wouldn't say there was any hazard to house wiring.  I wouldn't say that.  

Q Yeah.  I would think that would be fairly --  

A You know -- the ones who had the hazardous time at that time were the people 

working for the utility company, the linemen.  And they -- they never had any 

safety devices.  They -- I remember them in the wintertime, they -- when they -- 

when they -- when they changed lines, replaced lines and changed lines, they 

would wait till the ground was frozen because frozen ground they could stand 

with ordinary rubbers on.  They'd have ordinary rubbers on.  And even though 

they -- the glove -- they didn't have any rubber gloves.  They had canvas gloves.  

And they would splice their wires together that way, right on the -- right on the -- 

their live 2,300 volts, see.  And they would do that in the wintertime. 

  There was one fellow I recall that when they -- it was a 4,000 volt line, the 

fuse block, the cutout was arching across, and he climbed up the pole and put out 

the arc.  You know what he did, he took his felt hat, a felt hat, slapped it.  No 

rubber gloves.  

Q Wow. 

A No rubber blankets. 

Q Yeah. 

A No insulated buckets. 

Q Were people just not aware of -- of the --  

A Oh --  

Q -- safety devices? 
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A -- they were all aware.  They -- everybody had the warning, watch out for the guy 

wire, watch out, that might be alive.  They -- they -- they were warned on that. 

Q So it was just carelessness more or less? 

A Yeah.  It was -- yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.  Sure.  I seen them -- I seen them -- these 

linemen too, you know, they were -- some of them were daring too, you know, 

which you could say was carelessness.  I seen one of them splicing together a 

2,300 volt standing in -- with the hooks and the pole.  He's probably -- he was at a 

transformer (indiscernible).  He went up on the pole probably about 15 feet high.  

And he was trying to take the two wires in both hands and lay them on there, and 

it was going through his spike, see, and his hands.  And he didn't have strength 

enough to lay the two of them together.  And I heard the one below tell him, oh, 

(indiscernible) and hang it up and put together, and got a hold -- and then he had -

- it was shaking him.  And then he finally got them together.  Well, then after he 

got them together he didn't have any -- didn't get any (indiscernible).  But he was 

standing with -- the pole was wet too, you know.  

Q Oh, gees.  No wonder it was dangerous. 

A They were daring too, you know.  It wasn't always a case of being ignorant of it, 

you know. 

Q Yeah. 

A If it was a case too of some guys were daring. 

Q So -- so it was considered what, sort of soft to use these protective, you know, the 

rubber gloves --  

A Well, yeah, yeah. 
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Q -- and everything?  

A Yeah.  I'm going to show you how tough I am, see, and how --  

Q Yeah.  That's --  

A -- you, you're -- you're chicken, see.  They did -- they did some things like that 

too.  It wasn't all entirely ignorance of the thing. 

Q Now, how do you -- how do you know these things about line work?  Did you 

work on that yourself or were these --  

A No, I never did. 

Q -- things you just overheard? 

A I did very little line work.  What line work I did was always low voltage.  It 

wasn't high voltage.  Well, I'll take that back. I put in some line work in my last -- 

last years at work I worked at the Janesville Sand and Gravel Company, and I did 

enough in there to -- I worked there -- they -- they -- with their heavy digging.  I 

always had a chain.  We were always putting in new equipment.  And I ran some 

4,000 volt stuff for them.  Of course, it was all aluminum cable, cable stuff.  

Outside of that, I didn't do much on that -- on the line work.  That was about all. 

Q Now, which company would have -- would have -- what was the source of 

electricity at Janesville at that time I guess?  Which company was supplying --  

A It was the Janesville Electric Company.  It was a small outfit.  I remember the 

fellow heading it, his name was Korst (phonetic).  Now, who -- who the owners 

were I don't recall. 

Q Yeah, I was going to ask you that.  But it wasn't a public --  

A It wasn't --  
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Q -- company?  It was private --  

A It -- it wasn't a Wisconsin -- it was later taken on by Wisconsin Power & Light 

Company.  It was taken over by the Wisconsin Power & Light Company about 

the time that they built the Sampson tractor plant here.  That was the time, about 

that time, because that's when the Power & Light Company came in.  I still 

remember setting up a substation.  And I recall very much they were 

(indiscernible).  One of the charter members of the labor union got hit with a jolt 

in that tower.  And these fellows who had worked for the electric company, the 

old electric company, I still remember them saying, well, it's a new regulation.  

Now, that's how -- that was about the time --  

Q Yeah, yeah. 

A -- they had taken over this -- this local outfit. 

Q How long did your apprentice program last? 

A Four years.  Four years. 

Q And you did pretty much the same kind of house wiring work all the time --  

A No. 

Q -- or were there other phases of that program? 

A I got into industrial.  That was about two years.  And then they built the Sampson 

tractor plant.  And I worked in there.  I worked for Milwaukee contractors, was 

one of them.  And then -- then a national operating contractor, I worked for him a 

number of times.  He did a lot of work there.  And I worked at that -- that foundry 

building, the last one that Fairbanks-Morris built in Beloit.  That's over 50 years 

ago. 
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Q Yeah. 

A And the industrial work was what I liked best, rather than residential or 

commercial work.  But, you know, there was -- at that -- there wasn't every year 

in a town like this or a nearby town -- they had their own electrician.  You 

couldn't always get onto an industrial job if you wanted too, see.  

Q Now, was that harder to learn too?  What --  

A Oh, yeah. 

Q What about the apprenticing there?  How did --  

A Well, the apprenticing there, you -- the apprenticing there was you were going 

into -- into motors and motor control --  

Q Mm-hmm. 

A -- went with it.  And more and more stuff was being -- unless -- when I first 

started apprenticing, let me mention this, that all your industrial places, your 

factories and so forth, the power on this equipment were driven by one thing.  

They had a line shaft that ran the length of their plant.  And every time they put a 

machine in it was (indiscernible) to this line shaft.  Well, that's -- at about the time 

the radios would be coming out they were -- people were buying radios, they were 

starting to change the industrial setup.  They were starting to make individual 

drives for individual machines rather than the line shaft.  That meant a motor 

controller and a motor switch, a motor, and -- and the wiring to the motor of these 

devices.  Well, then -- and -- and -- and right about the -- right about the 

beginning of World War II I don't think there was a line shaft left in the country.  

(indiscernible)  So a span of about 20 years it took in there, and it just all went 
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from line shaft to individual drive.  They had -- they had -- some of them had their 

own generator outfits.  Some of them had -- had one huge motor drive the line 

shaft.  And some of them had a -- a lot of them had steam to drive the line shaft. 

Q Now, what was the situation at Sampson? 

A Sampson's Tractor Company? 

Q Right. 

A Well, they -- Sampson Tractor Company had bought out the Janesville Machine 

Company, which made farm implements.  And the tractor outfit made a tractor 

that would be on the order of like driving a horse.  It had two lines on them. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A And the operator on this thing would manipulate these lines. 

Q Yeah. 

A When he'd pull the right line the tractor would turn right, and when you would 

pull the left line the tractor would turn to the left.  And I've forgotten how -- I 

think both of them he pulled to go back and -- and -- and -- if he -- if he slacked 

off -- if he slacked off -- I forget now.  I've forgotten just how it worked.  But I 

remember seeing --  

Q Okay.  Right.  

A -- them testing them on the floor down there. 

Q Yeah. 

A Went to work, and I saw them testing their first ones.  Drive the tractor like you 

drive a horse. 

Q Mm-hmm. 
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A But also right around that same time other outfits were making tractors with the -- 

with the wheel. 

Q What about the electricity for the Sampson tractor plant?  How -- 

A They --  

Q How was that generated? 

A That was bought -- bought from the Wisconsin Power & Light Company. 

Q Oh.  Now, did Wisconsin Power & Light have to take it over because Sampson 

Tractor was going to make a great demand and the local outfit couldn't meet it, or 

just -- do you recall what the situation was? 

A I -- I don't -- I don't recall that.  All I -- all I recall, it was about the time that 

Sampson Tractor came here that the --  

Q Yeah. 

A -- Wisconsin Power & Light Company built those towers on Eastern Avenue. 

Q Yeah, yeah.  It's interesting that -- that they would be coming both at the same 

time and I --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- just wondered if there was any connection. 

A Yeah.  That's -- that's it.  Maybe it was such a case that the local outfit wasn't 

capable enough of furnishing the power and the Wisconsin Power & Light 

Company would -- came in and -- and these fellows probably sold to them.  

Probably paid them the price they wanted and so forth, and they decided rather 

than they try to expand themself big enough to furnish it they sold their rights to 

the Power & Light Company. 
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Q Yeah.  I wanted to ask too about -- well, you know, more on this -- I wanted to get 

into this industrial work a little bit more.  And I'm wondering first of all, was that 

more hazardous than --  

A Oh, yes, that was more --  

Q -- residential? 

A That was far more hazardous than residential, oh, yes. 

Q What kinds of -- what kinds of hazards did you have to watch out for? 

A You had flying machinery to work around.  A lot of this installation -- they 

wouldn't shut their factory down because you had to -- had to put a motor in, see.  

You had -- they had to work around that.  Now, if it was a new factory you had a 

lot of other things in there where -- fellows hauling in equipment, hauling in 

machinery, and if you didn't watch out you'd get run over by something.  You had 

to be alert -- alert all the time.  Whereas the fellow in a residential house, the only 

thing he had to watch out is the carpenter with the saw don't cut him, see. 

Q Yeah.  So the dangers then actually came from working in a factory situation and 

not from the electricity itself --  

A Oh, no, no. 

Q -- as far as you were concerned?  

A No, no, no.  The -- your codes have restricted a lot of these hazards that used to 

exist such as open wires and insulation gone and so forth.  That -- the codes have 

taken care of that.  And of course your insurance companies, they're not going to 

be liable for something like that either.  You know that.  

Q Yeah.  I was -- I was wondering specifically about the time when you were 
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apprenticing and doing the industrial work. 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q And if there were any particular dangers at that time that would not -- that were 

not taken care of? 

