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MR. IMHOFF:  Today is October 19, 1976.  Today’s interview is 

being conducted with Mr. John Wesley Van Horn of 439 West Grand 

Avenue, Apartment 206 in Beloit, Wisconsin.  Mr. Van Horn was 

generally known as Wes Van Horn while he was active in the UAW in 

Janesville, Wisconsin.  This is the first session with Mr. Van Horn, and 

my name is Clem Imhoff. 

BY MR IMHOFF: 

Q Mr. Van Horn, I wanted to begin our conversation today by asking about your 

family background.  If you could tell us where your folks came from, how they 

got to Janesville, that sort of thing. 

A Well, my dad was originally from Kansas.  My mother was from Milton Junction, 

and I don’t know how they got together, but they was married here in Wisconsin.  

And then from here, they moved to Colorado.  That’s where I was born.  When I 

was four years old, they moved back to Iowa.  My dad was a farmer and a 

carpenter and a painter, and jack-of-all-trades.  And the reason why we moved to 

the place where we did in Iowa -- 

Q Now, where was this in Iowa? 

A It was around Tama -- around Tama and Plato, Iowa.   

Q And where is that near?  Was that a large city? 

A Oh, it’s south of Cedar Rapids.  My folks are Seventh Day Baptists, and there was 

a town by the name of Garwin nearby there that had a Seventh Day Baptist church 

in it, and that’s the reason why they settled in that area, so they’d be where those 

Seventh Day Baptist church was.  And we farmed part-time, and worked the day 
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part-time, and then I don’t know why but my dad wanted to come back to 

Wisconsin, so we loaded up all of our horses and cows and farm machinery and 

stuff and moved back to Milton, Wisconsin where there’s another Seventh Day 

Baptist church there, a big one.  That’s what kept us moving to these certain 

places.  My mother was born and raised here, so  her folks were still living when 

we come back here.  And my dad, he worked around the day, and he did -- dug 

cellars with a team of horses and hauled gravel, worked in the day.  Us boys, we 

worked with him while we were at home.  And then when I was 18 years old, I 

went down to Chevrolet plant and got a job there installing front springs on the 

frame line.  I worked there for a year, year and half or so, and another fellow and I 

got the idea we had enough money for a while, so we went bumming off up into 

Michigan, Indiana, and bumming around.  But our money run out, and then we 

come back to Janesville and worked around at different jobs.  And then I went 

back in -- and I hired out at Fisher Body. 

Q There are a couple things I’d like to ask you about here before we get too deeply 

into your work experience.  First of all, was your dad raised in Kansas? 

A Yes. 

Q And where and what did the family do in Kansas, do you know? 

A Well, they was farmers, farmers and day workers, you know?  That’s what he did 

all his life. 

Q And now you were born in Janes -- no, you were born in Col -- Boulder, 

Colorado? 

A Yeah, Boulder, Colorado. 
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Q Okay.  And what about your mother’s background now?  Do you know how the 

family got -- how her family got to Milton Junction? 

A No, I don’t.  I don’t know how her family got to Milton Junction, but that’s where 

was born and raised until she got married, and her parents died in Milton Junction.  

They lived there all their lives as far as I know.  Where they come from, I don’t 

know.   

Q I wanted to ask, too, about -- a little more about the family’s religious 

background.  What distinguished a Seventh Day Baptist, do you know? 

A Well, I don’t -- I don’t really know to tell you the truth.  It’s just like any other 

church.  The only thing they kept Saturday instead of Sunday. 

Q That was the major thing as far as you were concerned? 

A Yeah, uh-uh, that’s the only difference.  And then after we got older, you know, 

and started working out, well then we had to forget about going to church on 

Saturday.  We more or less dropped away from it.  Although, my parents, they 

just always stuck to it as much as they could, and went to church whenever they 

could.   

Q What would be the difference between -- do you happen to know the difference 

between a Seventh Day Baptist and a Seventh Day Adventist? 

A I don’t know enough about it to really say really, but I understood the Seventh 

Day Adventist were a little different in their ways, just about as much difference 

between those two as there is between Catholic and Protestant.  That’s the way I 

understand it, now.  I’m not an authority on it, but in Milton Junction there was 

another church for Seventh Day Adventist.  And Milton was noted for Seventh 
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Day Baptists.  I wouldn’t -- I don’t know what the difference really is between the 

two.  I wouldn’t be able to explain it thoroughly. 

Q Right.  You say that you kind of -- apparently the rest of the children kind of fell 

away from the Seventh Day Baptist practices -- or from the Seventh Day practice, 

is that right? 

A Yes, after -- after we grew up, we kind of -- all of us drifted away from the 

Seventh Day Baptist church or keeping the Seventh Day Saturday instead of 

Sunday on account of work.  We used to have to work whenever we could get 

work in order to make a living.  You couldn’t be choosy.  If you had to work on 

Saturday, you had to work.  You couldn’t go to church.  And it’s kind of awkward 

when everybody else was off on Sunday, and the few of us was off on Saturday. 

Q Did you begin to attend a different church at that time? 

 A Not until later on when I had children of my own, then I went to congregational 

church in Janesville, although I never joined it.  I did -- did go there regularly.  

The children, they joined it.  They belonged to it, and their mother belonged to it.  

I never joined the congregation. 

Q Why -- why didn’t you join if that’s -- 

A Oh, I don’t know.  It’s just one of those things that I just put it off and put it off 

and never did join.   

Q I wanted to ask, too, about -- while we’re on the family background here if you 

recall anything about your family’s political background?  What were your 

parents’ politics as far as you know? 

A Well, my parents were strict Republicans.  It didn’t make any difference who the 
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man was, it was strict Republicans.  My dad and I used to have some pretty warm 

arguments over politics because I was more or less on the democratic side.  Not 

always only on the democratic side, but I voted for the man sometimes regardless 

of what he was, whether he was a Democrat or a Republican.  But my parents, 

they were Republican, didn’t make any difference who the man was that was 

running.  And my dad, he thought I was kind of radical sometimes, but he and I 

just didn’t see eye to eye on politics.  And he was always a stalwart Republican.   

Q So not a progressive Republican then, but a stalwart, conservative Republican? 

A Sure was, yep. 

Q Now, today, I think it would seem unusual for a working man like your father to 

be such a staunch Republican.  How did you explain that -- or how did he explain 

that Republicanism? 

A Well, the way -- the way it looked to me and the way he explained it, his dad was 

a Republican, and that’s the reason why he was a Republican.  And as far back as 

he can remember, they had been Republicans.  And they had no intentions of 

changing although he was a working man all his life.  I mean he had to struggle 

for a living.  He still was a Republican. 

Q Did that change at all during the Roosevelt years? 

A No, no.  That’s when he made his money though was -- during the Roosevelt 

years, he made more money than he ever made. 

Q Now how did that happen?  That’s interesting. 

A Well, labor picked up, you know, after the depression there.  Things picked up, 

and then the World War II come along and he went to work up to Badger 
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Ordinance Plant filing saws.  He was a saw-filer too.  He’d done anything most, 

you know?  And all the overtime that he worked during the war, and one thing 

and another, he made more money than he ever made before.  He still though -- he 

still was a Republican.  

Q Do you recall when and why you -- you began to move away from the family’s 

Republicanism toward a democratic point of view? 

A Well, when I went to work, of course I didn’t pay too much attention to politics 

until after I went to work.  I went to work when I was 18 years old.  And then 

when the union started -- 

Q When you were -- that would have been 1924, right, when you went to work? 

A Yeah, 1924, yeah.  I went to work in there.  There was no union there at that time, 

and I didn’t pay too much attention to politics at that time.  In fact, I didn’t really 

get interested in politics until after the union started organizing in the auto shops.  

Actually, I didn’t get interested in politics until probably along 1934, in there, ‘32 

in there sometime.  I voted for Franklin Roosevelt because under the Hoover 

administration, why it was just about like starvation, you know, for us guys in 

those days.  You’re just lucky to live.  I mean you had to get out and hustle to 

make a dollar to live on.   

And I thought it was time for a change, so I voted for Roosevelt, and 

Roosevelt did so much for the country and for the laboring man, that’s really what 

swung me over into the democratic side of it, you know.  And from that time on, 

I’ve been more or less, you might say, a democratic booster.  But there have been 

times like I’ve split my ticket for certain people that I like better than some of the 
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others, especially around Janesville and some of the local county officers in one 

thing or another.  And that’s what made me more less of a Democrat. 

Q What about -- do you recall the 1928 election when Al Smith was running against 

Hoover?  Did you -- do you recall taking a stand in that election? 

A No, I don’t think -- and I didn’t take a stand in that election.  The first -- 1928, I 

was working in Milwaukee.  There was no unions in the plants at that time that I 

know of.  And there was nothing to -- there was nothing getting me involved in it 

really because I didn’t understand politics at that time, and I wasn’t involved in it.  

I just worked in non-union shops.  There wasn’t too many union shops in those 

days in factories outside of skilled help.  So I didn’t take any part in that.  I didn’t 

really get active in it until Roosevelt time come along, that’s when I got active in 

it. 

Q Is it fair to say that your -- that your -- that the beginning of your political activity 

and your political awareness coincides with the beginning of your union activity? 

A More -- I would say more or less, yes.  I did vote for Roosevelt because times was 

tough then.  And it’s hard to make a living, and Hoover kept saying that there was 

prosperity just around the corner, you know, but the corner never come.  And it 

was time for a change.  Everybody said it was time for a change.  And I more or 

less went along with the people that I worked around and knew.  And it seemed 

like most of them wanted change, and they were going to vote for Roosevelt so I 

voted for him. 

Q Now, I -- I know that -- I don’t imagine that either of your parents were ever 

union members.  What about like farm organizations, though, were they ever -- 
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did they ever belong to any farm organizations? 

A No, those days, there wasn’t any farm organization.  My dad wasn’t a big farmer.  

He just farmed forty acres, or so like that, then he worked for the day painting and 

doing carpenter work or anything he could get to do, you know.  There was no -- 

no farm organizations in those days at all that I know of.   

Q So I -- that leads to the question of whether you got any kind of -- whether you 

were exposed to any kind of attitudes toward unions or toward the labor 

movement at home when you were growing up? 

A None whatsoever, none whatsoever. 

Q How old were you when you left -- did you grow up in Boulder, Colorado?  Just 

what -- 

A No. 

Q -- just what about your youth? 

A No, I was four years old when they moved out of Boulder, Colorado.  I actually 

grew up most of my time in Iowa.  That’s where they are, and they have to come 

back to Milton.  I don’t know, I was -- I must have been around 15, 16 when we 

came to Milton.  I was 15 years old at that time. 

Q What stands out about your youth in Iowa? 

A What was that? 

Q What -- what stands out?  What experiences do you recall about your youth in 

Iowa, about growing up in Iowa? 

A Well, I went to school when I could, and then I had to stay home and help my dad 

cut wood in the wintertime.  And I helped him on the farm in the summertime.  
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That was our life.  I mean we lived out in the country.  We always lived out in the 

country.  And it was just routine.  Wintertime, we had to cut wood and haul it to 

town to make a living.  In the summertime, we farmed.  We had a couple cows 

and four horses if I remember right.   

Q What kind of -- did you notice -- when you moved to Iowa back to Milton, did 

you notice any -- what difference did you notice?  What changes did you notice?  

Did it make much difference to you? 

A No.  The only difference is when we moved back here, we lived in town.  We 

lived right in the town of Milton.  Otherwise, things were the same, and we did 

the same type of work.  Only in the wintertime, we didn’t have to go out and cut 

wood.  We did have to shovel coal, though.  We shoveled coal for a living part of 

the time.  And part of the time, we shoveled coal in order to get coal to heat our 

house with.  Otherwise, there was no -- no difference.  

Q Do you recall where the family lived in -- where your family lived in Milton? 

A We lived on the road going to Fort Atkinson, right in the edge of town.  I don’t 

know what street that was.  We lived in three different places right along that road 

there for several years.  My folks lived there even after I left and went to work.   

Q I wanted to ask, too, and this is -- this is maybe a difficult question.  I wanted to 

ask if -- while you were growing -- while you were growing up, what kind of 

class-consciousness did you have?  Where -- where did you feel that your family 

fit into society, or did you have any class-consciousness at all?  

A Not -- 

Q A lot of times in small communities in America, class doesn’t seem to make much 
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difference.  I was just wondering what you felt. 

A No, we didn’t -- we didn’t have any, none at all.  I mean it just seemed like 

everybody was working all the time, and everybody was the same.  I never -- 

never noticed any difference.   

Q Let’s –- well, let’s move on now to -- to your work experience in the early years 

prior to the time when you became involved with the development of the union at 

Fisher.  And I think your first work experience was at Chevrolet?  I think you 

mentioned that before. 

A Yes, the first -- first job I had was in the Chevrolet plant putting on front springs 

on the frame line.  I think that was in 1924, I started there.  I don’t remember.  I 

worked there a year, year and a half, something like that, and then I left, quit, 

went on a bum.  And then when I come back and I couldn’t get back in the plant 

at that time, they weren’t going too big anyhow.  I worked around day work and 

oh, I worked for Janesville Products Company for a while making coaster wagons 

and stuff like that.  I don’t remember what all we made there.  We made coaster 

wagons.  I worked there for a while.  And then I went to Milwaukee and went to 

work for the Semen Body Company up there, and that was in 19 -- I don’t know if 

that was in the -- 

Q ‘27 or ‘28? 

A Must have been around ‘26.   

Q ‘26, yeah. 

A Must have been around 1926 that I went to work for them.  But at that time, they 

weren’t doing big up there.  We would work a while, and then you’d get laid off. 



JOHN WESLEY VAN HORN INTERVIEW   
October 19, 1976 

11 

Q What was the nature of the work with them? 

A I was a body trimmer, tack-spitter we called them.  We trimmed.  And I worked 

there until I got laid off, and then from there, I went down to Goudapeske in Fry 

(phonetic) and run large draw presses making cooking utensils and stuff like that 

for a while.  And I got laid off there.  Oh, then I picked up a job that lasted quite a 

while, upholstering theater seats, good old Majestic Theater up to Milwaukee.  

Then I come back to Janesville and got a job at Fisher Body as an auto trimmer.  

And I worked there for -- well I worked over there for a while.  I just remember 

how long it was.  Then a friend of mine worked up A.O. Smith in Milwaukee, and 

he tried telling me that I’d be better off coming up there and going to work for 

A.O. Smith than I was the auto plants because the A.O. Smith worked steady, you 

know.  And he had a good job as an inspector, and he’d get me in as an inspector, 

so I quit Fisher Body and went back up to Milwaukee and went to work for A.O. 

Smith.  I worked there until the stock crash come in 1928.  I believe that was in 

the Fall of 1928.  Then, they shut the plant right down.  Everything stopped at that 

time, and there was no work to be had really.  There was nobody hiring at that 

time.  Everything was more or less at a standstill.  I went to work as a bartender 

up on 3rd and Clark Street in Milwaukee tending bar.  It was supposed to be dry 

times, but Milwaukee was never dry.  I think I tended bar there all one winter.   

Q Were bars pretty open in Milwaukee at that time?   

A They were open.  We were supposed to sell near beer, but most of them had 

petitions down across the bar.  And on one side of the bar, you sold near beer, and 

on the other side of the bar, you sold bootleg beer and moonshine.   
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Q What did you sell more of? 

A Mostly beer, but we sold a lot of moonshine too.  It was open.  It wasn’t supposed 

to be, but it was all of them doing it.  I mean Milwaukee was never dry.  Well, I 

don’t just remember -- I just don’t remember what I did after that for a while.  

Then I come back to Janesville, and I went back to work at Fisher Body.  That 

must have been around 1930 when I went to work for them as a trimmer.  And I 

was there -- I stayed there then.  I held my seniority, and I continued on to work 

there whenever they had work for us.  In between Milwaukee and Fisher Body, I 

don’t know, I knocked around different -- anything I could get to do in 

Milwaukee, you know, I just picked up odd jobs of anything.  I come back to 

Fisher Body in 19 -- I think it was 1930 I come back here.  Then, I stayed there 

continuously until after the war.   

Q You know, in that first experience -- the first work experience with Chevrolet, I 

was wondering how you got that -- how you got that job, how you first got on at 

Chevrolet? 

A Chevrolet? 

Q That’s back in -- the first -- the first one out of high school, right. 

A Well, at that time, the way you hired out down to Chevrolet plant, you went down 

there in the morning and you sat around in the clock room on the floor along the 

walls or stood up and waited.  If they come out, and the personnel man wanted to 

hire somebody, we -- he’d come out and look us all over, and he might pick out 

one or two or three and hire them.  Now, there’s some fellows I know of that was 

down there and they never did get a job, never could get hired.  I don’t know why, 
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and they don’t know why.  The first morning I was down there, well, I wasn’t 

down there only a couple hours until they come out and told me to come in the 

employment office.  I went in the employment office, and they hired me right 

away.   

Q Did anyone assist you that you know of? 

A Nobody assisted me. 

Q Helped you get that job? 

A Nope, nobody assisted me at all.  

Q What kind of interview would you have had for that -- that job, do you recall? 

A Didn’t have any.   

Q What they just looked at you -- 

A All they did -- the guy come out and picked me out of the crowd and told me to 

come on in the office.  I went in the office.  He asked me what I’d been doing, and 

I told him I’ve been working the day, whatever I could get to do, nothing special.  

Well, they hired me.  At that time, they didn’t even give you a physical 

examination. 

Q Oh really? 

A No, didn’t me anyhow.  That’s about all the interview that he wanted.  I know that 

he asked other guys out in the clock room there what they’ve done, and so many 

of them always said they was automobile mechanics.  They didn’t care about 

them being automobile mechanics at all because all they wanted was production 

workers.  I told him, I’m just a day worker and worked around all kinds of jobs, 

you know, digging basements, one thing and another, hauling gravel, stuff like 
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that and they picked me right out of there.  That’s all the interview there was.  

Q Do -- was there any kind of rationality to the system that you could tell?  Any 

reasons why they seem to choose some people and not choose other people? 

A No, that’s what a lot of people couldn’t understand, why they pick out one and not 

the other, you know.  And some of them was down there every day for weeks, a 

long time trying to get in.  And I know friends of mine that I’ve talked to since, 

and they said they never could get hired down there, either Fisher Body or 

Chevrolet.  Fisher Body, when I hired out to Fisher Body, I hired out right 

through the employment office, and I don’t remember about the interview there 

either.  But then we didn’t sit around the clock room there.  We went right into the 

employment office for the interview.  But there was no pileup in the clock room 

there like there was earlier with the Chevrolet plant. 

Q Well, now, what was the nature of your first job with -- with Chevrolet?  If you 

could just describe the work you did -- 

A Well, it was putting on front springs on the frame line.  We started out building 

the Chevrolet there, the frames come in all in pieces, and they was riveted 

together with hot rivets in those days, the frames were.  And then they were put 

on a line that we put on the springs, and the rear axels were put on, and a lot of the 

assembly was put on the frame.  And I -- I was putting the front springs where we 

had to use a heavy hammer and drive in shackle bolts we called them.  At that 

time, they was shackle bolts.  They were narrow.  And you had to drive them into 

the frame, and you had to put nuts and cotter keys in them, you know, after you 

put them in there.  And all that was done by hand with a hand wrench.  It was all 
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handwork and hard work and dirty work.  Those springs was all painted with the 

black paint, but the paint never seemed to get dry.  And we used to have more 

paint on us than the springs did. 

Q Now, was the line such at that time that you did -- you did the same job on every 

car? 

A Yeah, every car, mm-hmm. 

Q And how -- how many cars would you have been expected to do that operation on 

during a day? 

A I don’t remember -- 

Q During an hour, however you -- 

A I don’t remember at that time, but I had to go like he devil to keep up. 

Q You don’t remember that? 

A No, I don’t remember how many cars was running per hour at that time, but I 

know I put on one front spring on each frame, and then my partner put on another 

-- the other front spring.  And it was all we could do to keep up. 

Q Oh, so you did have to work very hard to keep up? 

A Oh yeah, oh yeah.  Yeah, we worked -- 

Q Yeah, I thought I understood you to say it -- say it the other way around the first 

time. 

A No. 

Q You would have been the first person to say that. 

A No, we worked -- even those days there, it was just -- just like slave labor you 

might say.  I mean you -- you’ve got no relief or nothing.  As long as you was 
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able to work, you poured it right in.  Used a big heavy hammer, and we used what 

we call a T-hammer to put in the cotter keys with and spread them. 

Q Now, you speak about cotter key, just what -- just what is that to someone 

uninitiated in the auto industry? 

A Well, you put the nut on, and the bolt’s got a hole drilled down through it.  After 

you get the nut on, the nuts got holes drilled in there, it’s a knurled nut around.  

You put the cotter key through there and spread it so that the nut can’t ever come 

loose and come off. 

Q I got that. 

A It was all -- 

Q I thought it might have been, but I wasn’t sure. 

A All hard work, I mean hard work and dirty work.   

Q Well, now you know, you’d come -- you’d come into this assembly line situation, 

you’d done farm work, you’d done day labor, pretty much your own person, you 

know, you’d never been in a situation where you had a line pacing you, sort of, a 

line that you had to keep up with.  I was wondering how you reacted to that -- to 

that assembly line in those -- in those first early months that you worked there? 

A Well, I -- at the Chevrolet plant? 

Q Right. 

A Well, I had to follow an assembly line there. 

Q Right, yeah, I know.   

A Yeah. 

Q But how did -- how did you react to that?  Do you remember anything about your 



JOHN WESLEY VAN HORN INTERVIEW   
October 19, 1976 

17 

feelings at that time? 

A Well, I made the most money per hour.  I think I got 75 cents an hour at that time, 

and that’s the most money I ever made in my life per hour.  And I was young and 

foxy, you know, and hard work didn’t bother me.  Fast work didn’t bother me.  

It’s just chasing good money.  We thought that was pretty good pay, you know, 

I’d been used to working for 35, 40 cents an hour.  And it was the big money that 

was the attraction.  And we was young, didn’t know any better really.  We just get 

in there and pitch.  We had bosses riding us all the time.  I mean if anything went 

wrong or anything, we didn’t have time to rectify it.  You had to let it go, and then 

somebody would pick it up down the line for you.  You had to -- you had to work 

so close and so fast, you just didn’t have any time to make any corrections if you 

had a bad bolt or something or bad threads or something like that. 

Q You seem to think, though, that the good pay compensated you for the -- the hard 

work and -- 

A Yes, at that time. 

Q -- and the harassment? 

A At that time, I didn’t know any better to be truthful.  I just didn’t know any better. 

Q Did wages drop later on, do you know, during the depression years? 

A No. 

Q You say you got 75 cents an hour. 

A No, the wages never dropped in the auto industry, no.  No, they held up -- they 

held up in there, but during the depression, there wasn’t any automobiles built.  

There was times when we worked three half days a week in order to keep it going. 
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Q Was that a -- was the job you were on a high paid job or was that a job that had 

average pay? 

A I’d say the average pay.  There was no skill required; it just took a lot of muscle, 

that’s all. 

Q I was wondering if you had any recollections of the -- of the workforce at 

Chevrolet at that time?  Here, you know, I know you won’t be able to speak about 

the whole plant, maybe, but the people that you worked near, I was wondering if 

you could tell anything about where they came from, what their backgrounds 

were? 

A Well, there was quite a few farmer lads that come in there and went to work.  And 

then we had people working in there from other states even.  They hear about the 

Chevrolet plant down there working, you know, they’d come in from other states 

and get jobs there.  And we had some farmers that worked down there, small 

farmers that worked down there, and then they did a little farming on the side.  I 

mean we had a variety of people.  And some of them were elderly men, but most 

of them was -- most of the people on the assembly lines, they picked young men.  

The older men couldn’t take it.  I’d rather say it was run of the mill as far as labor 

people went.  They come from all over, and different -- from different lives, you 

know. 

Q You say that they came from other states, which other states do you recall people 

coming from? 

A I know some come from Iowa.  I know some come from Illinois.  I know some of 

them that came from Iowa.  They heard about Chevrolet plant and all the work. 
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Q I know that in other auto plants, workers were sometimes recruited from southern 

states.  Do you have any recollection of anybody coming up here from southern 

states? 

A No, I’d heard that they come from Indiana and around down in there, but I don’t -

- 

Q But nothing below the Ohio river as far as you know? 

A No, there’s no -- no big influx I don’t think.  There was quite a few of them that 

come down from the north.  It was just a matter -- 

Q By north, how far north do you mean? 

A I mean northern part of the state in there.   

Q Now, north -- northern part of Janesville covers a lot of ground in Wisconsin, do 

you know some o the -- do you remember some of the communities where people 

would have come from? 

A Oh, no, I had one friend that come from up around Birchwood.  Now, that’s about 

300 miles north.  He worked with me.  We worked together. 

Q Were these people that came out of the lumber industry, do you know? 

A No, they -- some of them come out of the paper mills.  Some of them come from 

the paper mills, and some of them came from the woods you might say.  The 

young fellows, you know, they was working in the woods, anything you can get 

to do up north.  I know some of our skilled help came from the paper mills.   

Q Do you recall any -- any people that you were working with in Chevy during this -

- this first year and half or two years that -- that was -- that you were later 

involved with in the union, any people who later became involved in the union 
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with you? 

A Well yeah, Elmer Yenny and I stayed in the same boarding house for quite some 

time when we first went to work at the Chevrolet plant.  Then, he was there until 

he passed away here a few years ago.  He came from out in Iowa.   

Q Maybe you -- you’re probably in as good a position as anyone I’ve talked to to 

give some background on Mr. Yenny then.  What do you recall about his 

background? 

A Well, that’s where I met him.  That’s where I met him at the boarding house.  We 

both -- I was working at the Chevrolet plant.  He worked on the line, only he 

worked on the line down farther.  I don’t just remember what he’d done.  And we 

stayed at the same boarding house.  And we never really got well acquainted 

outside of just playing penny ante together and drinking home brew together and 

just staying in the same boarding house, we never really got acquainted until the 

unions came in later on.  That’s when we really got acquainted.   

Q Do you know where in Iowa he was from? 

A No, I don’t.  I don’t know just where he was from, but I know we had some other 

-- we had three other fellows staying at the boarding house there that came from 

up at -- oh, they come from up in northern Wisconsin.  I can’t just think of the 

name of the town, but they were from out of town.  There was five of us there that 

actually came form out of town in that one boarding house. 

Q Where was the boarding house?  Which boarding house, by the way? 

A It was down on the corner of Western Avenue and South Jackson Street.  It’s -- 

the old house still sits there.  At that time there was a widow in there running it, 
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and she took in boarders, room not board. 

Q Did -- well, in your -- in your casual conversations with Elmer Yenny at that time, 

did you ever get any clues that you guys might be involved later on together in 

organizing a union?  Did you ever talk about conditions at the plant -- 

A No. 

Q -- and how you reacted to them or anything? 

A No, at that time, there was no talk about union.  I don’t think -- I don’t think we 

even knew what a union was at that time.  As far as I know, neither one of us had 

ever been involved in it.  I don’t know what his background was, whether his dad 

ever was or not.  My dad was never in the union.  There was no union talk at that 

time. 

Q Yeah, yeah, you really wouldn’t expect there to be, but I was just wondering if, by 

chance, you might -- 

A No, there was no talk of union at that time at all. All we cared about was working 

and having a good time. 

Q Were there any other people that you came to know during those years that you 

later worked in the union with? 

A Well, yes, Marshall Hanson.  He stayed at the boarding house, there, and he was 

one of those that came from up north.  He stayed at Fisher Body until he retired.  

He and I used to work together. 

Q What -- what was his role in the union later on? 

A He never got involved in the union. 

Q Oh, he didn’t? 
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A He was a good backer, a good supporter. 

Q So a member, yeah, I see. 

A He never actually took part in it as an officer. 

Q Anyone else that you can remember? 

A No, not offhand, and I knew so many people that -- and so many people of them 

was from out of town, too, but I can’t think of the names anymore. 

Q It seems though that -- and maybe I can make a generalization here and see how 

you react to it.  It seems that with the exception of Elmer Yenny, you did not 

come across people during that time at Chevy that -- you know, your union 

contacts came from later -- later period.  You didn’t make contacts during this 

earlier period that followed through, is that fair to say? 

A Yes, that’s right.  Yeah, later on. 

Q With the exception of Mr. Yenny, but that’s an important exception. 

A Yeah, that kind of coincidence there, he and I stayed at the same rooming house, 

and later on we became interested in the union. 

Q Now, you say it was totally -- you seem to think that it was totally a coincidence.  

It didn’t happen that the two of you happened to get together because you knew 

each other from before or anything like that? 

A Nope.  No, it wasn’t because we knew one another before.  In fact, I didn’t go to 

where the first union meeting was held.  I didn’t know anything about it.  The first 

one was held in a garage, grease rack in a garage.  I don’t know whether Yenny 

was at that meeting or not, but I know Louie Adkins was.  I wasn’t at that first 

meeting.  So, I didn’t -- we didn’t have any -- being acquainted in a boarding 
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house was no connection between he and I later.   

Q Sure, sure.  Now, why did you leave Chevy? 

A Oh, I had a little money in my pocket.  It was kind of burning a hole, you know.  

It was the most money I ever had in my life, and another guy from Boscobel, he 

had a new car and he worked on the frame line with me.  He got to talking about 

going up to Michigan and bumming around.  I thought it was a good idea, so he 

and I quit and went on to bum. 

Q Who was the fellow from Boscobel?  That’s my home country, that part of the 

country.  I wonder if I’ll recognize the name. 

A I just can’t remember his name now. 

Q Well, you might -- it might come to you as we go along. 

A I just can’t remember his name, but his dad lived on a farm and farmed.  That’s 

where he came from was on the farm.   

Q Why to Michigan, anyway?  What was the attraction? 

A Oh, there’s other automobile plants up there, you know, and I don’t know, we just 

got the idea maybe we’d go and get a job in one of those other plants.  But the 

time we went up there, it was a period -- poor time of year to go because the other 

plants was on slack down.  They never used to work as steady as they work now.  

We went to -- we was in Flint and Sagano and Pontiac and around in there.  And 

we -- we couldn’t get a job no place up there because there was no work.  Then he 

and I come back and -- I remember we come back and went to work for some 

battery outfit up in Madison for a while, Burgess I believe it is.  I don’t know how 

long we worked there.  We only worked there for a short while.  And then I don’t 
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know where he went.  I don’t know whether he ever come back to Chevrolet plant 

or not.  I just don’t remember.   

Q You -- you said that auto plants at that time didn’t provide steady work like they 

do now, more or less.   

A Yeah. 

Q I was wondering just what -- 

A Well, that’s the way production -- production called for at that time, you know.  

There was no high production.  It was up and down. 

Q I mean throughout the production year even? 

A Yeah, even throughout production year.  We didn’t have the booms like we have 

now days.  People didn’t have the money, and you just didn’t build the cars at that 

time that they do now. 

Q So it wasn’t just during the change -- the change between model years then --  

A No. 

Q -- that you’d be -- you’d have slack there? 

A It was in the fall when we went up there.  And they just wasn’t hiring anybody, 

and things was slacking all over. 

Q What would workers do during those times?  Was there anything they could do to 

tie them over? 

A He could whatever he could get to do.  Now, this fellow, and I remember now, we 

come back -- we worked on -- we helped pave Highway 26 between Janesville 

and Milton.  He and I worked on that until that was done.  Well, there we were 

roustabouts.  We cleaned forms, pulled forms, and helped lay forms, you know.  
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That was only on Highway 26 going from Janesville to Milton.  After that, I don’t 

know where we went.   

Q Why did you eventually return -- well, you returned to GM on the other side to 

Fisher.  What happened that you went back? 

A I don’t know -- I don’t know why I went back to Fisher -- or I went to Fisher 

Body instead of going back to Chevrolet.  I just don’t know why.  I don’t know.   

Q I mean actually Fisher, I think, had a reputation for harder jobs if I -- I’ve heard 

that from people anyway.  So I was wondering why you would have decided to go 

there instead of back to Fisher? 

A Well, I don’t think Fisher had any harder jobs than they had over at Chevrolet.  

Although, the -- I’d say that the polishers, wet sanders, metal finishers, those guys 

-- those were hard jobs.  They did have some real mean ones over there. 

Q Yeah, on the -- this is on the Fisher side? 

A Yes.  I don’t -- I don’t know whether I learned to spit tacks and trim at Fisher 

Body or whether I learned it up in Milwaukee.  One place or the other, and why I 

went over to Fisher Body instead of going back to Chevrolet, I don’t even recall, 

must have been some reason. 

Q You know, the spitting tacks term is one that people  -- again, people outside of 

the industry might not be familiar with.  What -- if you could just describe the 

process of spitting tacks?  What did you do?  Did you literally -- 

A Well, we had a magnetic hammer, it was kind of a T-shaped hammer, and one 

edge of it was magnetic.  We carry along tacks and we throw a handful of tacks in 

our mouth, and we’d take the old magnetic hammer, and we’d pound tacks in up 
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and down along -- some places you had to tack up, other places you’d tack down, 

other places you’d tack alongside.  At one time, I could have told you how many 

tacks we put in a headliner.  It was -- it was quite a few tacks that went on the 

headliner.  I think it was over 200 because we worked in teams, see.  One man on 

one side and one on the other side.  We had a case before the industrial 

commission about tack spitting and who should pay for the damage to teeth.  That 

was after we got the union in there.  That was -- we won that case.  We won that 

case just before the war.  I got -- I got two of them there, see.   

Q Yeah, they’re discolored.  Oh, I see, those are, yeah, the replacement.   

A Caps. 

Q I see.  Well, what happened to the teeth, what was the exact nature? 

A Tacks -- the tacks was rough, you know.  We’d spit them out between our teeth, 

and then we’d pick them up with a hammer.  They were going through our teeth, 

you know, they wore them out.  They wore out a lot of people’s teeth are softer 

people back here, and it wore all the enamel off their teeth. Oh, we’d dump a 

handful in like that and throw it in our mouth.  And then some of us chewed 

tobacco to make them slip out easier.  That’s what we’d call tack spitting.  It was 

actually a trimmer.  That’s what put the cloth inside the bodies and on the doors 

and around the doors. 

Q That -- this business about the teeth is information that nobody’s passed on to me 

yet, so that’s really interesting. 

A They had it on file because we used a fellow that worked with me as a guinea pig.  

And we sent him to the dentist with the understanding that we would pay his -- 
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we’d pay his dentist bill if he’d go along and let us use him for an example.  So 

we did, and we sent him to the dentist and got his teeth fixed up.  And then we 

went to the company and asked the company to pay for it.  The company refused.  

Although we had a good personnel man at that time, Clayton Orchid.  And 

Clayton and I had personal talk about that one time.  And he agreed with me that 

there should be some compensation for our teeth because it affected a lot of our 

teeth.   

Like in my case, I had to have caps put on both my front teeth, so he 

suggested that I pay for one and the company pay for the other.  Now, whether 

he’d have done that to everybody or not, I don’t know, but I was president of the 

union at that time and we was fighting this case.  I went in to talk to him about my 

own personal teeth.  And he suggested I pay for one and the company pay for the 

other one, which they did.  As a whole, the local management refused to pay for 

repairing the teeth.  And we took this Glen Demrow and used him as a guinea pig.  

Q Now, what was the name? 

A Glen Demrow. 

Q D E M E R O W? 

A D E M R O W. 

Q Okay. 

A And used him as a guinea pig, and we went before the industrial commission and 

we had a regular hearing on it, just like a court hearing, and we won the case.  

About that time is when the second world war started there, you know, and things 

just shut off in the auto industry.  And I was out working for the international 
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union, and whether they had anybody else ever collected on that or not, I don’t 

know.  We had -- Leon Feingold up in Janesville hired there as our attorney.  And 

he -- he took the case to the Industrial Commission, and he won it for us.  Or we 

won it through him where the company was liable for damage to the teeth.  Then 

the World War II come along there and things stopped.  I was still out with the 

international union when the plant shut down, so I don’t know what became of 

that case or how far they went with it from there on. 

Q Did that develop when you were an international representative? 

A Well, I was -- I was president of the union -- 

Q You were president of the union -- 

A President of the union and international representative both. 

Q Oh, I see.  

A Yes, so what became of the case after the war, I don’t know whether they ever 

followed through on it or whether they neglected on it.  I don’t know.  

Q Did -- did Leon Feingold do legal work for -- for you frequently, or was this an 

exceptional case? 

A No, we more or less had him retained as an attorney for us.  We never used him 

too often, but we did use him.  Another fellow and I got pinched one time for 

illegal picketing, and Leon representing us at that time.  That case was thrown out 

of court.  It wore itself out.  I mean we asked for a jury trial, and before the jury 

trial come along, we were all back to work and everybody was happy.  They just 

never pursued it. 