A No.  At this -- the industrial work, they had to start coding their own.  The labor 

union started coming in then and they also came along with -- with regulations, 

safety regulations.  That was the beginning of the labor union.  When the 

movements -- beginning movement of the labor union was to -- to -- to avoid 

these hazards. 

Q I guess I'm just trying to get at, what were the hazards in the first place?  You 

know, what were the --  

A Well --  

Q -- things that you had --  

A -- the first place --  

Q -- that you had to worry about? 

A -- that -- an employer ignorant of something that's there just go -- go and get it 

done.  Go up and do it.  Or climb up there and do it.  Climb up and do it.  And 

they didn't know that somebody else was going to do something else too. 

Q Yeah. 

A They didn't have nothing.  Nothing -- nothing -- nothing forced them to do it. 

Q Yeah, right.  

A There were some -- sure, the Industrial Commission had some -- had some 

regulations but they didn't have anybody out in the field to enforce it.  They had it 
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written in a book, in a code book, but there was nobody to see -- see that 

everybody was doing it according to that.  They didn't have the money to do it, or 

they didn't appropriate enough money for it. 

Q Yeah. 

A There were a lot of violations on their things.  

Q I wanted to ask more too about the Albright -- Mr. Albright's company.  How 

many people did he employ and that sort of thing? 

A Very -- that's -- that's interesting too.  He'd -- the work as far as construction work 

was -- like let's say there was a new building going up.  Well, they wouldn't build 

in the wintertime then.  They just built during the summertime during the -- when 

the frost was out of the ground.  So consequently the fellows -- the work in there 

came beginning in the fall, beginning like September, from September through to 

about January or February there was more work than there was during the 

remainder of the year.  By the time February came around days started getting 

longer and if the lightbulb went out, we'll wait till next fall to get a new lightbulb.  

It's getting light now, see.  You must realize, at that time if you had -- you burned 

100 watt lamp any other place but in the kitchen you were getting extravagant.  

They were 50-watt lamps.  And you didn't use it, you turned it off. 

Q Right. 

A So about the only place that they used a large lamp was in their kitchen.  So there 

was -- at that time they did things different than what they're doing it now. 

Q Mm-hmm.  So summer was your off season? 

A That's right.  That was the off season.  It was the season for -- where these fellows 
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would take other kinds of work then besides their trade. 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A I mean there was -- there were things then too, just like there are now.  There was 

agricultural help.  There were other things that were done in the summertime.  

And -- but usually the busiest time for -- during -- in those years was about -- and 

that lasted through till -- to the Depression. 

Q Uh-huh. 

A It was still that way up to the Depression that your work tapered off in February.  

Q Did most of the workers stay around Janesville then?  Were most of them 

residents here or did they travel around a lot to different areas and work? 

A Well, they -- some of them -- some of them did.  Some of them traveled other 

places.  But you see, at that time they were starting to get organized in all these 

different places, and naturally they're going to take care of their own membership 

first. 

Q So you were encouraged then to stay in your --  

A Yeah.  

Q -- locale then? 

A Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Yeah.  

Q Now, what about Mr. Albright, did he turn out -- did that turn out to be a good 

situation for you?  Was he a good person to work for, or did you have any 

problems along those lines? 

A No, no.  No, I had no problems with -- no problems at all with him.  He later on 

went out of the business, later on became a member of the union -- of the union.  
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And one time he -- he was one time opposed to it.  Later on himself joined the 

union.  I worked with him -- later on I worked with him on one job I think, on a 

schoolhouse out of South Wayne.  I worked with him there.  We were both 

members of the union. 

Q Yeah.  What about -- so he was a fairly small contractor, is that right? 

A Oh, yeah, yeah.  That's right.  He was a small contractor. 

Q Well, how many workers would he typically have? 

A He'd probably have -- he'd probably have at the most -- at his peak he'd probably 

have four or five. 

Q Okay.  

A Yeah. 

Q And then you would have been the only apprentice? 

A Right, right, right.  He had with him also a fellow that worked for the streetcar 

company.  He also had in his business -- used to be quite a business in storage 

batteries in those days too, you know.  They used to build their own storage 

batteries, assemble them, and they had a generator that charges them.  And he had 

a fellow there that wound these -- rewound the motors for the streetcar motors, 

and that fellow would take charge of the storage battery, and in his other time, 

why, he would rewind the streetcar motors (indiscernible).  That was quite a 

business at that time, the storage batteries, because the cars didn't have the 

generators they got now. 

Q Right, yeah. 

A What cars there were, you know.  They were just starting to come into the thing.  
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And the battery'd run down, well, the only -- they didn't have a home charge so 

they have to take it right to the place that had a charger and charge it up for them. 

Q Yeah, right.  Now, you've mentioned the union a couple of times.  And I wanted 

to ask -- before we get into the organization of the IBEW local here, I wanted to 

ask about the development of your own attitudes toward unions before you were 

actually a member.  Now, in your youth when you were going to school, I gather 

nobody ever talked about them or --  

A They did not to me.  And I don't ever recall it even -- even thinking of joining a 

union until the strike took place.  

Q Yeah.  So this is just not part of your -- now, what about when you got into the 

apprentice program?  By that time, well, there were a number of -- the electrical 

workers were organized pretty well around the country --  

A Yeah. 

Q -- in the 19 teens. 

A Yeah.  But I never heard --  

Q Had you heard about them at all? 

A I never heard about them at all. 

Q Yeah. 

A They were never mentioned.  Because every employer would make sure that you 

didn't hear about it, see. 

Q Well, were you aware of them at all and were you --  

A Yeah.  I was told about different ones that they -- that those -- those people, not 

contractors, but people who had this attitude, that they were a bunch of crooks, 
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that they were cheats, that they were -- that the worst ones were the business 

agents.  Oh, they had nothing pleasant about them. 

Q So you heard all the negative --  

A I heard all the other side of the thing, see. 

Q Yeah.  

A And a lot of them never changed.  It stayed that will.  (indiscernible) figured that 

none -- that there was never any good person in the labor union, especially what 

they called the walking delegate at that time, which was the business agent.  

Q Yeah.  Now, when they spoke of business agent -- business agents at that time 

weren't -- they weren't employees of the union like they are today.  They were 

generally a member of the union --  

A It was one of the members. 

Q Yeah. 

A Sure.  One of the members.  They'd elect a member and he would be the 

spokesman for them and -- in their dealings.  And they had different names for 

them.  I think one of them was a walking delegate, they called him.  I don't know 

what -- I don't recall now what the others are. 

Q Do you ever -- do you remember that you and Mr. Albright talked about -- did he 

ever talk about it? 

A No.  No, never talked about it.  They were naturally -- they were naturally 

opposed to all the unions.  And just what they -- what Albright had said, I can't 

recall.  But I do know that his -- he was struck by the strike.  How many he had 

employed at that time, maybe three or four, two or three were employed by him at 
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that time.  But he stayed with the electric company to fight the strike at that time.  

It was the electric company that was the largest of the group that they were 

striking against, see. 

Q Now, which -- now, by -- so this strike occurred in -- when? 

A I think 1919, somewhere along in there.  1919. 

Q And now, which company -- would have this been Janesville Electric or 

Wisconsin Power & Light by then? 

A Janesville Electric Company.  It was owned by different owners than the Power & 

Light Company at that time.  I think Korst at that time -- Phillip Korst was the -- 

was in charge of -- was the head of the Janesville Electric Company.  At that time 

the Janesville Electric Company also did house wiring.  They had linemen, see, 

and so forth.  It was also in the wiring business. 

Q So apparently that was a pretty big outfit then?  

A That was the big outfit.  That was really the big outfit.  And that was the -- they 

were the ones who hired the strike breakers.  I don't think Albright hired any 

strike breakers.  He wasn't big enough for that, see. 

Q Yeah.  Well, that's an intriguing area and we're going to have -- I'll want to get 

into that in a good bit of detail the next time we get together.  But I think --  

A Mm-hmm. 

Q -- we have a good point to break off here for the day. 

A Mm-hmm. 

Q All right, this is August 10th, and we're continuing the interview with Mr. Hugo 

Preus at 1619 Elizabeth Street.  This is the second session with Mr. Preus.  My 



HUGO PREUS INTERVIEW   

August 3, 1976 

75 

name is Clem Imhoff.  

 Mr. Preus, when we last talked, we had just begun to get into the development of 

unionism among electrical workers in Janesville.  And I wanted to ask what do 

you recall about the organization of Local 890 of the IBW in Janesville?  What 

are your dominant recollections of that development of that union/ 

A They -- what I remember of it was in the -- was in the following spring that they 

organized.  And I believe they organized in the fall and through the winter.   

Q Now this would have been the fall and the winter of which? 

A 1918.  I think it was 1918.  And they -- I didn’t know anything about it at the 

time.  I knew -- later on, I knew the fellows who belonged to it, especially at the 

time when they had the strike, that first strike.  And they struck.  The electric 

company and whether the telephone company was in it or not, I don’t recall.  But 

I knew there were members of the thing who did work for the telephone company.  

Q Who do you recall as being the first members?  And you say you found this out 

later now. 

A Oh, if I remember the first one, there was a man by the name of Emmons.  And 

there was Frank Kelly, William Kuhlow, Earl Heath, the two Huggins brother, Joe 

Bowers, I think, from the electric company, Frank Vail, a fellow by the name of 

Casey in the power company. 

Q Do you recall the Huggins brothers' first names? 

A I -- one of them was Elmer.  I can't think of what the other first name was.  One of 

them was Elmer.  No, I can't recall the other one right now. 

Q Okay.  Now of these men, which did you know?  Which were you acquainted 
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with fairly well? 

A With Bill Kuhlow. 

Q And could you spell that name by the way? 

A K U H L O W.  Frank Kelly. 

Q Now did -- did you ever talk to them about why they decided to organize the 

union here and just how they -- how they went about it?  What kind of 

recollections did they pass onto you about that? 

A It was primarily working conditions, and of course naturally they wanted as much 

money as they could get just like any other labor organization.  But among the 

prime things were working conditions.  They, at that time, had a ten-hour day and 

six days a week.  And as far as linemen were concerned, they had nowhere near 

the safety equipment they have today.  They had no such things as rubber gloves 

and that type of thing.  So it was primarily a case of working conditions rather 

than the -- the big advances in wages and salaries.  I don’t recall what their wages 

were at the time.  I knew that later on, I learned in the different shops that they -- 

the different shops, they were organized, too, and they knew exactly who what -- 

who was getting what and how much.  There were no signed contracts of any 

labor.  They were all just done by what they agree on at that moment, maybe they 

broke it the next day. 

Q Now, when you speak of other shops being organized, are you referring to 

Janesville there? 

A No, I'm referring to shops in the surrounding towns like Beloit, Appleton, 

Oshkosh, Fond du Lac, La Crosse, Madison.  Madison was organized long before 
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Local 890 was organized.  But Madison had what they called a pretty good fence 

built around itself.  They didn’t take everybody in from any other town even 

though they were union.  They took care of all their own work and their own 

friends.  They sure were union.  I don’t recall of anybody in those days going to 

Madison to work, but they did -- some of them go to work in Rockford.  Rockford 

was organized, and Rockford -- Rockford fellows came I this area and worked for 

this organization.  At -- I recall my third year apprenticeship when the large jobs 

came along.  The big contractors that came in this area from the cities, they were 

all union.  That was their -- that was their one way of recruiting electricians to 

have enough on the job.  And there was one place to find them, and that was -- at 

that time was through the labor union.  The labor union had a membership.  They 

had a list.  And they could ask for five men, ten men, and so forth.  Now, these 

shops that were in these small towns, they didn’t employ that many of them -- 

have that many employees.  So, that worked both ways.  It was an easy way to get 

their fellows and get enough of them to fill the job. 

Q So that -- many of the contractors didn’t feel particularly hostile to the union, did 

they, because of that?  They accepted the union as something that was useful to 

them? 

A The local contractors, as I recall, they -- they did not go at all for the local  unions.  

That is locally, Beloit, Janesville, and these places I mentioned, none of them.  

And it was a -- the large contractors, which came into this town here and Beloit as 

well as other cities that gave these fellows a boost because they paid more money.  

They had better working conditions, and naturally they were attracted there.  I 
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almost realized, too, in those days, you didn’t have the amount of electrical 

workers you have today.  You were power, lighting, that was about the end of it, a 

few appliances.  There wasn't -- there wasn't too much, but when the -- when the 

big jobs come in and they had to put in large conduits, large cables, lighting and 

power is about the -- about the size of it on the job -- on the larger jobs, such as I 

mentioned at that foundry I mentioned to you.  They had -- naturally the foundry 

had cranes and they had using direct current at the time as well as alternating 

current.  So that took quite a bit of manpower to get that stuff in on time.  You 

must realize these contractors -- well when they went to a building then, just like 

now, you have it done in such and such a time.  Now, that may have been on 

contract.  I don’t know.  That may have been a written contract, but I don’t know 

that.   

Q Now you mentioned that local contractors weren't taken with the idea of unions. 

A Right. 

Q Now, I know you talked about Mr. Albright in that context last week. 

A Right. 

Q Were there other local contractors in Janesville that you were aware of who were 

particularly unsympathetic to -- 

A The -- the Janesville Electric Company also did contracting, see.  And it was 

linemen and the inside wiremen for the electric company that the -- I would say it 

was the greatest one to oppose the labor union organization at that time.  They 

were the largest.  They had the greatest number of employees in that field.  As far 

as the -- the other contractors were concerned, they did some maintenance work, 
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repairing, and it was a lighter work than what the Power and Light Company did.  

They didn’t do nowhere near or have as many -- have as much help as the power 

company did.   

Q Now, would have that meant that there was less pressure from the workers for 

those contractors to unionize, or what was the situation there? 

A The  -- 

Q Were workers in the smaller contracting outfits, were they not so concerned about 

organizing? 

A Oh yes, they were interested in organizing, but you must remember that a lot of 

these contractors would fire the fellow that would mention it.  He lost his job.  It's 

just like that.  It didn’t work for that.  Therefore, as I mention -- as I mentioned 

once before, they had -- the contractors had an organization.  They could -- one 

would tell the other whom he fired, how much he paid him, and so forth. 

Q Do you recall any instances where that happened, where people who were 

interested in organizing were fired by contractors  here? 

A No, I can't specifically name anybody I recall right now.  They wouldn't hire them 

in the first place if they knew they had any labor union connections, that I know.  

I worked with fellows who were employed by a Beloit contractor, and -- and later 

came and worked for the same contractor I did in an open shop, but I don’t -- I 

don’t recall exactly now any -- any contractor going out and say oh you're fired 

like that, but they did do it.  I was told they did that by the fellows at that time, 

and they were afraid of their jobs.  If they wanted to work, they paid heed to that. 

Q Now, you mentioned, you know, some of the people you talked about as being the 
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early organizers.  Did they ever indicate to you, you know, the working conditions 

had been bad in the years before.  Now what -- did they indicate what happened 

that made them want to organize that union at that particular time in 1918? 

A I don’t recall of them telling me that -- any of that.  It's just I never heard of any 

union anyway until in the -- in the electricians' union until in the spring of that 

year.  That's when I first got to hear of it. 

Q Now, what about your first -- your first contact if you could tell us about that? 

A Well, my first contact was this.  While they were on strike, I was still working, 

and they asked me not to work.  It was Frank Kelly.  And I told Frank Kelly that 

yes, I will go to work -- I'll quit working, provided you take me into the labor 

union as a member and get me on a union job, which they did.  That's how I 

joined it. 

Q Now you were -- strictly speaking, you were an apprentice yet at this time? 

A Just beginning. 

Q I see. 

A Just beginning.   

Q Now what job did he get you on then? 

A Well, it wasn't right away, but it was a couple of years later that when they -- 

when the Samson Tractor built the -- well, it's the General Motors plant now.  I 

got in on that job. 

Q Yeah, so that's how you got that job then really? 

A Right, right, it was through the labor union.  There, I first got my first taste of 

what the boomers from all around the country.  That made me more and more 
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interested in what they were telling what I heard. 

Q Now you speak of boomers, juts what do you mean there? 

A These fellows that go from job to job, float from place to place wherever there's a 

job, which they got through their labor union.  They went from place to place, 

never stayed.  When a job was done, finished, why they knew it was finished and 

they'd be laid off, and they had friends around the country, which they would 

write to and find out what's going on here, what is going on there, and what is 

going on there.  Are there openings for jobs?  They knew that.   

Q Now was that a kind -- was that a kind of work that appealed to you?  Was that 

something that -- 

A That's what appealed to me.  That's what appealed to me.  But they had done work 

I had never seen before.  They had tooling, far more equipment than what the 

local contractors in town here had.  They -- they'd have probably forty, fifty men 

on the job at one time, and you -- and with these fellows being all over the 

country, they could tell you anything that went on all over the country. 

Q So this was sort of an informal network then of electrical workers? 

A Right. 

Q There was nothing really highly organized about it?  They weren't a company or 

anything? 

A That wasn’t a company.  It -- it was IBEW, that's what it was.  It was the IBEW, 

and they spread and kept on spreading, getting larger, larger, and larger until this 

present day membership.  They had, in those days, in the cities they had a separate 

union for linemen.  They had a separate union for fixture manufacturers, lighting 
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and fixture manufacturers.  There was the fixtures union.  And they had a separate 

union for inside wiremen.  There were three different unions I know in Chicago at 

the time.   

Q That's an interesting point.  I was going to ask about the structure of the union.  

Now these were all -- all within the IBEW? 

A Right, they were all within the IBEW.  I know they had a fixture -- fixture -- 

fixture manufacturers union.  They had -- they would put their label on their -- on 

their product that they had manufactured.  They put the members of the IBEW 

was on the label.  And if they had a strike, they would communicate with every 

union in the country, do not hang that fixture.  I remember that. 

Q Now, what about the situation in Janesville in that regard?  I don’t think there 

were any fixture manufacturers, but -- 

A There were no fixture manufacturers.  No, Janesville just had one union, which 

they called the mixed union.  Telephone men, power linemen, telephone linemen, 

house wiremen, maintenance men, it was mixed with everything. 

Q Now, did these different -- different kinds of work -- were there any different 

interests that the workers had?  Did that cause any problems for the local union?  

Did they have different interests that really -- 

A Not that I recall.  Not that I recall here.  Personally, I don’t recall that.  There may 

have been, but I don’t recall.  That is, you mean to say that are we more interested 

in the telephone company, are we more interested in the power company, are we 

more interested in the contracting? 

Q Yeah. 
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A I don’t -- I don’t recall.   

Q Yeah, you know, if nationwide those -- those different -- those units developed 

within the IBEW, that would suggest there was some reason for -- 

A Right. 

Q -- you know, there was some different interests that people had.  I was just 

wondering if that translated into a local situation here? 

A The only thing that I remember is fellows who had been out at this Puget Sound 

project where they had the two different factions in the international union.  That 

was the only thing that I remember, that one group, they were on the job.  They -- 

and they knew the fellow hired the opposing card, well they wouldn't -- they 

wouldn't take him onto the job.  That's the only thing I know that I remember 

seeing.  

Q Now you're speaking there of that major national factionalism that developed 

during the 19-teens in the IBEW? 

A Right, right, right. 

Q Now, how did that -- did that -- what influence -- did that have any influence on 

the Janesville local -- 

A I don’t think so, not -- I don’t think so. 

Q Now your local would have been developed toward the end of that. 

A For example, as for me, I didn’t know anything about it until the fellows told me 

about it. 

Q Okay. 

A I didn’t know anything about that.  I didn’t know there was a split going on in 
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there.  We read in the papers a thing of labor organization Industrial Workers of 

the World was one of the groups out there.  That was mentioned in the newspaper.  

That's about the only thing I seen or read on because that's what was in the 

newspapers at that time. 

Q Well, now what did the people here tell you about the split?  When they talked 

about it, what did they tell you about it?  What was their point of view on it? 

A They -- the only thing that I remember on the point of view was that these fellows 

had told me that they did not agree with those that carried the opposing card.  And 

details I don’t remember on that. 

Q So you don’t remember which faction they were involved in? 