Q Well, what was the illegal picketing that you were accused of? 
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A Well, that was when the after the war when he changed back over -- was changing 

back over to auto production, we had a lot of outside contract work being done in 

there.  We had some wreckers up -- from up to Milwaukee coming in there, 

wrecking the old Ford shop out in the back yard of the Chevrolet plant.  We went 

on strike, the whole Chevrolet -- or the whole General Motors outfit went on 

strike before we got into auto production.  We had an agreement with all the other 

contractors -- some of those contractors we let through.  But we had an agreement 

with them, don’t fight with them or nothing because the more work they done 

while we was on strike, the quicker we could get back to work after the strike was 

over, see, because they’re getting the plant back in shape.  But these fellows 

wrecking the old Ford shop down there, you couldn’t deal with them at all.  They 

was bound -- they was going to go to work.  

  Well, Yenny and I got a tip-off the night before from a boarding house 

where some of these fellows was staying that they was going to bust the place up 

the next morning and go in anyhow.  So, we called around different men that we 

knew we could depend on, you know, and told them what the deal was and asked 

them to be down there the next morning before 7:00.  We were down there the 

next morning, and we had the place blocked with automobiles.  Oh, I imagine 

there was 100 of us down there picketing.  And these guys all come down -- first, 

the chief of police come down and wanted to know who those cars belonged to.  I 

told him I didn’t know.  They didn’t belong to me because I don’t have no car 

down there, which I didn’t either.  Well, he knew better.  He knew I knew who 

they belonged to, you know.  I didn’t know who all of them belonged to.  He said 
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those fellows had a right to go in and go to work, and he was going to have to 

protect them and see that they got in to go to work.  I said to him, well you just 

send them down.  We’ll see whether they go to work or not.  He said they’ve got a 

right to go in there.  I said we ain’t going to let them in.  So, he said well I’m 

going to call back up there and tell them to come down.  I said you go ahead, but 

they ain’t going to get in.  So he called up and these guys come down.  There was 

two or three carloads of them come down there.  And we got into quite a rumble 

down there.  We wasn’t going to let them in, and they didn’t get in either. 

Q Okay.  We’re almost out of tape on this side, so we’re going to have to -- I had to 

interrupt here, but we’re going to have to hold the story there and pick it up.   

(Pause for tape change.) 

Q All right, this is still October 23, 1976, and we’re continuing the discussion with 

Mr. John Wesley Van Horn.  Mr. Van Horn, you were detailing a problem that 

you had involving picketing, a case when you were picketing illegal.  And I think 

on the other side, we had gotten to the point where there was a rumble. 

A Well, yeah, they come down and I went in one side off one of the cars down there 

and got the kid car keys out of the car so those guys couldn’t go nowheres.  And 

while I was in there getting the keys out, I was getting beat over the head with one 

thing or another.  But these guys wanted to go to work, and some of our other 

guys over on the other side of the car were going to tip it over.  Then they see me 

in there, then they was ready to tip it over.  And then those fellows had cameras 

down there taking pictures.  And I took a camera away from one guy, and a 

policeman was on my back, you know.   
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Well, I slugged this guy and knocked the camera out of his hand so he 

couldn’t take a picture.  We had kind of a free-for-all there.  It was all one-sided.  

We was doing all the fighting.  The other guys wasn’t doing nothing, only just 

trying to drive through and couldn’t get through.  Then, there was another guy 

from that outfit up on the railroad tracks taking pictures, and Elmer Yenny and 

two other guys took off after him and they run him all the way up to Monterey 

bridge, never did catch him.   

Bob Donagan was one of our good men down there.  You could always 

depend on Bob.  He would do anything in the world to help you.  Although he 

was never an officer, but he was always active if we’d ask him to help us in any 

way, he was always right there.  And then this chief of police could see that things 

was going to get pretty hot if he didn’t stop it, so he finally ordered these 

contractors to go back up town. So, they went back up town, chief of police 

left.  Well, then we stayed around there for quite a while, and then finally we all 

left because we knew they wouldn’t be back.  That night when I got home, chief 

of police called me up, oh I don’t know, it was around 8:30, 9:00 at night.  He 

says I’ve got a warrant down here for you.  I said, "Yeah?"  He says, "Yes."  He 

said, "When do you want to come down and sign it?" I said, "I can come down 

right now."  I said to him, "What’s this all about?"  Well, he said, "I’ll tell you 

when you get here."  But he said, "You don’t need to come down tonight."  He 

says, "Come down tomorrow." 

So I went down the next day and signed the warrant, and he told me it’s 

for illegal picketing. And Bob Donagan and I were the only two guys out of 
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probably 100, 150 guys that got pinched.  And out of all of these pictures they 

took, they had them blowed up big and large.  And all the pictures those 

contractors took of is they couldn’t even find Bob Donagan on the pictures, him 

nor I, either one of us.  Still, we’re the two guys that got pinched.   

Then the old boy -- the boss of the contractors.  He come down to the 

union hall that night, and oh he made a donation to the soup kitchen down there, 

and he was talking real nice.  He tried to buy Yenny and I off to let him go to 

work, you know.  And we wouldn’t talk to him about that at all.  Finally, he 

donated some money to the soup kitchen and told us that he had to make an effort 

to get in there in order to write off income tax.   

So he had to make an effort to go in there and take these pictures for proof 

that he did try to get in there, and was stopped him from going to work, see, so he 

could write off a loss.  And he was a real nice guy about it then.  And he never did 

make an effort to go back in there the whole time we was on strike until the strike 

was over, and then everybody went to work. 

Q Did you accept his contention that he was doing this because he had to make the 

effort for tax purposes? 

A That’s what he claimed.  He had to make an effort, and he had to have proof that 

he made an effort.  So that’s why he had these fellows down there with cameras 

taking pictures to prove that he made an effort to get in there to go to work.  Well, 

he had good pictures, but he couldn’t find Bob Donagan and I on there, and we 

were the only two guys that got pinched. 

Q Now, you indicated earlier that that case was eventually dismissed.  Was that the 
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grounds on which it was dismissed? 

A We had -- we had to go court, and we had Leon Feingold for an attorney.  And the 

first thing he done was ask for a jury trial.  That was a prolonged thing.  And he 

asked for a jury trial, and it was granted to us.  And the jury trial was set off for 

several months ahead of that, sometime anyhow.  And by the time jury trial had 

come up, why I was at the autoworkers convinced in Atlantic City, New Jersey.  

And everybody was back to work then, all the contractors, working again, getting 

the plant changed back over to auto production, and the case was dropped, and the 

charges referred against us.  Bob Donagan didn’t live long enough.  He died -- he 

died while we was at the convention.  So he didn’t live long enough to know that 

the case was dropped against him.   

Q Do you recall -- I don’t know if you might have said earlier what time this was, 

but do you recall what year this occurred? 

A Well, that must have been -- when did the war end, 1942? 

Q The end of the World War II, ‘45. 

A ‘45? 

Q Mm-hmm. 

A Well, this had been -- this had been in ‘45.  As soon as the war ended, we stopped 

making shells at the plant and started tearing the plant apart and rebuilding it for 

auto production.  Well while we was rebuilding for auto production is when we 

went on a general strike against General Motors.  That’s when this took place, 

during this strike.  I think we was on strike for about six, seven weeks.  It must 

have been ‘45. 
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Q I wanted to ask a little bit more about Leon Feingold as your attorney, too.  Were 

there other attorneys in -- in Janesville at that time who would have defended you 

or was he the only man interested in labor case? 

A Yeah, there was other attorneys, but Leon -- at that time, Leon was, you might 

say, new.  He just started in business for himself.  And I don’t know why we hired 

him.  His office was right across the street from our office.  And I imagine that we 

got him a little bit cheaper than we would have got a professional, you know.  I 

don’t know.  But we he him and retained him. 

Q Now, you say cheaper than a professional.  Did -- 

A What I mean as a professional lawyer, you know, that’s been in business for a 

long time. 

Q Okay, right, yeah.   

A Leon was just getting started. 

Q Did he have a reputation as being sympathetic to labor causes at all? 

A Oh yes.  Yeah, he was definitely sympathetic to labor causes, yeah.  Not only 

because we retained him, but then that’s just the way he was. 

Q Before you -- he had this reputation before you retained him?  I guess that’s what 

I was interested in. 

A As far as I know, yes.  Apparently, he had that.  That might be the reason why we 

hired him in the first place.  I just don’t remember, but he was always sympathetic 

to the labor movement.   

Q Do you recall any other cases that you, you know, that you were involved in 

enough to know -- to know about that he worked with you on? 
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A Oh, he worked on the tack spitter case with us.  He done a good job on that.  I 

think those are the only two cases where we had a -- where we had any big -- big 

battles. 

Q You don’t recall any other compensation cases, for example? 

A No.  I don’t know.  He was always friendly, though.  I used to get a lot of 

information from him on the telephone, just small answer things.  And he was 

always very cooperative, and he still would be today if anybody met him today. 

Q After the tack spitter case was resolved, did you notice any change in the attitude 

of company officials toward -- toward compensation type problems? 

A Well, I never -- never met with the management on that case after we won a case 

because I was working in St. Paul and Minneapolis as an international 

representative at the time I was notified that this case was settled.  And that’s 

about the time the plant shut down and swung over into war production.  And I 

never went back on the automobile production after the war, so I don’t know what 

became of that case. 

Q Yeah, all right. 

A Whether they ever followed through on it, whether they ever benefited by it or 

what. 

Q I’ll have to ask somebody else about that.  

A Yeah. 

Q That’s a good point.  All right.  Let’s -- I want to flashback now.  We were talking 

about your personal -- your experience at Fisher when you were first hired at 

Fisher going onto the trim line as a tack spitter.  I was wondering what you recall 
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about the nature of the workforce, here again, on the trim line.  Where did -- 

where did these -- where did the people on the trim line tend to come from and 

what were their backgrounds as far as you recall? 

A Oh, I don’t know.  They -- they came from -- most of them came from the general 

locality around there.  There was some of them -- well, I know two of them came 

from up north, about 300 miles north of here.  I would say that most of them came 

from around this territory.   

Q What, about the same pattern as with Chevy? 

A Yeah, I would say so, just about the same pattern.  They come from around -- 

most of them are what you’d call local people, not too far away as far as I know. 

Q Here again, are there any people that you recall from this period with whom you 

were later associated in Local 95, were later important in organizing the union?  

Not necessarily officers, but good strong union members? 

A Oh, we had so many of them.  We had so many of them.  I couldn’t begin to name 

them all.  We had Al Keene, he was a great -- he was a good booster for the 

union.  He was a good union man. 

Q Where did -- where did he work on the line? 

A Let’s see, I don’t remember where Al worked. 

Q But he was in the trim department? 

A He was in the same department. 

Q Do you know where he was from or anything else about him? 

A No, I don’t know where he came from, whether he was local from Janesville or 

where.   
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Q I guess I just -- you know, some of these names that you mention probably won’t 

have been mentioned before.  And I’ll want you -- I’ll want you to tell me 

whatever you do recall about them. 

A Yeah, well we had this certain group that we could depend on.  Even when we 

was organizing, we could depend on this group for backing any time.  I couldn’t 

begin to name them all, but there was -- 

Q Well, as many as you can and as much as you can tell about any of those people. 

A Right in my -- my group there, there was Franklin Cook.  There was Elmer Cook, 

Marshall Hanson.  There was twelve -- ten and twelve men in my group most of 

the time.  But those fellows were the backbone of the headlining the gang.  Now, 

we had other fellows on the headliners that belonged to the union right along, but 

they were undecided which way to go.  But these fellows I mentioned there, you 

could depend on them at any time for anything.  And Cody Simmons -- Cody 

Simmons was one of my gang, too.  He was a -- he was a go-getter.  Then, 

throughout the plant now -- 

Q Now, when you speak of your gang here, I gather you’re talking about people 

who were active in the union, not just people that you necessarily worked with, or 

not just -- 

A Yeah, yeah, when I say my gang, what I mean -- like a headliner gang.  It’s a 

headliner group rather, not a gang.  But there’s ten and twelve of us in that group 

at all times, two men to a body.   

Q Yeah, I see. 

A And there was the men that worked in my group, or in my gang, like I said. 
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Q Now, were most of them strong union -- most of them, I gather, were strong union 

people also? 

A Oh, those people were strong.  And these -- we had others in the headliner group 

there that paid their dues.  Some of them was skeptical, some of them was scared.  

Now, this is when we first started organizing.  And some of them wasn’t what you 

call good union men, never was, never finished out the union, one or two of them.  

But those that I named there, they were the -- they were good union members.  

And it was until -- as far as I know, until they retired.  We had so many fellows 

around -- 

Q Now, you were going to say throughout the rest of the plant, if you could just go 

around department by department and talk a little bit about some of the people 

who stand out as strong union people in each of those departments? 

A Well, you had Don Daley in the paint department.  We had Les Fay in the paint 

department.  We had Abe Schumacher in the paint department.  Oh, we had 

Marian Roberts, she was on the polish line.  We had so many.  I just can’t -- 

Q Yeah, I know. 

A -- Marian Roberts, she was on the polish line.  Of course, we had Jack Johnston, 

he was on the body line and welding.  Louie Adkins and -- 

(Phone rings.) 

Q Okay.  You were mentioning Lou Adkins, I think, in the cushion department.  

A Oh yeah.  Lou Adkins in cushion department was -- Nick Luchsinger in the 

cushion department.  Evert Zimmermann in the cushion department.  Oh, there 

was several in the cushion department.  And we had women in the cushion 
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department.  I couldn’t begin to tell you -- I mean those women, I can’t remember 

those names anymore.  That’s about all I can think of -- 

Q That’s good. 

A There’s so many. 

Q Right. 

A There was so many, I just can’t remember all of them. 

Q No, that’s good.  That’s good.  Yeah, I know, it’s been 40 years or so.  You’ve 

done real well. 

A We had Waldo Luchsinger.  We had Waldo Luchsinger, he was the first president.  

John Getsinger, Howard Thompson -- 

Q Where did Getsinger work? 

A I think he worked in the body shop.  Howard Thompson, he worked in the body 

shop.  Roy Church, he worked on the assembly line.  Harry O’Donnell, he worked 

on the cushion line.  He was another good one.   

Q What -- in your -- in your judgment as you look back on it, what were the -- what 

were the strongest and the weakest departments as far as the union was 

concerned? 

A Well, I don’t know if there was any difference.  But what we found -- we found 

like the more skilled -- like we take these fellows spitting tacks, we were in the 

highest paid bracket -- one of the highest paid brackets on the trim line.  And you 

take your metal finishers, they was a high paid bracket.  And your paint sprayers, 

they were in a high paying bracket.  It seems like the highest paid brackets was 

the backbone of the union.  Now, I don’t know whether they all felt that way or 
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not, but I felt like we were more or less experienced to train people, you know.  

Where like some of the rough screwdriver jobs, you could put most anybody on, 

but it took time to learn to be a metal finisher, a polisher, a paint sprayer, or a 

trimmer.  It took time.  But it seemed like the higher paid groups was the most 

radical groups we had in the plant.  Now, the cushion department, that was an 

experienced group over there.  It depended a lot on the people that worked in 

those groups, who was the most radical, I suppose you’d call them, most 

aggressive.  That helped.  We, more or less -- the best union men come out of the 

highest paid groups in the plant. 

Q You know, I think there would be a -- maybe a popular assumption that the union 

members would tend to come from the least experienced, lower paid groups of 

workers.  And yet, you paint a picture here that its -- it was actually -- and maybe 

the poorest workers, too.  But you paint a picture that it was the highest paid, 

more experienced, not -- maybe not older workers necessarily, but had attained a 

level of experience, and actually people who were the best workers. 

A Well, it -- it just seemed like us fellows that was on the higher paid jobs, we felt -- 

we felt like we were more or less skilled to a certain degree.  And there’s a 

different class of people.  There are people, you know, that just stay in one place 

all their life, where there’s other people that want to get ahead, you know.  And 

those lower paid groups didn’t have as much to hang onto as we had by 

experience and seniority.  Experience and seniority, at that time, was a big issue.  

Q So you feel like you had a stake in the place, then? 

A Yeah, we more or less felt like we were superior.  I did, anyhow, because I was -- 
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I was in the high paid group, and I was an experienced tack spitter or trimmer, 

whatever you might call them.  I’d worked other places.  I mean we had 

experience in other places.  Where these fellows is on the -- what we call the 

rough screwdrivers, you could put anybody on that job.   

Q Now, before 1933, you know, before you really began to get involved in the 

union, let’s stay on that period for just a little bit.  What did you see as the major 

problems while you were working at Fisher? 

A Well -- 

Q What really -- what bugged you, and what bothered other -- other workers? 

A What bugged us the most is the speed of the lines.  Speed of the line was terrific.  

We didn’t even have time to go to the toilets.  It was just that old speed all day 

long.  Unless you got a gap in the line, you know, you just didn’t get a break.  

And it was speed and hard work, and they drove us just like slaves, you know.  

You couldn’t complain.  If you complained, they’d say well look out in the clock 

room.  The clock room’s full of men.  If you don’t like it, just say so, and we’ll 

replace you.  That was their attitude, you know.  And that’s the way they did it, 

too.  If you just didn’t happen to look right at the boss or say the wrong thing to 

the boss, why he’d fire you.  I mean you was out.  There was no recourse at that 

time.  They didn’t recognize seniority.  There was no chance for promotion, none 

whatsoever unless you bought your boss a lot of beer or loaned him a lot of 

money or socialized with him on the outside, you know, played golf or something 

like that?  There was just no chance for -- 

Q When you speak of the boss, are you speaking of the foremen or are you speaking 
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of somebody higher up in the -- 

A Both, both.  Yes, our plant manager was a great golfer, and he was a great guy to 

get people out on the golf course and get all kinds of information out of them.  He 

was a great guy to go out to taverns, get a little beered up, and blow off his big 

mouth.  In fact, he was caught one night in a tavern shooting off his big mouth, 

and I know in the conference room, the next time we went in, he was reminded of 

it.  You know, those guys -- 

Q Now who was the -- who was this manager? 

A Dennis Hurley. 

Q And what did he shot off about that he was reminded about? 

A I don’t just remember what he was shooting off about, but he was -- he was 

always against the union.  And he was going to bust that union.  He never did. But 

he was always blowing his guts off about how he was going to bust that union.  

He had a stool pigeon that reported to him.  The foremen had a stool pigeon that 

reported to them.  We had stool pigeons from the company -- company’s side that 

reported back to us, too.  So it was kind of a game.  Then, it was 1940 before we 

got a union contract -- before we got a union contract in 1937, it was a 

workhouse.  It was just close to a chain gang, I suppose you would say.  We were 

tied down to the line.  You just couldn’t get away.  There was no chance for relief.  