A No, I don’t know which faction was which, but I knew there was a -- they talked 

about it, but I don’t recall just what it was. 

Q In so far as you're aware, did it break down at all along the lines of the different 

kinds of work, the linemen, and the electrical company workers and that sort of 

thing, the indoor workers?  Did it break down along those lines, this factionalism? 

A I don’t -- I don’t recall of anything where there was a lineman that had -- had 

wanted to belong to one thing and construction workers to another thing.  I don’t 

recall any of that.  As I mentioned before, the only thing I recall is they told me 

that they had to split, and that's the only -- the only thing I remember of it.  I never 

read anything on it either.  I just kept it going.   

Q I wanted to ask more about you joining the union and what kind of relationship 

did you have with Frank Kelly before he asked you to join the union? 

A I had no relationship with him up until that time, up until that time.  I didn’t know 
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who the men were until that -- all -- I didn’t know who all belonged to it up until 

that until I was initiated into the union.  I was 16 years old then. 

Q And what kind of initiation took place?  Do you have any recollection of that, or 

is that something you can talk about? 

A Well, you took the obligation that like -- it's like the same one you're taking today.  

It's the same one that's today.  That hasn't been changed from that time on, same 

obligation.  

Q Now what was that obligation -- what is that obligation then? 

A Well, that -- that you -- you'd be as a member of the IBEW, you would follow 

their rules and regulations.  Mr. Curtis can give you an idea of what's in the 

obligation, but that obligation is the very same today as it was -- that day as what 

it is today. 

Q How did you -- you seemed to have -- you seemed to have struck a bargain there 

with Frank Kelly almost -- 

A Right. 

Q Was that fair to say? 

A Right, I struck a bargain with Frank Kelly. 

Q Well now, what if you joined the union anyway?  I mean what did you feel about 

the idea of a union at that time? 

A Well, the union had better working conditions.  It had better working conditions 

and you had -- you got better wages.  And naturally, everybody wants more 

money.  That's just natural.  I figured at that time, that was the only way they were 

going to get it was through organization.   
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Q Now, so this -- so the idea of organizing made sense to you then? 

A Right. 

Q That was something that you -- 

A Right, right.  That made sense. 

Q Was it -- now after you joined the union, did you still work in situations that were 

non-unionized, that were open shop?  Could you still work in open situations after 

you were unionized? 

A Oh yes, I worked in open shops.  They all did for a long time.  They all did until 

the Roosevelt administration.  Those -- and there were no written contracts.  It's 

just mouth to mouth, that was all.  It was made -- the deal was made today and 

broken tomorrow. 

Q So then to be a member of the union at that time in those very early days simply 

meant that if a union contract developed, you could -- you were available for 

employment in that -- 

A Right. 

Q -- in that plant? 

A Right, that's right.   

Q And it didn’t -- it didn’t mean that you were working under union conditions all 

the time? 

A Oh no, oh no.  There were no union -- union conditions all the time didn’t come in 

until the Roosevelt administration.  Then, the IBEW drew up a different set of 

rules.  They would see to it that they worked -- worked with those rules. 

Q Well what -- you know, how  much of your time did you spend working on union 
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jobs and how much on -- on open jobs then?  I guess what I'm trying to get at is 

how much difference really did it make to you in those early years that you were a 

union member?  How much benefit did you get from it? 

A Well, I got -- I got -- these are the benefits.  You always got more money on a -- 

when a big contractor came on a big construction job, rather than the local 

contractor.  And you had -- as I mentioned before, you had the different working 

conditions that you didn’t have with the local contractor.  He would work nine 

and ten hours a day if he felt like it, but the union jobs, they worked less hours 

and had more money. 

Q Did you work on any union jobs before you went to the Samson Tractor job? 

A No, that was the first one.  That was the first one.  He was all union contactor.  In 

fact, it was Livingston, Jay Livingston.  He operated out of Philadelphia, New 

York, Cleveland, St. Louis, all the cities, big cities.  He was a national affair.   

Q I see.  Now, how many -- how many local workers did he hire, and how many did 

he bring with him who travel around with him?  Do you have any recollection of 

that? 

A This contractor? 

Q Yeah, Livingston. 

A He usually brought his own superintendent with him and foremen.  He usually 

brought them with him.  Then the rest was -- was recruited.  For example, this 

local here recruited help for all these jobs.  That was through this local.  They be 

notified -- notified the local, and the local would gather up the help.  They had to 

get some from Madison, had to get some from Rockford, had to get some from 
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Milwaukee.  It was up to the local business manager to see that that job was fully 

manned as they asked.   

Q When you speak of working conditions here thus far, you've spoken primarily of 

hours.  Now, were there any other conditions that the union was successful in -- in 

creating any other improved conditions that were important to you?  I'm 

wondering what about the safety dimension of it?  Was the union helpful in that 

respect? 

A The safety rules -- he didn’t pay any attention to the safety rules.  For example, 

ladders, which were half broken down and -- they would use that stuff.  There was 

nothing to stop them from using that.  Hazards -- especially hazardous to the 

linemen for the power company working with the high voltage.  That wasn't only 

here.  That was all over.  That was in general all over the country.  They've got 

safety equipment that far exceeds what these first fellows had.  They --  

Q Now, let's compare.  Let's take that job that you were working at at Samson 

Tractor.  Now, that was a union job. 

A Right. 

Q And the jobs that you 'd worked at in the year or two before that.  Now, was there 

any difference -- did you feel any -- did you notice any difference in terms of the 

safety aspects of it? 

A Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes.  That was laid down by the officials of the company.  

They had -- they had their own regulations.  It's got -- it even -- that had gone this 

far even that we were working on a project just before World War II near 

Kankakee, Illinois, and they reserved the right to put you off the job if you 
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violated the rules.  One of them was a rule that if you were on a truck and you 

stepped off that truck while it was still moving, they had the right to remove you 

from the job.  Nobody stepped off the truck while it was still moving.  You know, 

as fellows, we'll do it.  We won't stop, we'll jump off first and so forth.  

Q Now that was a company rule though? 

A That was a company rule.  That was a company rule.  Now, maybe -- maybe that 

was one of the working conditions in the labor contract.  You see, that was 

already in the Roosevelt administration.  I don’t know.  But I know that was the 

rule.  Everybody stayed on their truck until it stopped.   

Q Were you ever aware in this early period now, in the early 20's when the union 

was really getting -- getting going, were you aware of any safety conditions that 

they imposed in contract in Janesville that the union -- 

A No, I -- I don’t recall being in on any of that.  They had that, yes.  But I don’t 

recall ever hearing any of it in their deal.   

Q Now, just what was your role in the -- in the union at that time?  How would you 

describe your -- your position in the union during these early years in the early 

20's? 

A Just -- you were just a member and you would listen to the journeyman, and that 

was it.  He was the -- he was the boss over the apprentice.  They called them 

helpers at that time.   

Q Now who -- how did you refer to this person who was over the apprentices? 

A A journeyman. 

Q Oh, right, okay.  Yeah, right.  I thought -- I thought I heard you use a different 
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term there.  Now, who were the leaders of the union at this time?  You mentioned 

some of the names of the men who were first involved, but of those people, who 

would you really consider the leaders? 

A I don’t recall anyone in particular being the leader, which may have been.  I don’t 

know.  They've had their -- they elected their representative when it came to the 

dealing.  I don’t recall who they had.  I don’t recall that.  Maybe they all did.  I 

mentioned some of these names.  Now, as this thing got organized, then there 

were -- there were more and more that had joined.  I remember at the time that 

Fairbanks foundry was built.  Ames Kemp was the acting business agent.  Harold 

Jerga, I remember, was recording secretary or financial secretary, financial 

secretary.  Now let's see, who ran the thing at the time of Samson Tractor, I think 

it was Bill Kuhlow who probably headed that up at that time.   

Q Now would have -- are you speaking here of -- would have these people been the 

heads of 890 at that time? 

A At that time, they were heads of the 890 or at least were the spokesmen for it.  I 

just can't recall the others.  Of course, they all had someone that was a spokesman 

for them.  The whole works couldn't go in there and do the dealing.   

Q You mentioned earlier that the contracts were verbal, and it wasn't until the 

Roosevelt years that you actually got written contracts involving the IBEW 

around here.  Do you recall what -- do you recall some of the provisions of any of 

those verbal contracts?  You know, what -- just what do you recall about that?  

What kinds of things would have been agreed to verbally? 

A Well, the wages and the hours they put in. 
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Q Now, that was written then? 

A Right.  

Q Okay. 

A The naturally didn’t ask for less wages.  They wanted working conditions with the 

same wages.  As time went passed on, why they got more and more power just 

like any other craft did, just like the plumbers, the steamfitters, like the rest of us.  

From year to year, they got more money and more money and different benefits.  

One other thing our labor union  had already started and that was in the early 20's 

and that was a death benefit.  That would be just like an insurance, like a life 

insurance.  It wasn't excessive to keep up, I think it was 25 cents a month, which 

had a thousand dollar burial payment for those who had been five-year members.  

And with members that were less than that were prorated to the thousand dollars 

in the years that they had belonged.  Well, that was one of the  -- one of the big 

things that the labor union had.  They had their -- had their own life insurance.  It 

was probably one of the reasons why a lot of them joined it.  I don’t know for 

sure.  I know I was happy to have it. 

Q Was that part of a national plan or was that something -- 

A National.  That was international.  They voted that at their international 

convention.  That was in the early 20's. 

Q I think -- yeah, I think that was '22 as I recall from my reading.  You mentioned 

that that was probably one of the reasons why many workers joined. 

A Right. 

Q I was wondering, you know, you've given a pretty good indication as to why you 
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joined.  What about other people that you knew?  What -- what -- what seemed to 

attract people into the union?  Why were they, you know, willing to join? 

A Well, number one thing is you got more money, and you had as good, if not 

better, working conditions than you did by a local contractor.  You had a different 

type of work on -- on the job as I mentioned like Samson Tractor and Fairbanks, 

General Motors.  There was -- there was times when you could make good money 

in those jobs by when they were hurry up and press this job through to get it done.  

They paid time and a half.  That was big.  That's the only place you got overtime.  

There were no other places to overtime.  There were no other contractors that had 

overtime.  That's what lured a lot of them in.  They wanted to have a chance to get 

in on these -- on these projects where they could -- where they would pay some 

overtime.   

Q That's an interesting point where, you know, the big project where the big money 

was were only available to union members then? 

A That was available only to union members.  They -- and each local had their own 

jurisdiction.  Now, there's no contractor or no business agent from Rockford came 

here to -- to the Janesville General Motors plant.  That was always handled by the 

-- knew that anybody from Janesville could go to Rockford or go to Milwaukee or 

any other place.  You stayed in your own jurisdiction. 

Q So then local -- local union members were hired for those jobs first, and then -- 

A First. 

Q -- as others were needed, they were brought in? 

A Right, right.  That's right.  That's the way they done it. 
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Q Now, that's pretty much the system that prevails today as I understand it. 

A Right, that's the same as it stands today.  That stands the same.  

Q Do you recall in the 1920's being called to other, you know, to other -- you 

mentioned going down to Beloit to Fairbanks Morse.  Were there other jobs that 

you were called to outside of the Janesville area, the immediate area? 

A As the big jobs, I don’t recall.  I recall being on the -- on the Samson Tractor job.  

I recall being on the Beloit Fairbanks job.  Well, I did my apprentice time -- come 

to think of it, once worked in Milwaukee on a -- it was on a boat, on a lake boat -- 

lake -- lake vessel.  Those were the days when Kelly was the business agent.  I 

remember that.  That was following -- just following Samson Tractor project.  

This local, you must understand, had a lot of backing because every year it got -- 

it got a big project from General Motors, the changeover.  When General Motors 

took over the automobile business, every changeover, they had to have our crew 

of men there because they -- they had so much time to make their changeover and 

that had to be done in such and such a time.  Consequently, they got some 

overtime.   

Q Now, is that a job that you were generally involved in? 

A I was on some of them, yeah.  I was not on every one of them, but on some of 

them.  

Q Now, you know, we haven't really talked much about the strike.  And I think a 

strike occurred here  in 1919.  I believe we referred to it a little bit in the last -- the 

last tape.  I was wondering what recollections you have of that strike, how that 

developed.  You would have been just an apprentice at this time.  What just do 
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you recall about that? 

A They had -- they had -- they had pickets.  They had pickets.  And the power 

company had strike breakers, professional strike breakers. 

Q Where did the power company get its strike breakers? 

A I don’t know. 

Q Do you recall anything about these people? 

A No, I don’t recall.  I don’t recall that.  The only thing I recall is that these fellows 

would try to get together with the strikebreakers in the old saloons at night, and 

figured as long as the electric company was holding out, well they were buying 

drinks back between the labor union representatives and the strikebreakers.  They 

paid the strikebreakers a whole lot more money than what they paid their -- their 

old employees.  So they -- they tried to work it both ways. 

Q Did the local have any success in getting the strikebreakers to come around? 

A They -- they dealt together in the taverns, but I don’t recall just what it was, but I 

remember them saying that they talked with them in the tavern and they bought 

drinks between themselves.  They said as long as the strike was on, they'd keep 

the strikebreakers there because it was costing the company money.  They were 

getting from two to three times as much as what these other fellows were.  They 

were professional strikebreakers. 

Q So it seems like there was an informal agreement then between the union and the 

strikebreakers? 

A Yeah, the details of it, I just don’t recall the details of it. 

Q Is there anyone around who might know -- who might know about that? 
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A No, they're all passed away. 

Q That's what I was afraid of. 

A They are all passed away. 

Q Yeah, that's too bad.  That sounds like a real interesting situation.  I don’t think it 

happened very often that there was that kind of collusion between the union and 

the strikebreakers. 

A Yeah, there was something on it.  Now, the details, I don’t know.  Except I heard 

them telling Willy they bought some drinks, and they urged them to stay on as 

long as they could because as long as they weren't getting the strike settled, they 

had to pay to keep the strikebreakers there, so the strikebreakers would require  

money from the company. 

Q Now, what -- what were the key issues?  What were the big problems that caused 

the strike at the electric company?  Do you -- do you recall what touched that off? 

A I don’t.  I don’t recall.  I don’t even recall what they were settled with at the strike 

either.  I don’t recall that.  They eventually went back to work.  If they won 

anything or lost anything, I don’t know.  I don’t remember that. 

Q Now, what about the attitudes of people in the community at large toward the 

union at that time, at the time of the strike?  Do you recall anything?  What were 

people saying about -- about that?  That certainly must have caused some kind of 

reaction in town. 

A It did, but I don’t recall just what the reaction was.  I don’t think they paid too 

much attention to it if I recall right.  They knew they were on the strike, and the 

strike didn’t last long.  You know, it wasn't one of these prolonged things.  It just 
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ran a -- I think it ran a few weeks, two or three weeks if I recall at the most.  It 

wasn't too long. 

Q Now, where were you working at that time? 

A I was working for Frank Albright at that time. 

Q All right. 

A I didn’t work during the strike then, see, until that strike was settled.  When that 

strike was over with, then I went back.  They got the thing settled.   

Q So this was a general strike, then, of union members?  It was not just a strike 

specifically against the electric company?  Now, what was the situation? 

A The union -- the union members had the strike -- they included contractors and the 

electric company, all contractors as far as that's concerned.  I mean whoever -- 

whoever had fellows work -- work for them who belonged to the union, they just 

wouldn't work, no work. 

Q Now, well did you get anything out of that situation?  Did -- did Albright give any 

--  

A No. 

Q -- as far as you were concerned? 

A No, no.  I didn’t win anything.   

Q You know, we were talking about Mike here just a little bit about -- about the 

1919 strike, and you mentioned a shop that was started at that time that did hire 

many of the union members who had been laid off.  Now, I was wondering if you 

could fill in the details about that? 

A Yes, this man -- this Emmons of -- started an electrical shop, and he made an 
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agreement with the labor union that he would pay the scale they had asked for and 

the working conditions they asked for.  I remember going to work for him along 

with some others.  I particularly remember Joe Costello working there, Harold 

Jerg, Virgil Jercald, Louie Kislia.   

Q Now, you gave the name of Emmons before as one of the early union members.  

Now, was this the same man? 

A This was the same man, the same man.  It's the same man. 

Q Was he able to get any work in town?  You might think that people would -- you 

know, since he was a union member and this was a group of union members that 

they might have been shut off from work.  Do you have any recollection about 

that? 

A They -- he had seven or eight men working for him.  He had no trouble. 

Q So he did have plenty of work to do? 

A Yes, he had work.  Yes, he had work. 

Q How long did that -- how long did that operation of his continue? 

A I don’t recall how long  he was there.   

Q But you apparently -- you apparently went back to Albright after the strike?  You 

didn’t stay with him for long? 

A I went back to Albright after this, after being there.  I don’t recall now whether 

Albright had softened at the time or what took place.  I just don’t remember, but I 

do remember going back there again. 

Q Right.   

A When this fellow left town, I don’t recall just how long he operated that shop.   
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Q What about -- were there any other unions operating in Janesville at this time, do 

you remember? 

A At this time with the strike? 

Q Yeah, in 1919? 

A There may have been.  There must have been because later on, I learned that at 

the carpenter's union -- and they had -- they had the building trades union, the 

carpenters, the bricklayers, plasterers, sheet metal men, plumbers, they all -- they 

all had a union. 

Q So they were all organized by that time? 

A Yeah, because they sent their representatives to the building trades meeting that 

they had in -- around -- I know it was around 1922 because I was there.  I was -- I 

went as a representative from our local, and I know they had these.  They had 

representatives from all the other locals there.  They also worked on the same 

kind of condition then as -- as the electricians union.  There was no written 

agreements, just verbal, that was all.  As I mentioned before, it's here today, it 

might be gone tomorrow or next week, anytime. 

Q What went on at the -- at the building trades council meetings?  Do you recall 

what kinds of issues were discussed and what kinds of matters were considered? 

A Well, they -- they discussed things if they worked in unison.  In other words, if -- 

if they should get together and decide there was a strike to be called by one of the 

crafts, it would be up to the other crafts to stay off the job, not to go ratting it on 

them.  They kept always in close contact all the time.  A lot of these contracts -- 

or deals that they had, they weren't -- they weren't signing contracts.  They 
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expired usually in the spring.  So when they -- when they went to make new 

agreements, why it possibly could have involved a strike, either that or it was 

written off as a shop that nobody goes to work there for them.  Such things as that 

went on in the building trades, which goes to -- I think they still do it today, same 

thing.  It's just all one body then. 

Q Do you remember some of the people who were involved, some of the 

representatives of the other building trades that might have been at the meetings 

that you attended? 

A No, that's too far back.  I don’t remember.  That's too far.  I don’t remember who 

they were probably.  Right now I don’t.  I probably would later on.  I'll probably 

get the thing well so and so was there.  You'd have to put time and everything 

with the -- put together.  No, I don’t recall right now. 

Q Now -- 

A All I do recall is this, these carpenters, plasterers, brick masons, they were -- at 

that time, smoked cigars, heavy cigar smoking, and smoked strong pipe tobacco 

that the smoke at that meeting hall would be so thick, it would burn your eyes.  

That's one thing I remember.  I was tickled glad when the meeting was over with 

so I could breathe fresh air.  And such tobaccos were used as Standard, Plowboy, 

Riprap, the roughest, toughest tobaccos you could find on the market.  They 

smoked it and chewed it.   

Q Did you -- 

A Every chair in the union hall had a jawbone in it and sitting in front of you. 

Q You remember it suggests that you didn’t use tobacco at that time, is that right? 
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A I -- no, I don’t -- I don’t think I used tobacco at that time.  If I did, it would 

probably be cigarettes, the milder -- milder form of tobacco.  They -- I still 

remember that.  That was rough as far as trying to breathe in there.  Your eyes 

would burn.   

Q Now, where were these meetings held? 

A They were held on South Main Street above Weber Shoe Store in there now, in 

the back rooms, not in the -- the front -- not in the rooms facing the street, but the 

rooms toward the alley.  That's where they were held at, the second -- the third 

floor, think.  Second or third floor -- third floor, I think the top floor, I think, is 

where they were held. 