And in groups like ours there, somebody had to go to the nurse or something, why 

one guy would drop out to go to the nurse, but we’d all double up, you know, 

jump in and help him out until he got back.  That’s all you could do.  You didn’t 

have any relief men.  Nobody to take your place when you left or anything. 
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Q You mentioned gaps in the line earlier.  How frequently would gaps in the line 

occur? 

A Well, at that time, they used to come most anytime.  Now, I know at one time, our 

line just run at 72 jobs an hour.  And we was figuring we were getting about on 

average, I think it was averaging 65 jobs an hour.  But the speed of the line was 

72.  And in those days there, something happened along that they couldn’t keep 

the line full.  You’d get gaps in the line.  And we always kind of welcomed them 

because that’d give us time to go and grab a little bite to eat or run to the toilets or 

something like that.  Because when the body did come, we sure had to work to 

keep up.  Later on, after we got a contract in 1937, well we took care of the speed.  

We cut that way down.   

Q Anything besides speedup that you recall as being a problem for you or for your 

fellow workers? 

A Well, it was the speedup and the attitude to management.  We had no seniority.  

You accomplished nothing by working there, only your paycheck.  But I mean, 

there was no future because you didn’t know whether you were going to be there 

from day to day or not.  If they didn’t like the looks of your shirt or necktie, why 

they fired you quick at the drop of a hat, you know.  We had no protection 

whatsoever, and then there was that constant drive, drive, drive for eight hours a 

day, low paid.  I can remember a time when I made the statement that if I find a 

job at $50 a week, I’d quit because we wasn’t making $50 a week on average due 

to the ups and downs and the low pay.  I think in those days there, if we got a 

dollar an hour on the trim line, I think that was pretty good pay.   
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Q I wanted to ask about the pace of the line.  You know, there were a lot of people 

who would say, I suppose, well you were getting paid good.  And I thin they did 

say this when the union developed.  People around town would say, you know, 

you’re paid well, you’ve got jobs, sure you have to work hard, what’s wrong with 

that.   How would you -- how would you respond to people who would -- who 

would argue that way with you? 

A Well, I don’t think anybody -- I don’t remember anybody ever making those 

statements, although, they figured us fellows working down at General Motors, 

they figured we was making good money because we were making above the 

average wage.  But they didn’t stop to realize that there was a lot of the time that 

we didn’t work, too.  We used to have long changeovers.  And then there was 

times when production would drop down.  There would be layoffs.  And only 

small crews working and small production.  Like say one time I remember we 

were working three half days a week in order to keep it going.  In one whole year, 

the plant was shut down.  The year of the World’s Fair down to Chicago, they 

shut this plant in Janesville down entirely and built a dummy plant down there at 

the World’s Fair, and they only employed a few people down there.  So that threw 

all the rest of us in Janesville out of work for one whole year. 

Q Yeah, you were not in Chicago -- in the World’s Fair working? 

A Uh-uh, I didn’t get called for down there.   

Q How were those people chosen, do you know? 

A Well, I don’t know how they was chosen.  I just don’t know how they was 

chosen, never found out.  We always said they bought beer for the right boss or 
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something.  I don’t know.  I couldn’t prove it, see.  I don’t know why they were 

chosen.  Of course, we couldn’t all get down there, you know.  They had to pick 

out the ones they wanted, but how they picked them out, I don’t know.   

Q You mentioned -- well we talked at some length about he health hazards 

involving the teeth of tack spitters.  I was wondering if you were aware of any 

other health hazards like that that -- that, you know, actually physically harmed 

workers at that time? 

A No, no, I don’t.  That -- I believe that’s the only complaint that we had on the 

health hazard.  There may have been other ones, but I don’t remember because 

things were pretty well ventilated, even at that time, you know, for the painters.  

So, I don’t recall.  It  seems to me as if one time we did have some complaint 

about solder pots.  I believe they rectified that by putting ventilators on those, too.  

If I remember right, the solder pots did give us some trouble at one time. 

Q Now, what do you mean by that?  What’s a solder pot? 

A Well, on the body line, they had solder pots sitting there full of hot solder.  And 

there was a ladle in there, and the metal finishers would take this ladle and pour 

solder into the joints on the body.  And then they had a wooden spoon that they 

smoothed it down to fill up the gaps and the cracks and stuff like that.  And on the 

back of the body, there was a seam that run down each side on the back 

windshield, and that was kind of an inset.  And after it was welded all the way 

down with a gas torch, well then they filled that groove up with soft solder.  They 

just dip it out of these solder pots with the ladle, and pour it on the body and 

smooth it out with a wooden paddle.  Then they finished it off later on down the 
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line. 

Q What would be the problem -- oh, what would be the problem that would develop 

from that? 

A Smell, odor. 

Q Yeah, the odor, yeah.   

A Molten solder. 

Q Let’s -- let’s get into your efforts to organize the UAW now.  Let’s focus here on 

the early years, the formative years, oh before the ‘37 sit-down.  I think that was 

probably a water shed after the sit-down, the union was pretty much a fact of life.  

Things were still hard, yet, and there were a lot of struggles, but it was -- it was 

entranced at that time.  What do you recall -- I mean you can just tell us the story 

of how that -- of your involvement in the development of Local 95 and how it all 

happened. 

A Well, I wasn’t involved in the first part of it.  There was other people involved in 

the first part of it, and I think it started out in 1940 -- or 1934. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A And they had held meetings, and then decided that they should make application 

to the AFL for a union in there.  At that time, there was no CIO, which they did.  

If I remember right, the first -- when we first started out there, we only had one 

union and two places, both Chevrolet and Fisher Body.  Then, a little later on, we 

issued a charter to Chevrolet.  We made that Local 121, and Fisher Body Local 

was 95.  Under the old federal labor union, that’s wrong.  Under the old federal 

labor union, our Fisher Body was 19324 under the federation of AFL. 
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Q I think Chevy’s was 19660 if I’m not mistaken, something like that.  Anyway, the 

numbers are a matter of record.  That’s not so -- 

A Yeah, that was shortly after -- 

Q Do you know why -- do you know why it was decided to split -- to split up into 

two unions? 

A Well, there work is altogether different over there, and at that time, we were two 

separate plants.  There was a door that goes between the two plants, but then we 

were actually two different plants under two different managements.  And it was 

under two different heads in Detroit, too.  You had the Fisher Body division, and 

you had the General Motors division.  And that’s the reason why I think it was 

split up.  And our work over in Fisher Body was strictly all body work, where 

over at Chevrolet, it was all assembly work on frames, hinges, and transmissions, 

and all that stuff was built up.  And then our finished body was shipped over there 

and assembled onto the Chevrolet frame.  And it made better -- it made better 

bargaining conditions because the Chevrolet men knew what they was talking 

about, and we knew what we were talking about.  They worked right along with it 

all the time over in the Chevrolet plant, and we worked right along with it in the 

Fisher Body plant.  It simplified matters when it comes to negotiations and 

bargaining.  Then, first we was under -- we was organized under the AFL.  We 

called ourselves UAW AFL.  And we was represented by Ed Hall from -- oh, he 

was a national -- he was national representative from the American Federation of 

Labor.  And we had other men come in there from the American Federation of 

Labor and give pep talks and one thing and another. 
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Q Do you recall any of them in particular? 

A I was just trying to think of one.  He used to come in there, and he’d always say, 

"Greetings and salutations." 

Q Was that Dillon, maybe? 

A Dillon.  

Q Yeah. 

A Yeah, Dillon.  Those are the two main men that come in there.  We had other men 

from the state AFL come in there at meetings, one thing or another.  But that’s all 

they ever did.  They never gave us any help to speak of.  And we weren’t gaining 

anything.  We -- we had a hard time to struggle along and keep any membership 

because we couldn’t do nothing for the members or ourselves either. 

 After Roosevelt got in -- 

Q What about Ed Hall before we get too far away from him.  What do you recall 

about him?  What kind of person was he, and what would he tell you at these 

meetings? 

A Oh, he was a great -- he was a great rabble-rouser and a great speaker.  He 

promised the world with a ring around it, and gave us nothing.  Although, he did -

- he did take cases, like my case at the time I was discriminated against.  I took it 

up before the old labor board.  Ed Hall was in on that meeting at the time I had 

my hearing representing the AFL. 

Q And what was this case?  Maybe it’d probably be good now if you -- since you’ve 

mentioned it, to outline that case. 

A Well, in 1935 -- when we started up on the new model in 1935, they didn’t call 
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me back according to seniority.  Now, we’d started organizing at that time, 

although management didn’t recognize.  They didn’t recognize us and they was 

fighting us.  Under the old Wallman Labor Board that was set up by Roosevelt, 

that was Leo Wallman was the chairman of the Automobile Labor Board.  I 

believe that this originated from the Wagner Act at that time, come in under 

Roosevelt.  We had those rights under the federal law, but the management 

wouldn’t recognize them.  But under the Wagner Act, they had to recognize us to 

a certain degree.  And the 1935 model, when I started up on that, I was not called 

back according to seniority.  And I filed a case with our local union at that time.  

And then we had a hearing on January 18, 1935.  That meeting was attended by 

Walter Luchsinger, Ellis -- Luchsinger was president of the local union, Ellis was 

vice president, Adkins was treasurer, John Getsinger, Howard Thompson, Roy 

Church, and Harry O’Donnell.  And Ed Hall from the National Council of the 

UAW under the AFL, he was there representing the AFL.  And I won that case, 

and I was put back to work, and the other fellow was laid off until a later time.   

Q Were there any representatives of the company at that hearing? 

A Oh yes, there was local, none of the Detroit officers.  The local officers were at 

that meeting. 

Q So who would that have been at that time? 

A Dennis Hurley, Dennis Hurley. 

Q Was there a personnel officer of any kind there? 

A Personnel man was Clayton Orket. 

Q Was he there? 
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A Yeah.  And Dennis Hurley, he was plant manager.  And I forget who they had 

other representatives there. 

Q Did you have a lawyer there or were there any legal people there? 

A No, no.  Ed Hall was representing me.  He was the only representative from the 

outside. 

Q How did Hurley and Orket argue against your contention?  It seems as I recall, the 

law was fairly clear on that. 

A They didn’t argue against it very much.  They tried their best to argue against it, 

but didn’t have any argument coming because it was clear.  I had seniority rights 

over this fellow that took my job.  And he -- he was called in ahead of me.  Why 

he was called in ahead of me, I don’t know.  But then, at that time, we was 

supposed to have seniority rights, but then they -- they disregarded them as much 

as they could, too.   

Q Now, you seem -- you seem to think that Orket was a -- you mentioned before 

that you apparently respected him.  I don’t know, maybe that -- maybe I took the 

wrong meaning, but did you ever talk with him about that?  And what did he say 

to you about it? 

A No, I never talked to him after that meeting.  That meeting was the only time I 

ever talked to Orket on that case.  In fact, that’s the first time I got acquainted 

with all these people that was the head of the Local 95 at that time.  That’s when I 

really got acquainted with them.  Of course, Ed Hall, I met him at meetings.  

That’s the first time I’d ever bee in a meeting with management. 

Q So, at this time, you were not a -- an officer or a leader of the union?  You were -- 
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you were a -- is it fair to say a rank in file member? 

A Yeah, just a rank in file member.  And that’s really what made me kind of a 

radical union man after that.  Because if it hadn’t been for the local union, I would 

probably -- I might not have even gotten back at all because that’s the only thing I 

had to represent me was local union.  They didn’t have no power, but what power 

they had with the help of Ed Hall from UAW, he was a big help on that case.  

Well, we won the case. 

Q So, it was a -- it’s puzzling to me, just listening to you tell the story, that not being 

particularly active, they did not respect your -- your seniority rights.  You know, 

if it had happened to one of the presidents -- or an officer of the union, you’d say 

well, they were trying to bust the union.  But in your case, that doesn’t seem to 

apply. 

A No, that didn’t apply there.  Although, I was kind of mouthy.  I talked a lot about 

the union.  I belonged to it as soon as it started.  In fact, another fellow and I used 

to go out to other guys’ houses at night, you know, and get them to sign up into 

the union.  

Q Who was this that worked with you on that? 

A Oh, he’s Frank -- Elmer Cook -- Elmer Cook and I used to go out the most.  Cody 

Simmons and I used to go out.  You was afraid to talk.  You didn’t have time to 

talk in the shop, you know.  If you go out to their houses at night, well you can sit 

down and talk to them.  That’s what we done.  We did that a lot of the time, either 

that or get them in a tavern or some place to convince them to join up with the 

union. 
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Q So you were active in recruiting people to the union, and this was before the case 

against you?  This was before you were dismissed -- or before you were not 

rehired? 

A I think, probably -- I think probably after I was hired was when I started that.  

That’s what made me kind of -- that’s what made me kind of radical about it, see.  

Q So before that time, you weren’t active in recruiting? 

A No, I wasn’t active in recruiting before that.  After that, I was. 

Q When you originally joined the union, did anyone -- did anyone persuade you to 

join?  Did anyone work especially with you trying to get you to join? 

A I don’t remember.  I just don’t remember whether anybody talked to me about it, 

but I got wind of it, and I joined right away.  And then they got other guys in the 

group to join.  We were -- we were kind of a strong group right from the first, you 

know.   

Q Now this -- even before the case that you were involved in? 

A No, after this. 

Q After that, okay, right.   

A So it just grew -- it just naturally grew from that time on, you know.  We went out 

nights and then taverns, one place or another recruiting new membership.   

Q Where were the -- you mentioned taverns here, and that brings up another 

interesting point to me.  Where -- where were the hangouts that you’d go to?  

Where were the places that guys would sit around and have a beer? 

A There were a couple of them down there in what we call the south end of town 

near the Chevrolet plant down there.  There was a couple down in there.  And 
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there was some up town.  We more or less had our taverns we went to.  Oh, there 

was just Good Joe’s, one place there.  A fellow did work down at the plant and 

quit and started a tavern.  We give him a lot of business.  

Q Who was this and where was that tavern? 

A Oh, I can’t think of his name now. 

Q Was that Bloom?  I think is there a Bloom? 

A No, that wasn’t Ray Bloom.  Ray Bloom tended bar at the taverns, but he didn’t 

own one. 

Q I thought his brother or somebody -- or relative. 

A We ran around -- we went where Ray was a lot because Ray was a big union man, 

too, head of musicians.  

Q Which tavern was that that he bartended at, do you remember? 

A I don’t just remember which one.  I think he was down on North Main Street if I 

remember right.  But his taverns were more or less where common people went, 

you know. 

Q Right. 

A You know, working people.  That’s where we went most of the time. 

Q Back to the -- well to your -- to your membership, what are the first -- do you 

recall the first meeting that you went to?  If you do, what -- could you describe as 

much of what you remember? 

A I don’t remember the first meeting in went to.  I know some of our meetings 

wasn’t very big.  We had them in different places.  I don’t remember where we 

had the first meetings.  I think -- I think our first meeting was some place down on 
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Main Street, somewhere in there.  I don’t juts remember the first meetings I had, 

though.  We had some meetings  up to the bowling alley up town.  What’s the 

name of that bowling alley now?  We had mass meetings up there.  I just don’t 

remember where these first meetings was, but I can remember that there wasn’t 

too many people there.  We had meetings up in the old Eagle’s Hall.  That was on 

East Milwaukee Street, corner of East Milwaukee and North Main.  We had 

meetings up there for quite a bit, too. 

Q Do you recall what would be, you know, what was talked about? 

A Well, generally about progress of the labor -- or progress of Local 95 and the 

international union situation.  We really didn’t have an international union at that 

time.  All we had was American Federation of Labor, although we had a state 

office.  But that was one of our big gripes, you know, we didn’t get no help out of 

the American Federation of Labor.  They claimed they didn’t have the manpower 

at that time.  We didn’t -- we were more or less -- we just couldn’t make no 

progress with what we got out of them. 

Q What kind of help did you need that you didn’t get from them? 

A Well, we needed representation, and we was all kind of green.  We needed 

representation, carried a lot of weight, you know, because you had somebody 

from outside come in.  And then it wasn’t long after that that John L. Lewis 

started up the Congress for Industrial Organization.  Then they called that the 

UAW CIO.  And then we went out of AFL and into the UAW CIO.  And I -- at 

that time, I think it was the international offices were established in Detroit.  I 

don’t just recall how our first officers were elected, but I know the first big 
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convention we had was in 1937 in Milwaukee.  And there was a bitter fight over 

who was going to be president of the international union at that convention.  It 

was between Homer Martin and somebody else, I don’t remember who. 

Q Would that have been RJ Thomas at that time? 

A I don’t remember if it was RJ Thomas. 

Q But that were competing AFL and CIO factions, is that it? 

A Well, what they do is -- just like a political convention, you know.  We was 

electing officers for the international union.  And there was two parties.  One 

party was tinted with the -- what we called a communist party.  We called them 

the left-wingers.  And this fellow that opposes all the communists, we would call 

the right wing.  And Homer Martin happened to be on the right-wingers’ side, so 

that’s the man that we supported.  And he was elected president of the 

international union.  But that was under the UAW AFL, that wasn’t under the CIO 

if I remember right now.  I don’t know who the other officers were elected at that 

time.  Then, after this is when John L. Lewis formed the CIO.  Then when John L. 

Lewis formed the CIO, Congress of Industrial Organization, then at the next 

convention, we had a battle on between RJ Thomas and Homer Martin.  Homer 

Martin had the group, which we was one of them that was under the UAW AFL.  

Then RJ Thomas had a group under the UAW CIO, but he had an awful lot of 

what we called left-wingers running with him, kind of backing him like Harold 

Kristophel from Milwaukee, Local 248 Allis-Chalmers.  That was one of the 

biggest locals in the state.  Harold Kristophel was a known communist, and later 

on was convicted and sent to jail.  But he was supporting RJ Thomas, and we 
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didn’t want any part of those fellows, so we stuck with Martin.  Then, the -- I 

don’t remember who all was elected with Homer Martin that year, but that was 

our first big convention.  It was one of the wildest conventions ever held in 

Milwaukee, they claimed. 

Q So as far as you were concerned, the central problem with the Thomas faction and 

with the CIO faction was their relationship with the communist party? 

A Yeah, they had too many of them following them, see.   

Q Now, did you ever have any contact in Janesville with people that were or that 

you considered communists?  Was that a problem for the locals here? 

A Not in Janesville.  No, not in Janesville.  We had one fellow in our local union 

that I was suspicious for quite a while.  And he was always telling me about 

receiving the Daily Worker newspaper.  And that was a communist newspaper.  

And I asked him one time just how come you got mixed up on that?  How do you 

come to get the paper all the time?  He said, "I don’t know how come I get it."  He 

says, "I do."  He says, "I get every publication."  Now, he was a strong union man, 

and he always was until he died.  But I was always suspicious of that fellow, 

although he didn’t have no following.  