Q Now, besides the 1919 strike, do you recall any crises, any particularly important 

events that -- that would have involved the building trades council that you were 

involved with? 

A The building trades council, as I mentioned before, I didn’t know anything about 

that until around 1922.   

Q Right. 

A Before that, why I have no knowledge of -- 

Q No, I meant at that time and after that, you know, during the period when you 

were involved with the building trades council. 

A Now, what was the question? 

Q Were there any particularly important happenings, any crises that stand out in 

your mind? 

A No, not at that time. 
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Q So this seems to be pretty routine kind of business? 

A It was routine time, yeah.  See, some of these fellows that time worked at open 

shops, some of them worked at what they called open shops, and some of them 

worked at what were closed shops.  They couldn’t get everybody to agree for 

what they wanted.  These employers still wanted to be their own boss.  There was 

no -- no such a thing as I'll deal with the group.  I'm dealing individually with 

each employee, and that's the way it -- that's the way it ran up through to almost 

all the -- to the Roosevelt administration time.  That’s when the heavy 

organization took place.   

Q Now, what about the meetings of the electrical workers?  What about meetings of 

Local 890?  Do you recall any -- what was the typical meeting like in the early 

years? 

A Oh, the meeting was like -- one of the things I distinctly remember would -- you 

would -- other -- other labor unions, electrical members of the IBEW, if they were 

on -- had a strike, now they would ask for help.  If you could pass the hat and 

drop a few coins in and send it to them, there was quite a bit of that going on.  

They would be -- get information about this and much building going on in that 

area, which -- which the recording secretary would read.   

Q Did Local 890 ever have to send out a plea for that kind of assistance? 

A No, no, it never did.  It never did, but it received a lot of pleas.   

Q Yeah, that's what I guessed. 

A But Local 890 never -- never asked for anything, not that I can recall.  It -- some 

of them may have, but I don’t recall any. 
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Q And where were -- where were your meetings held?   Were they in the same place 

that the building trades council met -- council met? 

A Right, all the labor unions met in that hall, and they shared the cost of rent.   

MR. IMHOFF:  Okay, we're about out of tape here.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

MR. IMHOFF:  We'll have to flip over.  Okay, this is still August 10th, 

and we're continuing the second session with Mr. Hugo Preus.  Mr. Preus, I 

wanted to ask you about the formation of the Council of Industrial Relations in 

1920.  Do you have any recollection of that and what -- now this is a national 

system, but do you have any recollection of it and the impact it had on the local 

situation? 

A You said Industrial Relations? 

Q Yeah, right, the Council of Industrial Relations.  It was supposed to be formed in 

1920, and it was a organization within that was supposed to deal with labor 

disputes in the electrical industry.  They were supposed to provide panels of half 

union members, half management people to -- to resolve disputes.  I was 

wondering if you have any recollection of that at all? 

A I have -- I have somewhat.  I do somewhat remember something, but to give you 

any kind of detail, I have no recollection to detail.  I remember some mentioning 

about that.  There was also around that time, they had organized some of these -- 

in some of the cities, they had organized the -- what do they call it?  I think they 

call it the Allied Pipe Trades.  That was organized for if they couldn't agree with 

any of the pipe trades such as pipe fitters, plumbers, sheet metal men, electricians, 
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all of them dealing with the pipe trades.  If they could not get to a satisfactory 

solution over a strike or jurisdictional dispute or something but with any of the 

labor unions, even though they belonged to the building trades from -- due to the 

international office, that they would refuse to go onto the job or strike or whatnot.  

That was a separate group.   

They many times could not get together with the brick masons.  There 

were many times a lot of these trades could not get together with the brick 

masons, and it became a sort of a -- a disagreement among them, and that would 

hang for a while.  They'd always refer to it every year would come back about 

dealings.  They referred to that and to that.  So they had formed the Allied Pipe 

Council or something like that -- 

Q Yeah. 

A -- which would refuse to work with the brick masons or the plasterers or any one 

of the other groups.  But how long that lasted, I don’t know.  I don’t recall.  But I 

remember them telling about it. 

Q Was that -- now was that local, or was that a national -- 

A That was national.  It was a national effort.   

Q But you don’t -- you don’t seem to have any recollection then of the Council of 

Industrial Relations having a local impact here in Janesville? 

A No, I have -- I have no recollection of -- I remember there was something.  They 

mentioned it.  I remember mentioning it, but I don’t have no recollection of it. 

Q You mentioned in an earlier conversation that you'd worked on the street cars in 

Janesville -- I believe it was in Janesville.  I was just wondering if you could fill 
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us in a little bit on when that was and, you know, what was the nature of that 

work? 

A On the what? 

Q On the street cars. 

A Street cars? 

Q Right. 

A I didn’t work on any street cars, myself. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A But I worked with the man who -- who rewound and repaired the motors on the 

street cars. 

Q Oh, I see. 

A The armatures, wound the armatures.  I remember I made coils for him and I had 

to count them.  We had a counting machine.  We had to count he band so when he 

turned -- and he had to tape them and had to form them.  He had a pair of pliers 

for the forming, that was all.  There was no forming machine, all by hand.  He'd 

make all the coils first, then form them and put them into the slots, very tedious, 

all hand work, everything, no machine whatsoever.   

Q Now back to -- back to the IBEW.  During -- during the early 20's before 19 -- oh 

between 1920 and 1925, I guess, there was a very serious drop nationwide in the 

membership of the IBEW, over 100 percent.  It was a fairly dramatic decline in 

membership.  I was wondering if there was any local decline in member.  What 

happened to the membership of the local during those years would be, I guess, a 

better way to phrase the question? 
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A Well, there were -- there's some fellows dropped it.  I don’t recall just how many.  

But then when -- then some of them would rejoin if there wasn't -- if there wasn't 

enough work for them, they would drop it.  And then when there'd be work again, 

they'd rejoin again, several did that. 

Q So there was a lot of in and out? 

A In and out and in and out, right, right. 

Q But you don’t recall any really serious decline in membership -- 

A No. 

Q -- during those years? 

A No, no. 

Q And you continued as a member through this whole period? 

A All the way through.  I have -- I think the greatest bunch -- or the biggest decline 

was in the depression. 

Q All right. 

A About 1933, 1934, 1932 when there was no work and the dues had to be paid, and 

you just wondered whether you wanted to pay that dollar and a quarter a month 

dues.  Do I pay this dollar and a quarter?  A lot of them couldn’t afford it.  They 

didn’t have it. 

Q Did the -- did the union continue to function as normal during the depression? 

A Yes, yes.  I know that Bill Kuhlow, at the time, was financial secretary, and boy 

he would just -- he had a hard time to keep that quorum together.  And he would 

spend day and night going to the fellows and asking if they wouldn't please pay 

that dues to keep the charter. 
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Q So there was a struggle then to keep -- 

A It was a struggle, you bet it was in the depression.  You bet it was.  Then, as soon 

as things go to rolling again, a lot of these fellows that -- had rejoined again when 

they got a hold of some money.  They paid the initiation fee over.  At that time, 

the initiation fee wasn't like it is now.  I forget what it was during the depression 

years, but they paid their initiation fee over again to get back into the -- into the 

fold o the union.  General Motors reopened their plant here again, and there was 

overtime there.  Every year when they changed models, there was -- a lot of work, 

anywhere from a month to two months.  Then -- these fellows -- they all came 

back in again.   

Q Now, what was your own experience as far as work during the depression is 

concerned?  Were you able to work fairly steadily or -- 

A I -- yeah, I was able to work.  I worked steadily because I was doing radio service 

on these old radios, old battery-operated radios and that stuff that they had.  I did 

most of my work in radio, radio and appliance repairing.   

Q Now was this an independent business that you had set up or were you working 

with a contractor?  Just what was the situation? 

A Working -- working for an employer.  That's what he do, and he sold appliances 

and radios.  That was my -- mostly during the depression years.  If it wasn't for 

that, I wouldn't be working either. 

Q So you didn’t have any trouble maintaining your union membership then? 

A No, I had no trouble.  I had no trouble, no. 

Q You know, since we're talking about the 30's, I wanted to get your reaction to the 
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sit-down strike by GM autoworkers in January 1937.  What do you remember 

about that?  You know, here you were a union member in town and saw this 

happening.  How did you -- how did you react to that? 

A I, myself, didn’t much get involved in the thing.  The only thing I do recall that 

when they -- they had their strikes, their sit-down strikes and so forth -- for 

example, here's one thing.  I went in to buy a package of cigarettes in the cigar 

store where they had a soda fountain, and one of the merchants operated the store 

across the street from there, a clothing merchant.  He was sitting there drinking a 

Coke, and somebody come in that night, well they sat down on the strike again.  

And he left his Coke stand, right quick across the street to the -- to the store, and I 

wondered why he was in such a hurry and left his Coke stand, so I knew one of 

the -- girls that clerked in there.   

And the reason he came back so fast was to tell them no credit.  They're on 

sit-down strike.  No credit to anybody, everything cash.  At that time, the banks 

weren't loaning any money either like they're -- like they're loaning today.  And 

another strike, I remember, the -- they had Ringling Brothers.  They were 

picketing -- they were -- a fellow from the Theatrical Stage Employee Union 

headed that thing up.  He got this -- the autoworkers union to back him up for 

demonstration of picketing Ringling Brothers Circus.  And they were up there on 

that on that old fairgrounds place where they had the circus on Milwaukee.  Well, 

that was lined with cars and people for three solid blocks.  You couldn't hardly 

walk between it.  And then here and there's a farmer trying to get him.  Going 

through there, he couldn't get through.  They shake his car and everything else.   
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Q But what was the problem with Ringling?  Why were they picketing? 

A There was something about Ringling, had something to do with either -- it was 

either the Musician's union or the actors, but the fellow that headed it up was a 

member of the Theatrical and Stage Employees union. 

Q Do you recall who that was? 

A Yes, it was Karl Bunts.   

Q Is he still around by any chance? 

A I don’t think so.  I don’t think so. 