Q Now, did you have any reason other than the fact that somehow he had a 

subscription to the Daily Worker? 

A No other reason. 

Q Who -- who was that? 

A I don’t want to say. 

Q Okay, fine.   
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A He’s dead now, but he was a good union man.  It wasn’t up until he died, and he 

was on different committees, one thing or another.  He was always a good worker.  

But I always wondered why did he get the Daily Worker.  In those days, we was 

suspicious of everybody, you know, unless we knew their skirt was clean.  

Q Well now, why did you worry so much?  I mean you needed support, you needed 

-- you needed members.  What difference did it make where they came from? 

A Well, it made a lot of difference to us because we didn’t want nothing to do with 

the communist party, and we didn’t want none of them in our union, especially 

the head of our unions.  And if we’d had one locally that tried to recruit any new 

recruits or anything out of our local union, why we would have probably 

eliminated him.  One way or another, we would have got rid of him.  But I mean 

we was cautious about it, but we didn’t have that problem in Janesville, we never 

did.  We had -- during the big strike in 1937, we had people that come in there 

and claim to be newspaper reporters, newspaper photographers, and we was 

suspicious of them.  We don’t think -- we knew some of them, too.  We had two 

fellows come in there one time.  They were supposed to be from a Madison 

newspaper, and they wanted to take pictures, and they wanted news releases, one 

way or another.  And Jack Johnston and I jumped right in his car and went to 

Madison.  I forget who our representative was at that time, but they were in 

session up to Madison, and we went right up and got him right out of the meeting 

at the city -- or at the state capital and asked him if he knew these two guys or 

anything about them.  He didn’t know nothing about them.  He said they were not 

newspaper reporters.  And that’s the way we checked on them, see.  We were 
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skeptical of those kind of people because we didn’t know whether they were from 

the communist party or just where they was from.  We didn’t even know about 

these company stooges because the company had stooges going around, too.  So 

we didn’t want no part of them.  We didn’t want none of them in the international 

union as officers, and we didn’t want any activity in our local union, and we never 

had it. 

MR. IMHOFF:  All right.  We’re -- we’re almost out of tape here, Mr. 

Van Horn.  We’re going to have to pick this up another time.   

(Pause for tape change.)
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   MR. IMHOFF:  Today is October 27, 1976.  We’re continuing the 

interview with Mr. John Wesley Van Horn of Beloit, Wisconsin.  This is the 

second session with Mr. Van Horn.  My name is Clem Imhoff. 

Q Mr. Van Horn, when we last talked, we had discussed the influence of 

communists and left us in the union, and that was a subject of concern to you as it 

was to many of the UAW people in Janesville I know.  You had mentioned at that 

time, people in the national -- at the international level who you thought were, you 

know, left-wing or communist too much so for your taste anyway, and I was 

wondering if there were any particular people that you had in mind? 

A Well, the only one I recall that was actually a known communist and was active in 

all that and also president of the Local 248 Allis Chalmers Local in Milwaukee 

was Harold Kristophel.  He was a known red.  In fact, in later years, he was 

convicted and sent to prison for his communist activity.  We had others that we 

suspicioned.  We had some in Detroit that the international officers warned us 

about.  We had some in the international union that was supposed to be 

communists, although I couldn’t prove that they were, but they leaned that way.  

Locally -- locally, we didn’t have any.  We did have people we were suspicious 

of, but I couldn’t name them because I don’t remember who they were right now.   

Q What did -- let’s say Kristophel in Milwaukee, what did he do at that time that 

would have been different from what -- from what you would have done?  In 

other words, how would have a communist UAW organizer differ from any other 

UAW organizer? 
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A Well, I don’t know what difference he’d have done if he would have got into 

international.  What he wanted to do was get control of the international union.  

He wanted to be a big shot in the international union and tried to get elected to 

international president in 1937.  He had quite a few followers at the 1937 

convention, but we beat them down.  We had the right wing group.  We beat 

down the left wing group, and he never got any place.  He never did get an office 

job outside of being president of Local 248. 

Q Other than opposition to communism in the union, what separated the right wing 

from the left wing in the UAW?  What were the real differences? 

A Well the real difference is -- the real difference was after the CIO was formed, we 

had what we called a left wing faction, and there were several people in there that 

were known communists.  And they had an awful lot of followers, and we didn’t 

want them to get control of our local union.  In fact, we didn’t even want them in 

the local -- or the international union if we could keep them out.  And I don’t 

think that we ever had very many of them that were elected to an international 

office, although we had some in the UAW AFL at that time that were supposedly 

members of the communist party under the Homer Martin regime.  And what kept 

us and Local 95 from going into the CIO right away was this element of left-

wingers we had in the international union.  Homer Martin, on his side, is 

supposed to be all clean-cut American citizens with no tint to them.  But on the 

other side, why it’s what we called the left-wingers, they had a lot of communists 

in there that wanted to hold office.  And that’s why on Local 95 now, we stayed 

with the UAW AFL for quite a while due to the fact we didn’t want any part of 
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the left wing group.  And the left wing group pretty well had control of the 

international union  under the UAW CIO. 

Q Who in the CI -- the UAW CIO did you consider to be communist or influenced 

by communists? 

A Oh, I don’t remember their names now, but there were several of them.  We were 

suspicious of them.  I can’t remember the names.  But RJ Thomas was the 

president of the international union at that time for the left wing group or the 

UAW CIO. 

Q Now, did you consider Thomas to be communist? 

A Well, I didn’t consider him to be a communist, but he had too many followers in 

that direction.  And he did have a lot of men working for him that were known 

communists.   

Q I’d like to go through just some of the names of people who were prominent in the 

UAW CIO at that time and see how you react to them if you had -- if you had any 

knowledge of -- of them one way or another.  Windom Mortimer? 

A Now, Windom Mortimer, if I remember right, he was a full-blooded CPO. 

Q Did you know -- did you know him personally? 

A I’d met him.  I’d met him, and I’d been at meetings where he was at the meetings.  

He was a good speaker, a good rabble-rouser.  That was all -- I didn’t know him 

personally. 

Q Ed Hall? 

A Oh yeah, I knew Ed Hall.  He was in the UAW AFL.  Ed Hall was a good old 

craftsman, but as far as being on the left -- or the left wing group, he was 
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definitely on the right-wing side.  He was clean.  He was a good man, but he was 

strictly more of a crafty man, he grew up that way.  Oh, Ed was a good man as far 

as organizing is concerned. 

Q Do you have any recollection of George Attis? 

A George Attis was a good man, too.  I think he was our financial secretary in the 

international union. 

Q Yeah, right. 

A For quite some time. 

Q Right. 

A Yeah, he was a good man.  I don’t think ever anything against him in any way as 

far as I know. 

Q And what about the Ruther’s at that time? 

A Well, the Ruther’s at that time were very active, and they were definitely against 

CPOs.  There was Victor and Walter and Roy.  And Walter Ruther, very 

outstanding.  Victor Ruther was very outstanding.  Roy Ruther was a good man, 

but he wasn’t -- didn’t stand out like the other two boys.  And later on, Walter 

Ruther became the president of the international union, but they definitely was on 

the right side.   

Q Now, they were affiliated with the CIO, though, and they all had reputations for 

being pretty far left, I think, at that time. 

A Well, some people thought they were, but I never did think they were.  I never 

did.  Now, I thought they was more like a socialist.  They had socialist ideas. 

Q Yeah, that was one question I was going to ask, you know.  You’ve talked about 
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communists and left-wingers here sort of, you know, kind of lump them all 

together.  I was going to ask whether you made a distinction between communists 

and socialists, apparently you did.  I was wondering what you thought the 

difference was? 

A We did because the socialists, they weren’t as radical as the CPOs.  And the 

CPOs, they were definitely dictated to from outside sources.  Like the Ruther 

brothers were more or less hometown boys.  Although they were radical in one 

sense of the word, but they weren’t really overthrowing the government or 

anything like that.  I always had the highest respect for all of them. 

Q Do you recall a man by the name of Adolf Germer? 

A No, I don’t recall him, nope. 

Q There was a man from St. Louis who was quite -- who was influential for a couple 

of people in Janesville, I know, by the name of Jack Livingston.  Did you ever 

know him? 

A Oh yeah, I knew Jack well, yeah. 

Q How did you react to him? 

A Oh, he was a good man to be honest.  He was very good.  He was straight. 

Q He wasn’t too far left or anything? 

A Oh no, no.  He was a good, clean-cut man. 

Q What do you recall about him? 

A Well, I don’t know anything particular.  He was -- I believe he was president of 

one of the locals down there.  He was a very active union member.  He was just 

one of the good guys. 
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Q I’d like to shift gears a little bit here and ask about membership in the early days 

between -- well ‘34 and ‘37 before the sit-down strike.  What do you recall about 

the membership, how it -- how it grew or maybe how it fluctuated?  What really 

seemed to bring people into the union?  If you could just sort of take -- summarize 

what you recall about this whole question of membership during the very early 

years. 

A Well, we had an awful lot of people that wanted the labor union, but they were 

scared for fear that there’d be retaliation by the company if they joined.  We had 

another group of people that would pay dues now, and then they’d drop out.  And 

they’d start again, pay dues, and then they’d drop out.  We’d have drives where 

originally it was a dollar initiation fee and a dollar a month for the first month 

dues to join.  Then we’d drop off the dollar initiation fee and just let them pay the 

first month dues, and we get them a card.   

But it fluctuated.  People had grievances.  We tried to settle them with 

management, and we couldn’t’ get nowhere because management -- they’d meet 

with us, but they wouldn’t recognize us.  They wouldn’t negotiate with us.  And 

so then those people become disgruntled, and they more or less would drop out 

again.  We did have -- well I would say we probably had 150 good, steady 

members.  That’s all we had that we could depend on.  Otherwise, they fluctuated 

in today and out tomorrow.   

Then, there’s just because we try to do something for them, but we 

couldn’t do anything for them, and they’d get discouraged and drop out again.  

Then we had a company union formed in there by the company, and some of them 
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thought if they joined the company union, why they’d get more and wouldn’t 

have to worry about getting fired for the union activities, which is a big joke, you 

know.  Then, when we come along to January 5, 1937 and had the sit-down strike, 

the day we shut the place down, we had that good old bunch that we could depend 

on.  They stayed in, and a lot more like them even though they didn’t belong, 

some of they stayed in.   

We had another group that went home.  We had another group that went 

out in the clock room to wait to see which way we was going to go before they 

made up their mind.  And it was kind of unsettled, but before we got left the plant 

that night, these fellows out in the clock room, we made arrangements to get them 

back in.  The management wouldn’t -- we went and met with the management, 

and they wouldn’t grant us any concession at all.  So we told them either open the 

doors and let them in, or we’ll open the doors and get them in ourselves.  So then 

he told the watchmen to go ahead and let them come back in.   

Q Who did you tell that to? 

A Dennis Hurley -- Dennis Hurley.  And then from there on, membership built up 

fast.  Well, then before we went back to work again, we got a so-called 

agreement.  Then our membership started building regularly.  And we met with 

management, but they didn’t want to deal too well with us, but they did to a 

certain extent.  We had to fight them all the time, but then we would get -- we 

could settle grievances.  Then our membership built up pretty fast. 

Q Now, before the sit-down, were there any times when -- when you’d have a peak 

of membership or you’d have a lot of people moving into the union?  Were there 
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any incidents or -- or happenings in the plant that brought people into the union 

before those, before the sit-down strike? 

A No, no there wasn’t.  No, we’d go out house to house sometimes canvassing 

people that were afraid to talk in the shop, and they was afraid to talk any place, 

only at home.  And we found some of those cases where it was the women that 

was holding their men from joining the union because they’re scared to get fired.  

And they kind of put up an opposition to it, but we did get quite a few of them to 

join the union through house-to-house canvassing.  That was -- it was kind of a 

deal where the wives was scared the husbands would get laid off or fired.  That’s 

the way we’d build up a lot of our union right there. 

Q In these house to house canvasses then, it seems like that you would be talking to 

the women as much or more than to the men, is that how it worked? 

A Yeah, we’d be talking to both man and wife, see.  Then we had to convince the 

wife more than we had to convince the man because he’s the guy that’s slaving 

down there, and he’s the guy that needs the protection. 

Q Well, how did you -- how did you break through this fear that the women -- that 

some of the women had? 

A Oh, we’d talk to them and -- talked to some of those wives, you know.  They’d 

find out that we weren’t afraid, that we was getting other people to join the union.  

Well, some of them then convinced their husbands to join, so we didn’t have too 

much opposition.  Some of them we did, some of them we didn’t.  There was no -

- there was nothing in the plant because we had to be awful careful.  We had to be 

awful careful who we talked to in the plant.  Now, like Waldo Luchsinger was the 
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president, and anytime anybody went down to talk to Waldo Luchsinger on the 

line, why the bosses was watching, you know.  So we tried to avoid that, too.  

Most of our -- most of our work had to be done on the outside of the plant.  We 

couldn’t do it during working hours because there’s too much suspicion and too 

many people watching.  After the ‘37 strike, though, well then it didn’t make any 

difference how much talking was done inside the plant. 

Q What were the areas -- were there areas of the plant that were stronger and weaker 

for the union?  I was wondering if you could just kind of lay out what -- what 

were the strongest areas in terms of union support and the weakest areas in these 

early years again? 

A Really, there wasn’t any strong spots or anything like that.  What we found, 

mostly, the -- the men that was on the highest skilled jobs on the assembly line 

seemed to be more aggressive than the other ones.  Now, we were the highest paid 

men according to hourly.  And we were more or less semi-skilled or skilled in the 

auto assembly work.  Where what we call the common labor people are the rough 

assembly people, why they didn’t have much to fall onto.  But we could always 

go to another auto plant some place and go to work pretty easy.  There was -- we 

had good men in the paint department, key men like Dooley and Fay and Abe 

Schumacher.  Oh, we had several good ones in the paint department.  We had 

quite a few on trim department.  There was Marshall Hanson, he was one of the 

old stalwarts.  And Franklin Cook and Elmer Cook and Frank Gregis and Cody 

Simmons, oh there’s so many of those fellows.  We had quite a group in the 

headliner group, especially and all the trim line personnel.  Well, we had quite a 
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few supporters in the polish department because that was a hard -- hard work.  

Metal finishing men, we had good -- 

Q Before we get -- what about the polish department, you indicated that was hard 

work? 

A Well, they polished the paint after it was put on, you know, they had to polish it 

down and get a good shine on it, one thing or another.  Some of that was hand 

work, some of it they done with machine buffing.  It was hard work. 

Q I guess I was thinking that it probably would have done -- would have been done 

with buffing machines, and that that would have been pretty easy.  So I guess I 

was a little surprised to hear you say that that was hard work. 

A Oh no, that wasn’t easy.  Oh no, that was hard work.  And the metal finishing job, 

there’s the hardest job there was in the plant.  They were good supporters.  We 

had pretty good support from the unloading dock.  Stanley Gregory was one of 

the leaders out there.  And he had several men pretty close to him there that was 

good union members before -- well that was before the strike even.  They was 

pretty good union members.   

Q I don’t think I -- I haven’t talked with anyone who was a metal finisher yet, I 

don’t believe.  And I was wondering if you could shed some insight onto why that 

was a -- why that was such hard work, maybe here talk, too, about some of the 

individuals who -- who were strong? 

A Well, I don’t remember the individuals on the metal finishing.  I believe Clarence 

Haugan, now there goes another old-timer.  I believe he was a metal finisher.  

Now, the metal finishers, after the body was assembled -- the shell of the body, 
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and the welding was done on it, the metal finishers used files and hammers and 

dollies, and they’d take out the dings that was in the body or waves that was in the 

body.  They had to do a lot of filing in order to level them off, you know.  They 

were pushing the big file all day long.  Well, I guess -- well, they still do it now, 

and that’s the hardest job, I believe, there was in the plant.  I don’t remember 

those old metal finishers, but some of those was the best union men we had.  They 

didn’t have nothing to lose, everything to gain. 

Q Right, that’s good.  I’d like to go through some -- a list of factors that might have 

influenced people either to join or not join the union, at least someone looking at 

this from outside might think that some of these things might have -- might have 

made a difference.  And I’d just like to get your reaction to -- to some of these 

matters.  Let’s take, first of all, religion.  Were Catholics or Protestants or people 

who had no religious background at all, did that seem to make any difference?  

Was one group or the other more union-minded? 

A No, I don’t think so.  No, I don’t think so.  I don’t think that entered into it at all.  

I never noticed any. 

Q What about ethnic background?  Were there any ethnic groups that seemed to be 

more aggressive or less aggressive? 

A No, definitely not, no.  

Q Did -- did the fact of rural or urban background make any difference?  Did people 

with a rural background tend to be more or less reluctant to join the union? 

A No, I don’t think so.  I don’t think it made any difference at all.   

Q Club memberships at all, did club memberships seem to have any influence, say 
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the Masonic Lodge or Nights of Columbus, or Odd Fellows or anything like that? 

A No, I don’t -- I don’t remember any time that any of those ever entered into the 

picture at all, no. 

Q What about a person’s experience, the years of experience in the plant?  Did that 

make any difference? 

A Yes, that made a difference because a man with more seniority, you know, he was 

a little bit more secure than a man with low seniority.  So that made a difference.  

The more seniority you had, the more sure you thought you were of a job.  After 

the 1937 strike, well then seniority was a big issue.  Before that, we tried to go 

along on seniority, but it all depended on what management done, whether they’d 

go by seniority or not. 

Q So the more experienced workers then were more likely to join the union, is that -

- is that right? 

A Yeah, more experience and longer service.   

Q How did you deal with new hires, people who came into the plant, probably had 

no -- little or no background with unions?  How did you -- did you make any 

special efforts to deal with those people? 

A Oh yeah, we tried to get them in the union as soon as possible.  And there was a 

case there where they used to hang back pretty well because they just got a job 

there.  And some of them, it took quite a while to get them to join the union 

because they had no seniority, they had not experience, they’re more or less just 

common labor coming in and learning the tricks and trades to it, you know.  And 

some of those, I think, were a little bit reluctant to join.  But we worked on them, 
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and we didn’t have too much problem with them. 

Q In research I did for this project, I came across in the minutes of the local in 1935 

a -- an indication that there was some dissatisfaction with the leadership.  There -- 

I remember Straus Ellis made a statement at one meeting that if anyone was 

dissatisfied with the leadership, they should feel free to -- to elect new leaders.  

And apparently there was something -- there was something happening there, and 

it wasn’t clear from the minutes just quite what -- what it was.  I was wondering if 

you had any recollection of that.  Waldo Luchsinger was still president.  Straus 

Ellis was vice president.  Apparently there was some challenge to their leadership.  

I was wondering if you could -- you know, if you had any recollection of that at 

all? 

A No, I was probably there at the meeting at the time it was said, but I don’t 

remember that being said.  But I know there was -- it was rumored that he was 

looking for a foreman’s job.  At that time, the company was offering a foreman 

job to some of the leaders of the union to try and break the union.  I don’t 

remember any particular one that ever made any statements such as that. 

Q This was -- who was -- who was it that was rumored to want the foreman’s job? 

A Well, Straus Ellis was one of them. 

Q Yeah, okay.  What about Mr. Luchsinger?  Was there ever any feeling toward him 

along those lines? 

A No, no, he was well respected all through.  

Q You’ve -- you’ve given a couple of indications here about the reaction of the 

company to the union in these early years, I was wondering just what you do 
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recall about the -- about how the company reacted to you in these early years now 

before you -- before you’d really established yourself.   

A Well, we used to ask for meetings, and they’d grant us a meeting.  But they 

wouldn’t grant us any satisfaction on grievances.  In fact, they kind of sat there 

and sneered and grinned.  I mean we had no power, we had no international union 

really to back us up.  Outside, the only thing that we had was the Wallman Labor 

Board.  That’s the only support we had.  Our international union really -- really 

didn’t have any offices.  We more or less worked out of an AFL international 

office, or a state office.  We really had no support.  In the case like I mentioned 

earlier there where I didn’t get called back according to seniority and they took it 

up with the old Wallman Labor Board, and then I was put back to work.  Ed Hall 

was the one to represent of that.  He was representing the autoworkers, the UAW 

AFL.  And those other people were representing Wallman Labor Board plus the 

executive board, and the officers of the Local 95.  But when we went in there as 

local people to try to deal with management, we got nowhere, absolutely nowhere 

before the big strike because we had no contract with them.  There was nothing 

binding on them.  There was nothing we could do about it.   

Q Do you recall any particular encounters that you had with management people?  

Now, you were president of the union for a couple of years, or at least for a year 

before the sit-down strike developed.  Do you -- do you have any recollection of 

any particular encounters with them? 

A Well, only one.  One time there was a poor headliner that went up the line.  And 

the boss come and got me, and told me they wanted me in the office.  Then, he 
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replaced me on the line.  I went in the office, and he went in there, and the 

superintendent of the department went in there, management was there, personnel 

officers were there, several people from the management side was there.  They 

started telling me that I was doing poor work.  They claimed they counted the jobs 

back, and it was the work that I had done.  Now, I didn’t have a chance to count 

back to see whether I done the job or not.  They weren’t too nasty about it, and 

old Dennis Hurley threw a package of Camels down on the table and asked me if I 

wanted one.  I told him no thanks, I smoke union cigarettes.  After they got done 

talking to me there, and I talked back to them, well they said well you can go back 

to work again.  It seemed like everything that was wrong with headliners, I was to 

blame for it.  They were watching me all the time.  But I never -- I never let it 

bother me, and I never let them get the best of me.  That’s about the only case that 

I remember about.  They didn’t -- they didn’t put too much pressure on me 

because I was president of the union.  The only thing it seemed like every time 

there was anything wrong on a headliner gang, why it was my job.  That was the 

first time they come and jawed me one of the jobs that gone to Chevrolet plant.  I 

didn’t have no chance to fight back on it.  I never let it bother me.  I just kept on 

going.  I couldn’t do anything else.   

Q Did you interpret that as an effort to -- to intimidate you? 

A I think so.  I took it as a warning for me to be careful, and I was careful.  I thought 

I was, anyway.  I thought it was just -- just a case of intimidation.   

Q What about the union’s -- or the company’s -- did they make any public relations 

efforts to try to -- to try to put down the union or to try to nip the union in the 
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bud? 

A Oh yeah, they -- they didn’t do anything openly outside of convince some of the 

people to start a company union.  They had quite a few that belonged to the 

company union.  In fact we -- we had some of those company union people over 

on our side.  They belonged to both the company union and our union for the sole 

purpose of us getting information so that we knew what was going on in the 

company union.  And no doubt some of their people in the company union that 

belonged to our union was probably reporting back to management.  We don’t 

know, but it could have worked that way, you know. 

Q Who did you rely on in the company union to report back to you? 

A I think Jack Johnston was one of the best ones.  I think Jack told me when he was 

down here to see me that day, I think he’d tell me that.  And there was a couple 

more, too, but I can’t remember their names.  But I knew that they belonged to the 

company union as well as our union.  They brought back information from the 

company union activities. 

Q What sorts of things did they tell you? 

A Oh, they just told us when they had meetings, what they discussed at the 

meetings, one thing or another, but as far as grievances or anything, they never 

gained a word of the management on grievances.  It was more or less a social 

gathering. 

Q During your service as president now -- and here again, in the early years before -

- before the sit-down strike, what -- do you recall any decisions that you had to 

make that you -- that you consider especially important or difficult as you look 
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back on it? 

A Oh, not necessarily.  Of course, I -- I had all the other officers on the executive 

board when I called it.  And most of the decisions was made by the executive 

board, not by me as the president of the union.  We more or less let the board rule 

the union.  And it wasn’t anything that I did alone that I know of.   

Q Which issues do you recall, then, being important before the executive board, and 

what -- what would have been your attitude toward those issues? 

A Well, I don’t quite follow you.  The issues -- 

Q What -- what were the decisions -- what were the kinds of decisions -- if you 

could just give us a couple of examples of the kinds of decisions that the 

executive board would have had to make? 

A Well, we took care of the financial end of the union through the executive board.  

And we discussed situation -- grievance situation and one thing and another, just 

generalities, you know.  It was just a get-together of the board, and if there was 

anything to talk about, we talked about it before we ever made a move.  It worked 

out very good. 

Q Now, the CIO -- the UAW CIO was organized nationally before the ‘37 sit-down 

strike.  I was wondering if this is something that the executive board ever took up, 

whether you would or would not join the -- the new CIO? 

A Yes, that was -- that was taken up with the board.  It was taken up to the local 

union meeting.  But they more or less followed my recommendations because I 

was the guy who was doing all the traveling at these meetings in Detroit and 

Kansas City and St. Louis and around like that, you know, the General Motors 
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meetings.  They more or less went by my recommendations because we didn’t 

have much money in the treasury, and we couldn’t afford to send too many men.  

Generally, I was sent alone.  I give a report when I come back, so I more or less -- 

oh I -- I’d say probably I was the one that convinced them to stay with the UAW 

AFL as long as they did due to the fact that I -- in my opinion and the opinions of 

other people around me that didn’t like some of the people in the UAW CIO due 

to their political background.  So I’d probably have to take the blame for that.  

Q Were -- were there any members of the executive board in -- at this very early 

period, now, who were anxious to -- to affiliate with the CIO?  Who -- who would 

have -- who would have moved in that direction? 

A Well, there was only one that I know of.  And it didn’t come out in the open at the 

board meetings.  He more or less -- he was dealing -- dealing with Jack 

Livingston through by mail.  But no time at the board meeting that I recollect, the 

question never was raised that we should change over.  So -- 

Q And that person was? 

A Oh, I don’t want to name him. 

Q I think we can probably get a good idea from other -- other tapes if anyone’s 

interested. 

A That was his -- that was his privilege as a member of the local union, though.  

And I wouldn’t say -- you know, there ain’t no one man right all the time.  But I 

was more or less went by what I picked up at these meetings and what Elmer 

Yenny from Local 121 -- his opinion and the opinion of others that I knew well.  I 

was guided by their opinions.  I have no other way to be guided.  And we wanted 
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to go where the majority went because we had to.  In a small local union, why we 

couldn’t do anything without an international union.  But it never got -- it never 

got serious in our union.  There was no -- just a small group there that I found out 

later that was following this other fellow. 

Q It seems like the CIO really didn’t make any big push out here to get you folks 

into it. 

A They did make a push out here, but what we had, we had international 

representatives from the UAW CIO come into the meetings and tell us one thing.  

And they was just about like a presidential election.  All they could do was stand 

and tell about the other guy.  They didn’t tell us anything good about the 

international union.  We’d have the same group of people from the UAW AFL 

come in, and they talked about the UAW CIO.  In fact, at one meeting where we 

had this -- I got him stopped, a guy from speaking entirely, and told him if all he 

could do was talk about other people, we didn’t want to listen to him.  But if he 

had facts to give us, we wanted facts.  So he quit speaking.   

Q Who was that, do you recall? 

A No, I don’t just recall who that -- there was two fellows there that night.  I don’t 

recall just who they were.  I just don’t recall who they were now.  Minutes of the 

meetings probably could tell you, but I don’t know. 

Q Yeah, okay. 

A And that’s the way -- the way it was, now.  We didn’t know.  We was sitting here 

on a sharp edge.  We didn’t know which way to go.  We couldn’t tell by these 

international men coming out here from either side because all they wanted to do 
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was criticize the other side.  They didn’t want to tell us anything fundamental that 

they could prove to us that we was in the wrong place or the right place.  At that 

time, we had an international representative from Racine, a fellow by the name of 

Jack Michaels.  And he was on the UAW AFL side, I believe, yes.  And he was a 

good friend of ours, and he kind of helped me make my decision sometimes, too.  

But it’s quite -- we just didn’t know which way we wanted to go or should go, 

that’s the whole thing. 

Q It seems that as looking -- looking back on this that the Janesville locals were sort 

of isolated in a way from the -- the center of activity that was going around 

Detroit.  Did you ever have that feeling? 

A Oh yeah.  Oh yeah.  See, we were isolated from the metropolitan area like Detroit.  

Now, Detroit was a key center of the auto industry, Michigan especially.  And 

we’re just sitting out here in the sticks, you know, all by ourselves, two small 

local unions.  And we were definitely isolated.  That’s the way we felt about it, 

and we wanted to be on the right side, but we wanted to be on the winning side, 

too.  But we didn’t know which way to go.  So there was no use of any faction 

starting up in our local union because things were too uncertain.   

Now this other the faction that started up in our local union wanted to go 

to the CIO.  At no time did they ever bring it up at a general meeting.  At no time 

did they ever bring it up at an executive board meeting.  And I know of one 

meeting that they held and I went to their meeting.  I met a fellow there by the 

name of Frank Sahorski.  He and I used to be organizers together for the 

international union at one time.  And Frank was a good Joe.  He belonged to the 
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UAW CIO, but he came from the JI Case Local in Racine.  They had gone over to 

the CIO.  And I talked to Frank there at that meeting that night.  Of course, he and 

I was old buddies, you know, and I had a lot of respect for Frank.  We talked 

about it there at that meeting that night.  I told Frank how it was with us, and I 

told Frank there’s no use coming in here raising hell because you ain’t going to 

take over the union, I’ll see to that.  And there was only a few people at that 

meeting that night.  I walked right in just as if I owned the place and sat down, 

listened to the meeting, but they didn’t do anything that worthwhile.  I just 

listened to Frank Sahorski and another guy or two.  That’s all there was to it. 

Q Could you say some of the people that you -- that you identified with the CIO 

faction? 

A No, I’d rather not mention any names.  They were all good -- they were all good 

people, but then they had their ideas. 

Q Yeah, I don’t think it’s anything pejorative about them, so I -- just for purposes of 

information? 

A No, I wouldn’t care to mention any names because -- 

Q Okay. 

A -- that was their privilege.  And no doubt, sooner or later, it would have come up 

if -- if they could gather enough weight, you know, why sooner or later, it would 

have come up and they’d try to switch.  Before they gained any strength or any 

power at all, why we went back and went over into the CIO -- UAW CIO.  But 

after that, why we just went back to work just like local unions should.  We all 

worked together, and nobody had any hard feelings. 
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Q There’s one question I have to ask you, and you may consider it sensitive and not 

want to respond.  And if that’s the case, I’ll -- I’ll certainly understand because it 

does involve this whole -- this whole area, and that is the case where Lou Adkins 

-- the attempt to oust Lou Adkins from the local union.  I understand in talking 

with him that there was an effort at one point to -- to oust him from Local 95 

because of his activities in -- in trying -- in promoting UAW CIO.  I was 

wondering what your involvement was in that issue and what your knowledge of -

- of that case -- of that specific case involving him was? 

A No, I didn’t make any attempt to oust him from the local union.  But at that time, 

he was the treasurer.  And being on -- on the other faction, according to your 

constitution, he had to way to be an officer in the local union because he was a 

reactionary.  

Q You mean he was opposing the union and supporting a different union? 

A Yeah.  Now, I preferred charges against him to remove him from office. 

Q I see. 

A Not from the local union. 

Q Good.  

A But according to the international constitution, it was laid out as to how to prefer 

charges against a local union officer.  And it wasn’t only my doings, it was other 

members of the executive board that encouraged me to go ahead and start it.  

Now, I knew it was going to be a dirty mess before I started it.  But I went ahead 

and filed a grievance against him to remove him as treasurer, but not to remove 

him as a local union member.  And I followed through on it, and it had come to 
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the trial at a local union meeting.  And I lost, but some of the people that 

encouraged me to file this charge against him to remove him as an officer of the 

local union, when it come to the meeting that night, they wouldn’t even support 

me.  So I was standing on my own two feet, no support even from these people 

who encouraged me to do it in the first place.  And I think -- if I remember right, I 

think I -- I think I sent the sheriff after his books.  I think he has books to hold.  

That’s the -- that’s what that case was there. 

 

Q Would -- would you care to mention the names of some of the people who 

encouraged you to pursue this? 

A No, I wouldn’t want to mention any of their names.  They were all members of 

the executive boards, and they was all good people.  But they was just like I was.  

They was trying to do their job, but until it come to that local union meeting, and 

then they didn’t support me on it.  So, things was left the way they was.  I don’t 

know just when this happened, but shortly after that then, I made the 

recommendation to go back to UAW CIO.  And Adkins retained his position in 

the office as treasurer. We all went back to working together with no -- no hard 

feelings.  Louie and I worked together.   

In fact, we did a little traveling together, conventions, one thing or 

another.  As far as I know, we’re good friends today.  I talked to Louie one day 

here on the telephone.  I had a lot of respect for Louie because he was a good 

man.  He was a good man on the bargaining committee.  He was a good man on 

the executive board.  He was a good treasurer.  He was just a good man all the 
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way around.  So I actually wasn’t after the individual as much as I was after the 

position that he held.  He -- he had his ideas, and I suppose in time, why it had 

come out.  But he never had much following in that little group he had.  He had 

the cushion department.  He had some people in there that was backing him, 

following him, but at the local union meeting that night, some of them come to 

me afterwards, and they told me you’re 100% right, but we just don’t want to 

cause any trouble within the local union.  Well, that’s the way it was, and that’s 

the way it was voted.  So that’s the way I took it.  And even then, he still retained 

his treasurer job.  He and I both signed checks for expenses or anything any time 

a check was written.  Louie had to sign it, and I had to sign it.  We kept on 

working together. 

Q What did you consider to be the real difference between you since you said that 

shortly thereafter, you recommended that the local join UAW CIO anyway? 

A Well, Yenny and I -- Yenny from Local 121 and I went into Detroit for -- I don’t 

remember what we was called in there for, but we had a couple meetings while 

we was there.  And then the UAW AFL under Homer Martin, we was supposed to 

have a little conference of some kind, I don’t remember whether it was a GM 

conference or whether it was something about the affairs of the union, was 

scheduled for I believe it was for on a Sunday morning, Sunday afternoon.  And 

we didn’t know then -- the way things looked then, we could see that there’s 

something wrong.  We were suspicious of some of the people that Homer Martin 

had under him.  We were suspicious of the activity.   

It looked to us like they were broke.  So I said -- Yenny and I was talking 



JOHN WESLEY VAN HORN INTERVIEW   
October 27, 1976 

83 

it over that night at the hotel, and I said to Yenny, I’m going to go to Flint for the 

CIO meeting tomorrow night.  We found out they were going to have a mass 

meeting up at the Flint, UAW CIO.  So I said to him, "I’m going to go to Flint 

tomorrow to the CIO meeting, and you attend the UAW AFL meeting here in 

Detroit.  And then we’ll get both sides of the story."   

So I went to Flint, and I went into the UAW CIO mass -- or meeting they 

had there and listened to the speakers.  It was RJ Thomas was there, and I don’t 

recall just who else, I believe George Attis.  They had a very good organizational 

meeting.  I didn’t talk to anybody -- going in the meeting, I didn’t talk to anybody 

at the meeting or after the meeting.  I made up my own mind right there that we 

should be in the UAW CIO on account of the power that they had and the 

financial end of it.   

I went back to Detroit, and there was word for me to meet Homer Martin 

and some others at the hotel as soon as I got back.  So I got a hold of Yenny and 

we went over there.  Martin was pretty mad at me for going to the Flint meeting.  

And he was very cool.  He didn’t even want to talk to us very bad, and some of 

the other fellows talked to us.  But they was bitter because I went up to Flint for 

the UAW CIO meeting.  On the way home from -- on the train coming home, 

Yenny and I talked it over, and I told Yenny I was going to make a 

recommendation to my local union to go over to the UAW CIO because the UAW 

AFL was broke as far as I was concerned, I mean from the appearance of 

everything.   

Yenny said, well if I was going to make the recommendations, there’s no 
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use of him making one because he says, "Where you go, we go.  Or where we go, 

you go.  So it don’t make any difference."  He said, "If you go over to the UAW 

CIO, why that automatically puts us there."  Well, really it did.  I come back and 

did that, made a recommendation to my local union, give them a report to 

recommend we go over the UAW CIO.  They voted unanimous they’d do.  And 

then we swung over to the UAW CIO and carried on just as if there’d never been 

any factional fight or any dispute or anything. 

Q Now, the -- the ‘37 strike was -- John L. Lewis is given credit, really, for the 

settling of that.  And he was -- or a lot of the credit.  He was organizing the CIO at 

that time.  And yet it took three years for Local 95 to come to that -- to that 

position.  Why did it take that -- you know, that seemed like a relatively long 

time.  And how do you explain that time lapse? 

A Well, our first -- our first convention was held in Milwaukee in 1937 to elect 

officers and everything.  We was under the UAW AFL.  Now the UAW CIO was 

in the formation, but they had not been formed at that time as I recall.  And then 

when they did start to -- they had a convention -- I think their convention was -- 

must have been 1938, around in there sometime.  They had a convention.  And we 

didn’t go to it on account of it was too much of this rumored CPO membership in 

the UAW CIO.  

Q Okay, yeah.  I was wondering if that was the key factor. 