Q Now, was -- was this business with the Ringling Brothers -- do you recall roughly 

when that was? 

A No, I can't recall what year that was, not right now anyway.   

Q Was that -- was it after the sit-down -- the '37 sit-down? 

A Oh yeah, they'd been organized.  Oh yes, they'd been organized.  They also -- 

also, on one of the sit-down strikes for a demonstration, the -- the members of the 

Kenosha Autoworkers union drove into town to join these.  They had a big 

parade.  I remember that happened too.  That was after these sit-down strikes had 

taken place.  It wasn't right away, it was after.  Sit-downs were getting to be a 

common thing.   

Q Now, as a union member, how did you feel about the sit-down strike?  You know, 

these guys actually sitting down in the plant, taking over the plant in effect?  How 

did you feel about that? 

A I, myself, felt -- I did not want to get involved in any of it.  When I seen the -- 

when I seen the crowd demonstrating at the Ringling Brothers Circus, I had my 
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mind up I am not going to get mixed up with any of this stuff.  I seen fellows up 

in trees spitting on people below them.  They were getting kind of bold.   

Q Now, you mean union members up there? 

A Yeah, yeah.  I seen one farmer -- I seen him.  He had a couple sacks of grain in 

back of his car, and boy they shook him.  They wouldn't let him through.  They 

shook his car.  I thought they were going to tip it over.  They didn’t, but they 

didn’t let him go through the street.  There was no sheriff there.  There was no 

district attorney there.  There was no policemen there. 

Q I was wondering if you recall at that time, did the local -- did Local 890 -- were 

you asked to support the -- the autoworkers in any way, and was any support 

offered, do you know?  You know, you might think there would have been an 

effort toward solidarity or union or something like that.  Do you recall anything 

like that? 

A I don’t recall.  You see, they -- they were not AFL. 

Q That's my next question.  

A And they were a separate union by themselves, and -- and Local 890 was taking 

their instructions from the AFL.  Since the IBEW is affiliated with the AFL, why 

it was AFL.  It still is.   

Q Now -- 

A Maybe -- maybe some members of Local 890 did otherwise.  I don’t know.  I 

don’t recall.   

Q Now, the -- that union -- the autoworkers were first organized as a federal local 

under the AFL.  Were you aware of that and -- 
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A Yeah, yeah.  We were -- I was aware of that.  

Q Here again, was there any offer of support or any request of support in any way? 

A There may have been, but I don’t recall.   

Q Okay. 

A I don’t recall.  I do know -- all I do remember afterwards is that it's a separate 

organization, and individually a member from 890 and a member from the 

autoworkers might get into an argument.  It was kind of a deal like work 

conditions or something like that.  But as far as the local itself was concerned, it -- 

it had agreement to go down and work in their plant for the remodeling and so 

forth, and it never pushed anything hard as to get into trouble with them.   

Q So that -- if the -- was there ever a situation where the autoworkers had picket 

lines up and Local 890 members were supposed to go to work? 

A No, they -- they never had picket lines on the -- on Local 809 that I recall.  There 

may have been, but I don’t recall any.  They'd always have that stuff settled 

before they went in there to work.   

Q Now how do you mean they'd have it settled before? 

A I mean they made arrangements so that there wouldn’t be any picket line.   

Q I see.  So there'd be arrangements between the UAW and Local 890? 

A Between the U -- the UAW, the 890, and General Motors, and the contractor.  

They had that -- had that lined up before they'd begin anything down there.  Now, 

there may have been arguments.  I don’t know.  I don’t recall. 

Q So you were never personally involved in any of these negotiations? 

A I was never involved with anything personally with any of the -- any of the things.  
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That'd be natural.  It'd just be natural that they'd be crossing them on another line 

because your maintenance men were still working doing company electrical work.  

The IBEW was installing things too.  It could have been -- very easily could have 

been a big strike, a big picket line setup, which would be a jurisdictional dispute.  

Q Now, how did you react to the -- how did you react to the CIO and the concept of 

industrial unionism?  Here you were a longtime tradesmen and a member of -- 

and a loyal member of the electrical workers, a trade -- in one of the formalist 

trade unions.  Now, how did you react to this new kind of unionism that was 

developing nationwide and here in Janesville? 

A Well, the -- naturally, every union man never had any great love for a fellow 

working at the plant doing electrical work and then come home at night and go 

out and take his work away from him to work cheap.  There was -- especially 

those people that were having work done like in house wiring or small wiring 

jobs.  A lot of these fellows did that.  They worked at the plant in the daytime and 

at night, Saturday s and Sundays, they went out and did -- did the wiring.  They 

were moonlighting, see.  Well, that naturally don’t set with -- members of 890 

can't love that just naturally. 

Q So these were UAW members -- 

A Right. 

Q -- you know of instances of that? 

A Yeah.  Yeah, and when the fellows told them -- asked -- I know in some cases 

where they've asked them to -- to let's all be union men, well the hell with your 

AFL.  They, themselves, were down on the AFL.  I don’t know why, but none of 
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them spoke well of the -- any AFL union.  Now, if that came from their 

headquarters, I don’t know, or if it was just independent person's idea. 

Q Now, how many cases of these -- of -- were you aware of, of UAW men who 

were doing electrical work on the side? 

A Oh, there were quite a number of them doing that.  I don’t remember how many.  

Quite a number of them were doing that work.  I've heard their own members 

complain about it.  They've tried to -- they tried to get together and tried to stop it, 

but then again, I can see why they didn’t make too much about it because these 

fellows didn’t want a picket line standing around their place when they went in 

there in the fall to -- to work on the changeover.  So they kind of -- that kind of 

went by that way.   

Q So it seems like relations between the UAW and the electrical workers have been 

a little -- or were a little strained during those years? 

A There were times that there was strain, you bet there were.  I don’t know how Mr. 

Curtis is dealing with the thing, but he's -- there is a problem that can come up 

there.   

Q Yeah, I see. 

A There's a problem that can come up. 

Q Interesting comment, yeah.  What about the -- on the depression now -- well, let's 

leave that aside for now, and what I would like to do is go back to the 20's 

because there are a couple of questions that I wanted to ask about that earlier 

period.  I was wondering if you recall any political involvement on the part of 

Local 890 or -- or union members?  Now, it's quite common these days for union 



HUGO PREUS INTERVIEW   

August 3, 1976 

113 

members to be quite actively involved politically.  I was wondering what -- 

A In the early days? 

Q In the early days. 

A The only political need that I recall is when the -- when the city -- the city -- 

citywide only.  And that is if the city council wanted to do something, change 

something in the code or something like that, I remember that Bill Kuhlow used 

to go up there as spokesman for the thing and either for it or against it, whatever 

the case may be.  That's about the only political activity that -- that I recall.  Now, 

there may have been national nationwide political activity among the members, 

but I don’t recall any of that. 

Q That's interesting.  Now, what kind of changes in the code would he have -- would 

you have been dealing with there? 

A Well, for such things as safety, safety things, methods of installation.  I remember 

they -- they had gone from a knob and tube work to a steel clad cable or what they 

call a BX cable, and then when this -- they'd want to go back to -- go back to the 

old knob and tube type of work -- well, Bill would get up there and fight it and 

say with the safety regulations.  Well, then of course later on, they came up with -

- when they started using this -- of course, that was when this REA started, they 

started with using what they called the romex, which was -- which was non-

metallic sheath.  And they wanted to use it in the town.  Well, then of course Bill 

would get up with the council and talk against using it, see.  And that's about the 

only political thing that I recall going into it. 

Q Were there any other problems involving safety regulations that you recall him 
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getting into? 

A No, I don’t recall. 

Q That's an interesting area.  Were there any local politicians that you were aware of 

who were -- who were friendly or helpful to the union and union members? 

A I don’t recall.  I know that the city manager and Kuhlow quite often had long 

debates on things. 

Q Now which city manager would have this been? 

A Traxler, Traxler. 

Q And do you recall any of the problems that they would have discussed? 

A No, no, I don’t.  I can't recall the problems. 

Q Was Traxler considered by -- how -- how did Local 890 members feel about him 

as far as you can recall? 

A I -- I can't recall how the members would feel.  I don’t know individually or -- or 

as an organization, I don’t even recall the organization.  It was brought up many 

times in the meetings as to what Traxler wanted to propose and a lot of things he 

wanted to propose that the Local 890 objected to.  Then, of course, there were 

things that Local 890 approved.  Now, individually, the members -- I don’t know 

what they -- how they felt toward Traxler. 

Q Now, you know, what about some of these areas that Traxler wanted to get into, 

some of the things that he proposed that the members objected?  Do you 

remember anything in particular? 

A See, there'd be such things as this.  Traxler appointed a plumber as an electrical 

inspector, see.  He was -- the electrical inspector, he was the sealer of weights and 
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he was the plumbing inspector and building inspector.  And things like that 

brought up debates.  Traxler using the point that there wasn't enough work for one 

man to be electrical and one inspector, this one man could handle all of them.  

And whereas the local owner -- they trained an electrician as an electrical 

inspector, see.  Well that, naturally, could bring up a lot of debate.   

Q Now, were there any people -- any political leaders in Janesville during those 

early years that you thought were particularly hostile to unions, who maybe spoke 

regularly against unions or something like that? 

A No, I don’t recall that.  See, in those early days, too, you still had a lot of railroad 

men that were in this town.  They were AFL, so there may have been politicians 

who were angry toward maybe a labor union in the railroad or maybe one against 

even the electricians union or the plumbers union.  I don’t recall.  There may have 

been, but I don’t recall seeing or hearing any of it. 

Q You know, speaking of railroad men, there was a railroad man who, I think, was 

on the city council for a number of years and was supposed to have been, from 

what I've read, politically influential.  I was wondering if you've ever -- if you've 

ever come across him or her or ever had anything to do with J. J. Dulin? 

A J. J. Dulin, I knew the man only as a conductor's uniform in the railroad train.  

That's about all I knew.  There was another railroad man.  I think he was on the 

city council.  He was a man in charge of the Milwaukee Road Roundhouse here 

for a while.  I think he was on the council.  I know I don’t remember the details, 

the clear details.  