A Yeah, so we stayed with UAW AFL at that time.  Well, we had an awful crowded 

convention, so we must have had a big membership.  Now, that’s why we didn’t 

go into the UAW CIO right away.  In fact, it wasn’t formed right away.  Then 
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later on, now I don’t remember the year, we went to convention, and there was a 

fight there between Homer Martin and RJ Thomas.  And I believe -- I believe at 

that convention, we stuck to the UAW AFL and went on Martin’s side.  That’s 

when the factions broke away, and they had two factions from then on, UAW CIO 

and UAW AFL.  Due to the reputation that we was told some of these people had 

in the UAW CIO, we was hesitant about swinging over to them.  And then we just 

carried on.  And after the UAW CIO got organized pretty well, they still had some 

stinkers in the officers.  We carried on the way we were until 1940, I believe it 

was, when I made my recommendation to go back to the UAW CIO. 

Q Yeah, good.  All right.  We’re going to have to have flip the tape over here.  This 

is -- we’re continuing the session with Mr. Van Horn on October 27, 1976.   

 Mr. Van Horn, in -- in a previous -- in a conversation with Mr. Adkins, he had 

mentioned an Italian fellow from Chicago is how he described him, couldn’t 

remember his name, that he attributed -- he said he was here organizing the -- or 

he was supporting the UAW AFL, and he was supposed to have had some 

influence here.  Do you remember anybody who would fit that description? 

A Italian from Chicago? 

Q Yeah. 

A No, I don’t remember anybody like that. 

Q Okay.  Yeah here -- I just -- I wanted to ask about it because it came up in a 

previous session. 

A Yeah, it’s possible we had something like that, but I just don’t recall. 

Q You don’t recall any contact with anyone like that? 
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A No, probably if Louie and I get together, why we might be able to hatch it out and 

find out. 

Q Yeah, well he didn’t remember the name, that’s why I asked you.  I thought you 

might remember the name. 

A No, I don’t remember the name. 

Q Okay.  I want to get in now to the sit-down, the big strike in 1937.  I was 

wondering if you could just tell us about that as you recall it, and particularly, 

what your role was in that effort? 

A Well, I was president of the union, Local 95.  and the other General Motors plants 

in Michigan and around was already out on strike.  They was on sit-down strikes.  

That’s where the sit-down strikes originated.  And we didn’t know whether we 

had power enough to pull off a sit-down strike because we probably only had 150 

dues paying members out of a possible 1,000 people.  But it got to the point where 

we had no choice.  We contacted the international union, got permission from 

them to pull a strike.  They okayed it.  We had a mass meeting of the two local 

unions on night, and an international representative, Jack Michaels from Racine, 

was there. 

And after the meeting, we got together down at the union office, the board 

members and Michaels, and we talked about strike and one thing or another and 

just exactly how we was going to do it.  And we were more or less skeptical, even 

of some of our officers. 

 Now, the company had been expecting us to do this right along.  They was 

watching us very closely.  We had a lunch period from 12:00 to 12:30, and the 
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foremen supervisors stayed on the floor from 12:00 to 12:30 until we all got back 

to work again before they went in the cafeteria to eat dinner.  We planned all of 

this ahead, and we watched them.  I knew just what their move was and what they 

were doing.  So we decided rather than to let anything leak out, we’d leave it up 

to the president and vice president of each local union as to when the strike was 

pulled and how we’re going to do it.  So us four fellows got together afterwards, 

the presidents and vice presidents.  Elmer Yenny as president and Harry --  

Q Harry Johnson? 

A Johnson was vice president.  Jack Johnston, vice president of the Local 95, and 

myself, president of the Local 95, we got together.  And we decided while the 

people were all hipped up that we’d pull it right the next day.  And we pulled it at 

1:00 because 1:00, we was all working and everybody’s working, the lines was 

running.  The bosses would be in eating dinner.  Some of our people went in the 

next day -- they thought it was going to happen that day, but they went into the 

plant that day with cigarettes -- extra cigarettes and candy bars and all kinds of 

stuff.  And they all got nervous.  They kept wanting to know when it was going to 

happen, and I just laughed at them and wouldn’t tell them anything.  Finally, at 

1:00, I -- my partner, Cody Simmons, I told him to go up and throw the switch on 

the line.  I said don’t let anybody stop you.  So he went up to pull the switch on 

the line.  I went down along the line and told the fellows, I said, "This is it."  And 

some of them got right out and joined us.  Some of them stayed at the cars 

working.  Then we went up and down the line and told those still in jobs working 

to either get in with us or get out.  Some of them got scared and run, and they did 
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go out, come back in later.   

  Well, it was kind of a hubbub around there for a while until we got things 

shut down, and then we had to warn our people about smoking because there’s 

fire hazards all over that plant.  So then they suggested that we go to management 

and try to get them to open the cafeteria, so our people could go in there and sit 

down and smoke.  We went to management, and Dennis Hurley was managing.  

And I asked for a conference. 

We had a little conference, and we asked them to open the cafeteria so our 

people could go in there.  And at the same time we asked him to let those people 

back in and out of the clock room, and he wouldn’t open the cafeteria.  And he 

wouldn’t let those people in out of the clock room sitting out there waiting to see 

whether we was successful or not.   

So we told him that we’d open the cafeteria, and we’d also open the doors 

and let those people back in.  And he couldn’t stop us because we had too much 

power.  So finally he agreed to let those people come back in that was sitting out 

in the clock room.  But he wouldn’t open the cafeteria, so we kicked the door in 

and went in anyhow.  And they had all the foremen and supervisors deputized.  

They were -- we heard that they had plans of throwing us out, especially Yenny 

and I.  They was going to try and throw us out of the plant, you know, and if they 

broke the leaders, well then they’d break the rest of them.   

There was no attempt to throw me out.  And we kind of hashed things 

around, got together and made sure that everything was shut down.  The fellows 

all went in the cafeteria and sat down.  We had quite a few women working there 
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at that time, too.  I believe around thirty.  They were in there.  There was games 

milling around out in the plant, you know, talking about things.  We couldn’t do 

anything with management.  They didn’t want to meet with us or anything.  So we 

just sat it out.  We finally went in and asked him then to get permission to send in 

food for supper because those fellows was probably getting hungry.   

At that time, they had the sheriff down there and the city manager, and we 

come to an agreement that they would let food come in.  But they made this 

agreement first to the Chevrolet fellows, and then they carried the message back 

over to us.  We had the meeting with them, and they promised that they would 

make no effort to shut -- to start the plant up if we leave the plant.  They’d just 

close it up and make no effort to operate.  City manager, Henry Traxler, he was 

one of the go-betweens for the management and the union.  He told us what the 

plant manager agreed to, so we got together and talked to our people in the 

cafeteria, told them what they agreed to, and I told them we’d go out and get -- I’d 

go out and get Henry Traxler and he could tell them what agreement he made to 

the management so there would be no mix-up. 

Q I went out and got Henry Traxler.  He was in the office.  I told him as long as you 

made an agreement with management, you go in and tell our people just the same 

things you told me.  He didn’t want to do it.  I told him well, you’re the guy that’s 

doing the negotiating, so you’re the guy that’s going to explain it to our people.  

So I took him in the cafeteria and got him up on a table.  He told the people what 

the agreement was, and they all agreed to go along with it if that was the 

agreement and that we would leave the plant.   
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So we left the plant, I imagine, around 10:30 that night.  But before that 

time, in the state law, we had to have those women out of there by 6:00 I think it 

was.  So we sent the women out at 6:00, whatever time the state law said you had 

to go.  Then, we left about 10:30.  We had food and cigarettes and stuff coming in 

over the back fence.  I don’t know who was bringing them in, but they was 

coming in.  We sent some guys out in the yard to try and find out who was 

bringing that stuff in to stop them from sending any more in.   

It was pretty active around there that night.  We had a little trouble up on 

the railroad tracks where they switch it into the plant up there.  Some of our 

people went up there, and they was going to stop the switch engines from coming 

in.  The switch engines kept on going anyhow, and it was nothing radical that 

happened outside of a couple of Chevrolet men was grabbing and taking them 

into the watchmen’s shanty there.   

  Then, somebody called Yenny and I, and we went down and we talked to 

the railroad people.  And they told us, according to their order, as long as there 

was nothing obstructing them from going into that plant, they had to go in.  If 

there was any obstruction of any kind that they couldn’t get in there, well then 

they’d go back up to the switch yard.  We had fellows who wanted to pile railroad 

ties on and everything else, and we told them it wasn’t necessary because the 

railroad men was all for us.  It was just a matter of principle, and they had their 

orders, and they had to carry them out.   

So we took the guys away from there and cooled them off and got these 

two guys out of the shanty.  We didn’t have any more trouble with the railroad at 
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all.  And then they promised us if anything’s taken out of there that they would let 

us know before they went in.  And they’d also let us inspect the loads that was 

going out.  We didn’t have any problem with the railroad after that.   

  That night, we had a -- we all went up and had a meeting -- tried to have a 

meeting after that, but people scattered all over.  Finally, we got together and had 

a snake dance right up Milwaukee Street in Janesville.  We practically took over 

the town.  Nobody tried to stop us.  We had no interference, not even from the law 

or anybody else.  They just left us alone, let us have our party.  It was kind of a 

hubbub that night, and I don’t know how long it lasted, most of the night I guess.  

But the plant was shut down.   

Q How far ahead of time had you been planning for this? 

A Well, we hadn’t been planning very far.  The first -- the first place, we didn’t 

know whether we had the manpower to shut it down or not.  The second place, if 

they’d have won -- these other plants had won and got a contract with General 

Motors, we wouldn’t have even had to went on a strike.  While these other plants 

was out on strike, Yenny and I was in Flint one time, we was called up there to a 

meeting.  And we seen how they was operating up there, sitting in the plant, and 

the wives bringing food and giving it to the watchmen.  The watchmen was taking 

it up to the sit-down strikers.  We was out at the old Star plant.  Out there, they 

were sitting down holding the plant, and they had food handed into them.  There 

was nobody stopping them, no trouble or nothing.  But they told us that they had 

machine guns mounted some place in Flint.  Now, whether they did or not, I don’t 

know.  But they had a good governor, I forget what his name was then.  And he 
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stopped any wild stuff so that there was nobody hurt or no rumpus or anything. 

Q That was Governor Murphy, I think. 

A It could have been.  And we seen how they were doing it up there, that’s why we 

went out on strike so we had some idea of what to expect when we did pull it 

down.  But out at the old Flint plant -- or the old Star plant rather, General Motors 

bought it out.  They wanted -- the guys wanted us to come inside and talk to them.  

We was scared to go in.  We feared we might not get out again, so we didn’t go 

in.  Down in the big plant, we made no effort to go in.  But they were picketing 

and that, we joined the picket line and roamed around talking to the pickets, got a 

good idea what they did and what was happening.  So we had a little idea what to 

expect. 

Q How long before your strike was this, do you recall? 

A Oh, it wasn’t too long.  It wasn’t too long before we pulled the strike.   

Q So what in a couple -- in a couple of weeks? 

A Probably a couple weeks, yeah, couple weeks. 

Q The meeting with -- the mass meeting that Mr. Michaels spoke to, was that the 

day before the sit-down? 

A That’s the night before. 

Q Night before? 

A Yeah, that was January the 4th.  We pulled it down January 5, 1937.  

Q What was his role here that day? 

A He was the international representative.  He had an office in Racine.  I believe he 

was the regional director at that time.  He was our representative.  I don’t know 
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whether we called him in or whether he just happened to come in that time.  But 

he was no help to us because he hadn’t seen a sit-down strike.  He didn’t even 

know how to pull a sit-down strike, never had seen one pulled, nobody else had 

seen one pulled until that time, you know.  It shook up the town people in 

Janesville because that threw over 2,000 people out of work.  It hurt the town, 

saying there was rumors going around all the time that they were going to board 

the plant up and move it out of town.  And we told the people not to worry about 

it because they couldn’t board them all up.  Janesville was one of the best plants 

as far as laborers go and labor relations and small labor turnover.  Janesville is 

one of the best plants they’ve got now today yet.  We told the people didn’t need 

to worry about it because they wasn’t going to board it up.  We didn’t know any 

more about it than the people did, but then we had that feeling.  And we were sure 

we were going to win because all -- all General Motors plants were out on strike 

pretty near at that time.  We was out on strike six weeks before we got a contract.  

Q Now, you indicated earlier that you wouldn’t necessarily have had to strike.  You 

would have gotten the same benefits that other GM plants got probably.  Why did 

you decide to strike? 

A Well, we had to show our power.  We had to join the rest of the autoworkers in 

order to close the General Motors down.  That was our intention.  That was the 

international union’s intention, close them down.  Being one of the -- part of the 

General Motors Corporation, well we just had to join in order to do that.  All 

General Motors plants was closed down. 

Q Now, what were you worried about?  What did you see as the potential problems 
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before you -- before the strike took place?  What were the real problems that you 

feared or envisioned? 

A Well, the only worry we had -- the only problem we had, could we shut it down 

with such a small membership?  But we took into consideration of all the people 

that told us verbally that any time you can do something for us, we’ll join the 

union.  And we based some of our opinion on promises from those people.  Worry 

was getting the place shut down because if they had enough of them that turned 

against us, well we didn’t have enough manpower to shut it down.  And if we’d 

had tried to shut it down by picketing outside, we’d never shut it down.  But this 

whole sit-down strike was something new.  And I don’t know who originated that 

sit-down strike, but that was the best thing there was because we was on the 

inside.  When you’re on the inside, it’s a lot different than being on the picket line 

on the outside. 

Q It seems that on that day, many workers decided right then and there that they 

were going to participate from the way you told it before.  Is that -- is that true 

that for a lot of workers, this was kind of a spontaneous decision? 

A Oh yeah, we had a lot of them that went out in the clock room and sit down out 

there to wait and see what was going to happen.  Then they found out we shut it 

down and had the power, then they wanted to come back and join us.  Some of 

them went on home, but they rushed up the union hall to join after that.  We had -- 

oh we had a booming membership.   

Q Did you meet at any time with Mr. Hurley during that -- the day of the strike?  

Did you meet directly with him at all? 



JOHN WESLEY VAN HORN INTERVIEW   
October 27, 1976 

95 

A The day of the strike? 

Q Right.   

A Oh yes, we met with him probably three, four times. 

Q Now, these meetings -- was -- I’m unclear about the kinds of -- about the 

negotiating that Henry Traxler did.  Were you in the same room with him and 

management?  Just how did that work and where did that all take place? 

A Well, they were -- Henry Traxler and the sheriff and plant management was a 

meeting unbeknown to us.  We didn’t know about it until they come out.  Now, 

they started over at the Chevrolet plant.  That’s why they started negotiating.  And 

then when they got done negotiating over at the Chevrolet plant, the Chevrolet 

fellows told them that if Fisher Body would go along with that agreement, well 

they’d go along with it.  And then the sheriff and Traxler, they came over to 

Fisher Body and talked to management.  And I -- I’d rather assume that 

management and Chevrolet and Fisher Body got together on it because they 

agreed to the same thing over at Fisher Body that they’d already agreed to over in 

Chevrolet.  Then it was a matter of getting us to agree to the settlement to get  us 

out of the plant.  Sheriff, he was a -- I wouldn’t say he was on our side, but he was 

kind of a man that didn’t want to see any trouble.  And I think -- personally now, I 

think he leaned our way because as long as he was sheriff, we never had a 

problem with him.  And we always got cooperation out of him anytime we asked 

for it.  I can’t think of his name now. 

Q That was Sheriff Croak, was it? 

A Yeah, Jimmy Croak. 
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Q Did he do or say anything that day that indicated that he was in sympathy with 

you? 

A No, no.  I don’t know how this all come about, but all the foremen supervisors 

were deputized by the sheriff prior to the sit-down.  Now, we were told that, but 

none of them wore badges or anything.  And as soon as we pulled the place down, 

all foremen and supervisors went to the office.  There wasn’t one of them that 

stayed out in the plant, so we didn’t -- we couldn’t prove that they were deputized 

because I never seen no badges or nothing, but we were told that they were 

deputized.  We were also told they were going to -- they planned on throwing 

Yenny out of the Chevrolet plant and throwing me out of Fisher Body plant the 

first thing, and it didn’t materialize.  They made no effort to because we caught 

them off guard.  That’s what happened, we caught them off guard and they didn’t 

have time to do nothing. 

Q As you told it before, it seemed as if Henry Traxler were sort of a reluctant 

negotiator in this whole business.  How -- how would you characterize -- is that -- 

is that fair, and how would you characterize his attitude during this whole 

business? 

A Well, Henry was the city manager, and he was kind of a stubborn old cuss.  He 

wanted peace, you know.  And he got involved in it, somehow.  I don’t know who 

got him involved, I suppose the plant manager or the sheriff, one or the other, 

because actually the city manager is the chief of police.  He got involved in it, so I 

don’t know whether he was for us or against us.  He’s the one that done the 

talking -- as long as he done the talking, I thought he should go out and talk to the 
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people, too, which he did, not because he wanted to, but because I insisted on it.  

That way, if I went out and told them what he said, he might have turned around 

and said well he didn’t say no such a thing, see.   

  So he was -- oh he was good about it that night after he agreed to do it.  He 

was glad to see us leave the plant.  We wasn’t bothered by the sheriff department, 

by the police department.  There was no arrests made, and no fights and nobody 

hurt, nothing.  

Q What about the news media?  How was this reported?  I’ve read the -- I’ve read 

the reports in the Janesville Gazette, and I was wondering what you recall about 

that? 

A Well, I don’t remember too much.  Now, the Rockford Morning Star used to give 

us much better write-ups than Janesville did because Walt Lindeman who just 

retired here a couple years ago from County Clerk I believe it was, he used to be a 

reporter at that time.  During the big strike, he was a reporter for the Rockford 

Morning Star.  He used to give us better write-ups than the Janesville Gazette.  

Now, sometimes we had a little problem with the Gazette because they didn’t 

write the truth.  They might have wrote the truth, but they turned it around so that 

it was different than what it should have been.  Although, we got along with them, 

I don’t think the Gazette ever done us any harm.  I don’t think they ever done us 

any good.  But we liked the write-ups we got out of the Morning Star much better 

than the ones out of the Gazette. 

Q Did you subscribe to the Morning Star then at that time?  Or which paper did you 

read regularly? 
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A I don’t know.  I suppose at that time, I took the Gazette.  I don’t know whether I 

took the Rockford Morning Star or not.  I didn’t have time to read newspapers 

anyhow.  I forget -- I forget the reporter’s name there in Janesville who we used 

to do business with.  Oh, he was a pretty good fellow. 

Q Was that George Cavalage, maybe? 

A Huh? 

Q George Cavalage? 

A Yeah, that’s the guy.  We used to go to him if we wanted any write-up in the 

paper.  I don’t know whether he was -- he was more than a reporter because he 

was in the office, city editor or something. Q Right, I think he was. 

A George was a very good guy, but sometimes, he’d misconstrue those statements a 

little bit, too, whether he did or whether somebody else along the line did.  I don’t 

know, we couldn’t complain.  It’s so easy for a newspaperman to take a few 

words, you know, and turn it into a big story.  Sometimes at the end of the story, 

they ain’t got exactly what you meant.  I don’t think we ever had any trouble with 

the Gazette, not that I recall.   

Q Do you recall any coverage from Madison, Milwaukee, or Chicago newspapers at 

the time? 

A Well, we used to have a guy from Madison come down once in a while from the 

Capital Times.  I don’t think we ever had anybody from Chicago or Milwaukee.  

There’s so many fellows that come and wanted to talk to us that I don’t remember 

where they was all from.   

Q Did you have any -- did you ever have any feelings about the legality or illegality 
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of the sit-down strike as a -- as a technique?  Did you feel that you were being law 

abiding when you did that, or didn’t you worry about that? 

A Well, we didn’t worry about it.  There was nothing legal about it because we was 

actually taking over somebody else’s property.  It was illegal.  We knew that.  But 

then when you come right down to it, if they’re minded, they can limit how many 

pickets can walk by on a picket line, too, but that’s violated right along every day 

in the year until they have trouble, then they -- then they restrict it.  We knew it 

was illegal, but then if we had the power, there was nothing General Motors could 

do about it.  They could have throwed us all in jail, but they couldn’t have 

throwed us all in the Janesville jail because it wasn’t big enough.  We didn’t pay 

any attention to legality.  We were determined to shut the place down.  We were 

going to shut it down.   

Q Is it fair to say that you were involved in a sort of civil disobedience, then? 

A It’s fair to say so, yeah. 

Q Now, how did you justify it?  You -- you said here that you thought it was illegal, 

and yet you went ahead and did it anyway just to demonstrate your power?  Now 

most -- most folks would say well you just -- you can’t do that in society.  You 

can’t -- you don’t just break laws to show you’re powerful.  Now how -- how did 

you reconcile that in your mind? 

A Well, I had people throw that up to me after we went on strike.  I even had 

farmers that I knew before that threw it up to me that it was illegal.  And I’d tell 

them, what are you going to do about it?  We did it.  We accomplished our goal, 

so what are you talking about?  What’s the use of arguing about it?  Whether it’s 
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illegal or legal, we did it, and we didn’t get pinched, so what? 

Q Well, you thought -- you seemed to think that the goals were more -- that you 

achieved were more important than that one instance of illegality then? 

A Oh yes, we was shooting for -- we was shooting for existence, really.  We had no 

choice.  If we had started pulling that plant down, we either had to shut it down or 

we was out of a job, no that’s all there was to it.  There was a lot of us out of the 

job, too.  Nobody every accused us.  At that time, the time we shut it down, I 

don’t think anybody ever questioned us about whether it was legal or advised us it 

was illegal because everybody was too shook up about.  On the management side 

and the town father’s side, why they was too glad to get us out of there without 

talking about legality.  We never -- never walked the picket line on General 

Motors.  We used to picket in cars.  We didn’t actually picket, but we’d send 

about four guys to a car our, you know, and -- and they’d either drive around or 

they’d sit in the car and play cards or something and watch.  We never walked the 

picket line with General Motors, we never did.   

Q What about the weeks after the sit-down, about six weeks it took to settle the 

strike nationally.  For six weeks before you went back to work, what did you do 

during that time? 

A Well, there wasn’t much to do.  There wasn’t much to do.  We -- us fellows the 

head of the union, we had to keep in touch with Detroit, or they’d keep in touch 

with us.  We’d listen to the news regularly to see what was going on.  There 

wasn’t much that we could do because we had no contract.  And until we got a 

contract, there was nothing that we could do.  We had an agreement with the city 
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manager and the sheriff’s department and the plant manager in Janesville that 

there would be no attempt to open the plant although we did watch the plant 24 

hours a day.  But we really had nothing to do until they come out with this first 

contract.  And then we gathered up all the grievances we could think about, so 

that we could go right to work on the grievances, more or less got organized to go 

back to work. 

Q Well, what emerged as the important grievances that you had to deal with after 

you got your -- after you got yourself established and after they had a sit-down 

talk with you?  What were you concerned about pushing for, then? 

A First -- first big issue we had was slow down the speed of the lines.  Now, in 

Fisher Body, we was running -- the lines -- the speed of the lines was running at 

72 bodies an hour, but they didn’t get 72 bodies an hour on an average of eight 

hours due to the fact that they had no arrangements made so that they could pull 

one body off of the line and throw another one on in its place.  And if something 

had happened at the end of one of those lines that caused that line to stop for a 

while, they other lines would run a gap and run empty.  Sometimes, there would 

be three or four gaps.  But when the line was full, it was running at 72 bodies an 

hour, but we never averaged 72.  Now, the first thing did with management, we 

argued about cutting down the speed of the line at the same rate of pay.  So we 

agreed to 58 cars an hour at the same rate of pay for us to go back to work.  That 

was one of the biggest issues was speed.   

 And wages was a big argument.  Some of the wages were inconsistent.  Maybe 

one fellow on one side of the job would be getting a nickel an hour more than the 
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guy doing the same work on the other side of the body because he happened to be 

a friend of the bosses or because he’d been there a little bit longer than the other 

guy.  It’s actually discrimination.  And there was so much stuff that we had to 

bring up.  Seniority, we wanted definitely, seniority right down the line within the 

same skill.  And then there had sanitation problems.  Oh, we had a lot of 

problems.  

Q Sanitation problems, just what -- what do you mean by that? 

A Well, the toilets weren’t kept too clean.  We wanted them cleaned up, you know.  

They got after them and cleaned those up, cut down the speed of the line, and 

locked them at 58 an hour.  Before, they used to be unlocked, and we’d get three 

or four gaps coming up the line, you know, the boss would run up and speed up 

the line in order to get more bodies, so it would make up a gap or to going down 

the other line.  We had those padlocked at 58 an hour.  That’s as fast as they could 

run. 

Q Now that -- a drop from 72 to 58 seems pretty significant.  How did you get them 

to agree to that? 

A Well, we took that position.  That’s what we’re going to run at.  And if they 

hadn’t agreed to it, why we would have rode the lines -- after we did go back to 

work, we would have rode the lines until they did agree to it.  If we’d ride the 

lines, why they couldn’t get any more than that out.  They really agreed to it, but 

they got smart then and set up a bank on the end -- like in the body shop, they set 

up a bank there where they could throw in two or three or four spare bodies that 

was ready to go on the line, you know.  So if you miss one and have a gap there, 
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they could pull one out of the bank and put it in that gap, and it’d go all the way 

through the plant that way.  Each department, like the metal department, they had 

a bank, and the paint department had a bank, and the trim department, they had a 

bank.  So if anything happened -- if they had to pull one body off, they could 

throw one of those in the bank on and still keep that line full at 58 an hour.  And I 

was told anytime there was a gap in the line, one of the foreman got a lot of hell 

because I forget how much the company figures it costs them to run one gap.  I 

used to know.   

Q Now, I understand that after the strike was settled that in the -- in the next few 

months, there were still a number of wildcat strikes that took place.  Now, were 

these the kinds of issues that the wildcat strikes were about? 

A Well, let’s see.  The first one -- I wouldn’t say it was the first one now, but one -- 

some of our fellows got pretty cocky after the big strike, you know.  They -- they 

weren’t going to take any gaff off from bosses or anybody else, you know, which 

was the wrong attitude.  We had one case there where -- in the paint department 

where a young fellow got smart with the boss.  The boss sent him home.  And we 

asked for a meeting with the management, and we went in and met with the 

management.  We didn’t admit that this man was wrong.  To ourselves, we 

admitted it before we went up the management, you know.  Before we went to 

management, we’d get together -- as the bargaining committee, we’d get together 

and discuss these cases before we went to management and decide what we was 

going to do and how we was going to apply it, you know.  So it finally boiled 

down, I think -- I think he got three days off without pay.  And then he come back 
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to work.   

In the meantime, I -- I remember I talked to him.  I told him it’s all right to 

talk back to your boss, but just be careful because after all, they are running the 

place, you know.  We’re not running it.  Instead of smarting off to the boss when 

you’re in trouble, call your committeeman and let him fight for you because we 

knew how to go about it without getting the guy in trouble.   

  We had a few cases like that.  We had a case with one fellow in the paint 

department where he got in trouble with the boss.  Now, he was kind of a hard 

man to get along with anyhow.  And they laid him off.  I don’t think they fired 

him.  I think they just laid him off.  We took up his case with the management, 

and the management wouldn’t budge with it.  So there was either two or three of 

us, we made arrangements with the Detroit office to meet with a Dr. Lechlighter 

and Jack Cronin from General Motors.  Now, Dr. Lechlighter was the personnel 

director of Fisher Body division.  Jack Cronin was the troubleshooter for all 

Fisher Body’s division.   

Q Yeah, his name’s come up before. 

A And we got an appointment with them either through telephone or 

correspondence for a Saturday.  They -- they granted us a meeting.  We went to 

Detroit.  We brought this case up with them.  Now, Jack Cronin used to come in 

and sit in on grievance cases with us and Dennis Hurley and the management.  He 

was a fair man, too.  He was really a man that wanted peace.  We went in and laid 

down our case to them.  We explained it to them.  We told them our position.  

We’d like to have the man back to work.  We admitted, to a certain extent, he was 
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wrong.  But instead of sending the man home, why the boss should have got a 

hold of the committeemen and let the committeemen try and straighten the guy 

out, you know.  It would save this battle. 

  They wouldn’t commit themselves, but they told us now you go back to 

Janesville.  You make arrangements to meet with plant management Monday 

morning, and they’ll give you an answer.  So we come back and we made 

arrangements with the plant manager for a conference.  And we went in and met 

with the management, and they gave us a lot of lip and gaff, one thing or another.  

We stuck to our guns, and we got that man back to work with two or three days 

off without pay, or a week, something like that.  But he didn’t get fired anyhow.  

That’s the way we settle the grievances.   

Now, we had cases there where -- I know on the trim line, I had cases 

where the foremen come to me and tell me the argument he got into with a man.  

The man was absolutely wrong.  So I’d go down and straighten the guy out.  I told 

him you don’t have to take it up as a grievance.  We had forms that they’d write 

out a grievance on, and then that’s what we based our argument on.  I told him, if 

you want to, you can write up a grievance, and I’ll follow on through on it.  But 

the bosses -- to keep peace and instead of him fighting with a man, why he come 

up and got me and let me go down and fight with the guys, see.  It’s worked out 

good.   

  Oh, we had some bosses that were kind of cocky, too, you know.  They -- 

they hated to have anybody dictate to them like the bargaining committee.  In fact, 

we lost a couple foremen.  We had one, in particular, that worked in the body 
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shop.  I forget his name now.  He used to borrow money some -- off from some of 

the men and never pay it back.  They’d remind him of it, why he’d threaten to fire 

them.  Jack Johnston was on the bargaining committee from the body shop, and 

we had this Jack Cronin in there one day and told him about it.   

The next morning, that boss was gone.  That’s the way it was.  We tried to 

get along peacefully, and we had a lot of troubled men.  Whether they couldn’t or 

wouldn’t make the decisions, I don’t know.  But there were several cases where 

we’d have to go back in a day or two to get the answer, whether they had to go to 

Detroit to get approval of it or what, I don’t know.  We had pretty good labor 

relations there just before the war started and shut us down.  We had good labor 

relations management, and we could settle grievances, too. 

Q How did you respond to the wildcats?  There were cases when guys would just 

shut down the line or shut down part of the line. 

A Oh yeah. 

Q It seems that that would put you as president of the local in kind of a bind.  How 

did you respond to that sort of thing? 

A Well, I had to use a little psychology.  I can’t remember what this first one was all 

about, but I know we went in the conference room when dealing with the 

management.  Somebody come around in the conference room and said that 

they’re walking out.  And we didn’t know -- us guys on the bargaining committee 

didn’t have any idea they was walking out.  So old Dennis Hurley, he says Van -- 

Hurley says your job is to go out and get them back to work.  Well, I went out, 

and they was already going out the door.  I told a couple guys on my headlining 
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gang, I said you guys can’t do that to us.  We’re in bargaining with management 

right now, and the hell to you for going out.  So out they go.  They was out -- 

well, I guess they was out that day, and then the next day, they went back to work.   

 Then one morning, I walked in the clock room and here they are throwing men 

and women out the door.  I didn’t know what was going on. 

Q Who was throwing men -- 

A The boys.  We had thirteen people that didn’t belong to the union, some women in 

the cushion department and some men.  We had thirteen of them that didn’t 

belong to the union.  So this bunch got together and they threw them out the door.  

They wasn’t going to let them work.  Well, that caused quite a rumble.  When I’m 

going in the door, they’re throwing them out.  And that ended that there.  They 

never did start production that morning.  Some of those non-union guys -- our 

union guys lined up along the sidewalk.   

When those non-union guys come out, they beat them over the head with a 

dinner pail.  It was kind of a wild day.  We had -- Yenny and I had to go out to the 

tavern out in the country and stop a brawl out there where non-union guys and 

union guys got together, you know, fighting.  And we went back and negotiated 

management and tried to get them to encourage these people to join the UAW 

because everybody else belonged to it.  This group here was a hangover from the 

old company union.  We told the company the company union is definitely dead, 

so you might as well use your influence and convince them to join our union like 

you convinced them to join the company union.  They said you know we can’t do 

that.  We told them you did, you did in the first place.  You convinced them to 
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join the company union, so now why not convince them to join our union?  They 

wouldn’t go along with it.   

But we figured that through that wildcat strike and through the commotion 

of throwing them outdoors, we figured that management would take a hold and 

convince them to join the union. 

  Now, if I remember right, they did all join the union.  Before it was over 

with, I think they all belonged to the union.  We had one old guy in maintenance, 

and he refused to join the union.  Every time we’d get a raise, he got a raise.  But 

he’d give it back to the company.  He wouldn’t take the raise.  I talked to him one 

day out in the parking lot.  I talked to him in a nice way and tried to convince him 

that everybody else was in the union but him.  Rather than to be a hang out like 

that and be a lone goose, I said to him well why don’t you get in with the rest of 

us and join the union?  If you don’t believe in it, well you’ll just get along better 

in the shop if you belong to it, you know.  I tried to convince him, but I don’t 

believe he ever did join the union.  I think he retired before he joined the union. 

Q He was the last one not to be in the union? 

A He was the last hangover. 

Q Do you recall his name by any chance? 

A No, I don’t.  I didn’t think I’d ever forget it either. 

Q That’d be interesting. 

A I don’t remember his name. 

Q Okay.  Now, I think that you had -- you had a -- an experience -- you served for a 

number of months as a field representative for the UAW, is that right?   
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A Yeah. 

Q I was wondering what -- what you recall about that experience? 

A I think 1938 was the first time I went out.  I was working under Jack Michaels in 

the regional directory.  I believe that I was -- I was set in La Crosse at that time 

trying to organize the Allis Chalmers plants who belonged to the machinist union 

at that time.  I worked on them, and we had a couple big plants that belonged to 

the UAW.  I used to help them out all I could.  Then, I was organizing up in 

Minnesota, different plans up there.  Some of them were small plants that hadn’t 

been organized.  I was working on those.  Then, our organizer down in Chicago 

was organizing Ford Motor Company at that time in Chicago.  The organizer 

down there got shot.  Michaels sent me in to take his place.   

Times was hard then with a lot of people out of work and a lot of people 

on relief, one thing or another.  Oh, I was -- I was trying to find my way around 

down there.  It was pretty hard to find my way around because some of those 

small foundry unions are a radical bunch.  They wouldn’t even let me into the 

meetings.  They wouldn’t listen to me or nothing.  It was kind of a hard job down 

there at that time, and I never could figure it out.  I didn’t make no headway down 

there, and my local union, they told me one night at a meeting that they wished 

I’d come back.  So I come back -- quit and come back. 

  Later on, George Nordstrom became our regional director.  That was just 

before the war broke out.  That must have been 1942.  I went to work for him with 

the understanding that I wouldn’t be taken out of Milwaukee district because I 

didn’t want to be so far away from home.  He guaranteed me that I’d stay in 
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Milwaukee district.  Instead of that, he sent me off to Minneapolis and St. Paul, 

and I was supposed to cover North Dakota, all of Minnesota and the northern part 

of Wisconsin.  I didn’t like that very well.  The war had already come along and 

the plant went down up to Janesville.  They quit producing automobiles.   

I quit the international union and went to work at General Motors electro-

motive plant down in La Grange, Illinois, and I had a -- we had a wartime leave 

from Fisher Body in Janesville.  This wartime leave gave us the privilege of 

working any place that we wanted and still hold and retain our seniority and build 

it up.  Well, I met a couple times at my own local union board here -- some of the 

officer’s board here to try and find out what they were going to do in Janesville.  

We couldn’t find out just what they were going to do there.  There was no work 

here.  They was all unemployed, so I went -- went down to La Grange and went to 

work down there.   

Several of our people went down to Chicago and went to work in General 

Motors plants down there during the war.  That was the last time I was -- that was 

the last time I worked for the international union.  I used to do a lot of organizing 

work for them around Janesville and Beloit.  I used to run into Beloit once in a 

while.  Yates American belongs to the UAW.  And the Baker Manufacturing 

Company over to Evansville, they was trying to organize.  Fort Atkinson 

Creamery Package, they was trying to organize.  We didn’t have enough 

international men to go around, and I used to take a day off from the plant, you 

know, and get a union leave and go and take care of those problems there for just 

a day at a time.  I’d get paid by the international union, but then I wasn’t really an 
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international representative. 

Q Did you find that to be rewarding work, I mean other than the times that you had 

to travel away from home?  Other than that sort of thing, did you find it to be -- 

A Yeah, it was interesting.  You met a lot of different people, and you got around 

and met people and found out what their problems were.  You found out what was 

going on in other plants, then you’d kind of compare your own problems with the 

problems they have.  It was interesting.  Being an international representative, 

though, where they bounce you all over the country, I didn’t like that at all. 

MR. IMHOFF:  Okay.  Well, we’re about out of -- out of tape again, Mr. 

Van Horn.  And I want to thank you very much for talking with us.  You’ve 

certainly contributed an awful lot here today and the other day, too.  Thank you 

very much. 

(Interview concluded.) 

  