Q Okay.  You know, you've spoken of the business managers frequently, and I know 
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that the business managers were key people in the operations of the union.  What 

was the situation?  Now, I don’t believe that Local 890 had a full-time business 

manager until recent years -- 

A It had -- it had no paid business agent.  It had no paid business agent.   

Q Who did the business agent work then? 

A Various -- various -- various members did that.  They would, at the union 

meetings, appoint somebody to do the business acting.  They usually would get to 

one of the officers.  For example, if they wanted a contractor coming into the area 

wanting maybe 25 or 30 men for his project, well he would write to one of the 

officer of the union.  He would write to the president, the recording secretary, the 

financial secretary, one of the -- one of the elected officers.  Usually, one of them 

acted as the business agent, one of the elected officers.   

Q So he'd act as business agent for what, a period of time or for one job or how did 

that work? 

A Period -- period of time, maybe for one job, but maybe for during the time he was 

in office, varied.   

Q Do you recall some of the -- the earliest people who -- in the early years, the 

people who served as business agents? 

A Yes, I recall some of them.  Frank Kelly was one, Bill Kuhlow was one, Harold 

Jerg was one, Ames Kent was one, that's in the early days.   

Q Now were these -- these -- all these men also officers of the --  

A They were all officers -- officers of the union in one -- in one -- in one capacity or 

the other.  Other business agents that came later, of course, was after the war.  
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They began then to give expense money and paying them for the time they had 

lost until now that they have him permanently on salary. 

Q So in the early years, they were not reimbursed for time lost or anything? 

A They were not reimbursed, uh-uh, uh-uh.  That was all -- that's why -- that's why 

one of the officers would take care of the thing because if one couldn't make it, he 

was working, the other one would go, see.   

Q You know, it seems like that -- the shifting around of business responsibilities 

could have caused pretty serious problems.  Were you aware of any?  Did it? 

A No, I was never aware of it.  I abided by the business agent's rules and that was it. 

Q Yeah.  Was there ever a move in the earlier years, let's say before World War II, 

was there ever a move to hire a business agent or -- 

A Well, they had talked about it would be nice if they had one, but they knew they 

couldn't afford it.  They knew they couldn't afford it.  They were all in favor of 

having one, but to pay for it is another question. 

Q I wanted to ask about one aspect of your experience that came later in your career 

and seems kind of interesting, and that was that you were on the apprentice 

examining board for a period of time.  I think that was in the 40's. 

A Yeah. 

Q I wanted to ask just how did that apprentice examining board work?  What -- what 

did you do?  How did you carry on?  What were the responsibilities of the board, 

first of all, and I think that's fairly obvious?  And then how did you do it? 

A First of all, the responsibilities of the board were that you picked a person for the 

thing as an apprentice.  You picked an apprentice that -- who wanted to learn the 
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trade and who maybe had some experience in the line, maybe had some schooling 

on it and so forth.  And then it was up to this -- up to this apprentice board to tell 

this apprentice what he could expect, what he could expect for wages, for -- and 

they couldn't guarantee him any job or anything like that or permanent, you know, 

work that he might lose time and that, and then he'd have to put in so many hours 

at this particular type of work he was doing: residential, commercial, industrial, 

specialized.  He'd have so many hours to put into that.   

But not every -- not every employer did all that kind of work.  There's 

some of them did only industrial work, some did only residential work.  Well, 

you'd have to take this apprentice after he had so many hours in there, you'd have 

to find a place for him in the other -- in the other field again, see.  And that sort of 

thing.  Then there was the examining every so often of the apprentices.  You had 

to listen to the employer's complaints.  Some employers said well, he's a good 

man.  The others said well, he's a poor -- poor apprentice.  And such and such 

things you had to iron out and deal with.  What they do now, I don’t know. 

Q You know, you mentioned earlier, to shift topics again here, the REA.  I was 

wondering what -- what impact did the development of the REA have on Local 

890?  Now, did that open up work for you or just what was the situation? 

A Well, it had some work for it, but there method of wiring, these fellows didn’t 

care about that method at that time.  The only conduit they used, for example, was 

that the service -- the service for the meter and the other stuff was all romex, and 

there was a hell of a lot of debate about that.  Whether it was feasible, the REA 

had -- had -- people had brought up the point that if you use conduit, for example, 
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in a bond, the vapors would rapidly deteriorate, the conduit would rust to pieces.  

It would -- it would loosen the bond that the -- the outlet boxes and so forth and 

create a hazard.  And whereas again, the conduit people had -- well, we've got -- 

we have compounds we can put around to keep it from corroding.  On the other 

hand, conduit installations were too expensive in comparison with the romex 

installations, and it went on in different -- different arguments on the thing. 

Q So well, did -- did union people end up doing REA work then, or did -- who did -- 

who did the romex electric work? 

A They were mostly -- most -- most of it was done by non-members of the union.  

They were not members of the union.  They were open shop people, most of them 

that I knew of.  There may have been some union contracted.  I don’t know.  But I 

know in this area here, most of it was done by non-union people, not members of 

our local. 

Q Now, was that mainly because of this difference in the kind of -- the kind of 

wiring?  Was that the reason why union people didn’t do it? 

A Not -- not -- not -- not necessarily.  Not necessarily.  The local contractor had to 

compete with these prices that others were doing it, and he couldn't do it.  It's the 

same thing as it stands right now.  The local -- our local, Mr. Curtis, can explain 

more of this than I can.  Our members are working for contractors who could not 

make any money doing residential wiring in the past ten years.  And the conduit, 

they just kind of give it up.  There are contractors who started, just did nothing but 

residential wiring and worked at a smaller scale.  Now, the international came in 

here a few years back and they set up a scale for residential wiremen, but they 
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can't crossover to get the industrial work.  They're supposed to stay with 

residential.   

Q Well, why was it that the rural work was not -- was not profitable, and the 

contractors couldn't afford to pay union wages?  Do you know what the problem 

was with that? 

A Well, the problem was these other fellows worked cheaper. 

Q Oh, all right. 

A They worked cheaper, those that I knew did -- that the contractor -- well some of 

these contractors did some of it, but I mean -- of what I've seen of it, the most of it 

was done by -- by non-union contractors. 

Q Now, were -- were they operating out of Janesville or out of other small towns in 

the area, do you know? 

A Oh, they operated out of everywhere.  It may have been some -- for heaven's sake, 

it may have been some fellow from the northern part of the state that come down 

here and did the wiring.  Locally, in the town, they were covered with these 

electricians' license.  The contractor had to have a license.  But out in the rural 

areas, you didn’t have to have it.  Anybody could come -- anybody could go there, 

and they did go there. 

Q All right, good.  Now, I wonder over the years what you -- what you feel about 

the -- about your membership in the union.  Let's take first of all the areas in 

which you think the union was most helpful to you over the years.  I suppose I 

ought to ask first of all, do you think it was -- was it a good thing for you?  Was it 

worthwhile? 
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A Yes, it was worthwhile.  It was worthwhile.  I'd do it over again if I had to do it 

over.   

Q And now you've spoken of some of the areas where you thought the union was 

most helpful to you, working conditions, wages.  Was there anything else now, 

looking back -- looking back over your years as a member of the IBEW that you 

thought the union was helpful to you on? 

A Well, here -- here's where it's helpful.  Working with your hands and the tools of 

this thing, you -- you have to be with somebody to show you.  Reading it out of a 

book won't do you any good.  You know it when you're reading it, and you lay the 

book down and you can't do it.  Now, that's the one thing you get is training from 

them.  The training you get from them just as -- just exactly as if you were going 

to a law school or something like that to get a training in law.  And you could get 

that, and the only place you could get a broad training is -- with the labor union 

was covered a broad field.   

Now, an individual employer might have you just doing nothing but 

repairing refrigerators, and you'd never get any broad sense of what goes on 

beyond it.  Now, that you could get -- the only way you can -- the only way you 

can get any experience in it is with the labor union.  They had the big -- they, and 

they only had the big jobs.  It's where you could get a broad idea of it.  An 

individual -- well, he couldn’t afford it if he wasn't in that kind of business. 

Q Yeah, that's a good point.  What about -- were there any weaknesses, any areas 

where you thought the union might have -- might have contributed and just for 

one reason or another didn’t?  Anything you would have liked to have seen 
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changed about the union over the years? 

A No, I can't say.  I think they all had -- oh, you can't say that they didn’t have 

debates among themselves as to what is what.  That would just be natural in any 

organization.  It's not going to -- what one person does is not going to satisfy all 

the rest.  There's somebody who's going to be dissatisfied with this or dissatisfied 

with that.  But in the end, it always turned out all right.  Sure, there may be some 

that they don’t like what took place where others did. 

Q Well, what were -- what would the debates have been about?  What are the 

debates that stand out in your mind? 

A Well, there would all -- you would -- you could naturally expect debates as to 

what are we going to ask in our next contract. 

Q Right, right.  Now, what specific items would have been debated? 

A Now that, naturally, is going to bring a debate.  One person would like this, 

another one would like that.  You're naturally going to get it, which you'd get in 

any organization.  What are we going to do with the next contract?  What have we 

experienced in the past one?  And you're bound to get that.   

Q You know, we mentioned the -- you mention the benefit that -- in the early 1920's.  

At that time, I wanted to ask you about the pension system, which I think came in 

in the late 20's nationwide anyway.  I was just wondering if you recall anything 

about the development of the pension system during those early years? 

A The pension system came in only when the -- only at the time that the -- they had 

the national convention and passed that resolution.  Up to that time, there was no 

pension.  There was no pension, that is in this local, there was none. 
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Q Now, when was that? 

A They may have had -- they may have had them in the cities, I don’t know because 

in the cities they were organized longer than they were in the small communities.  

Q Now, when was that accomplished as far as Local 890 was concerned? 

A I forget what year it is.  You would have to go back to the books. 

Q But that's a matter -- that is a matter of record then? 

A Yeah, it's a matter -- you'd have to go back to the books.  Mr. Curtis could tell 

you.  He has all that information.  

Q All right, good.   

A It was -- it was that the first time that the pension did not come until the -- at one 

of the national conventions, and I don’t remember what year that was. 

(Interview concluded.) 


