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Welcome from Local 294’s Business Manager
Tradition, Skill Make Our 
Local the Finest Around
As we page through our 100-year anniversary book, let us not forget the men and women who helped shape 
I.B.E.W. Local 294 into what it is today. Without the commitment and dedication of those individuals who 
first chartered Local 294 and those who came after, we would not be here today.

A great deal of knowledge has been passed down through the generations of Local 294 and helped shape a great 
workforce that is second to none in the I.B.E.W. With that know-how, Local 294 has always been and still is 
the leader of all trades in Northern Minnesota.

We have never been considered the “quiet” bunch, and it is great to see future members who will continue this tradition.

Throughout our first 100 years, I.B.E.W. Local 294 was considered a great place to work for other locals and 
travelers, and when traveling we have always been welcomed with open arms because of the knowledge and 
workmanship we bring with us.  Let us continue this tradition for the next 100 years and remember that we, 
the members, make Local 294 what it is.  

Thank you to everyone past and present for shaping I.B.E.W. Local 294 into the best local anyone could belong to.

Fraternally,

Dan Hendrickson
Business Manager, I.B.E.W. Local 294

International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers

Local Union No. 294
100th Anniversary Celebration

Celebrating Our Original Charter Date, November 15, 1915

Saturday, December 12, 2015
5:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m.

The Crown Ballroom
214 East Howard Street, Hibbing, Minnesota

Welcome Reception .......................................... 5:00 p.m. to 6:30 p.m.

Dinner .................................................................. 6:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m.

Program & Ceremony ....................................... 7:30 p.m. to 8:00 p.m.

Entertainment & Dancing .............................. 8:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m.

Local 294 officers as the local celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2015: (left to right) Dan Murden (Executive Board), Don 
Gustafson (Vice President), Dan Hendrickson (Business Manager), Brian Stahl (Executive Board), Pearl Montgomery (Recording 

Secretary), Gary Corradi (Examination Board), Carey Young (President), Bob Massich (Treasurer), Mike Firman (Executive 
Board), Craig Gilbert (Examination Board) and Joe Mann (Examination Board); not pictured is Dewey Lorenz (Executive Board).



“The full significance of the value of organization of the working 
people was early recognized by the electricians of Hibbing, and 
on November (15), 1915, a charter was issued to the electrical 
workers of Hibbing as Local Union No. 294, A.F.L. ...

“The local union has made steady progress in the matter of wage 
increases and working conditions, all of which has enhanced 
the social and economic security of its members. It has also 
been an important factor in establishing a higher standard of 
workmanship, a fact that is fully realized by the employers.”

Hibbing Daily Tribune, circa 1945
Hibbing Daily Tribune, December 3, 1915

The 100-Year History of I.B.E.W. Local No. 294

A Century of Powering
Northern Minnesota’s Iron Range

Background photo: Hibbing, Minnesota, 1915 (Courtesy of the Hibbing Historical Society.)



I.B.E.W. Local No. 294 charter re-issued on April 9, 1935.

Mining of the vast iron ore deposits and logging of the 
ample timber reserves throughout northeast Minnesota’s 
Mesabi Range beginning even before the turn of the 

20th Century brought great prosperity to the region and its towns 
and villages. Perhaps most empowered at the time was Hibbing, 
which was soon after referred to as “the richest village in the world.”

Indeed, the explorers of the Mesabi Iron Range discovered 
beginning in 1866 “such deposits that the mines subsequently 
developed have been the most wonderful of the many stupendous 
mines of the most wonderful iron range of America,” the American 
Historical Society proclaimed in 1921 in its book, Duluth and St. 
Louis County, Minnesota; Their Story and People. The account even 
goes on to declare, “Hibbing proved to be the center of the treasure 
country, the richest portion of the Mesabi Range.”

Behind the ensuing development and expansion of the city and 
region during the past century has been its union electrical workers, 
who have built and helped sustain the mines, factories, businesses, 
schools, hospitals and infrastructure that have supported that 
growth and the territory’s population.

Just as Hibbing and the Mesabi Iron Range were hitting their 
stride, in fact, the village’s electrical workers were chartered by the 

Hull -Rust iron ore mine in Hibbing, 1915. (Photo courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society.)



International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (I.B.E.W.) on 
November 15, 1915, as Local Union No. 294 to serve the town 
and surrounding area. The very next day, the newborn “mixed-
classification” local of inside electricians and outside wiremen 
elected its officers, appointing Brother Dan Sullivan as president, 
Brother Victor McKusky as financial secretary-treasurer and 
Brother Ed Micka as vice president.

Eager to build on their new-found momentum, the electricians 
held another special meeting on November 23 to appoint Brother 
Jim Penfuttie as an inspector and Brother Marion Henry as a 
foreman. Then on December 3, Local 294 closed its charter and 
set its initiation fee at $5 thereafter (it would not be raised to $10 
until May 1, 1918), and members voted to fine any brother 50 
cents for missing a meeting.

Early on, Local 294 gathered in North Hibbing’s Carnegie Public 
Library on Third Avenue, initially on the second Friday of each 
month before changing regular meeting dates to twice monthly on 
the second and fourth Sundays of each month by May 1916.

Also early that year, the members of Local 294 successfully obtained 
a $10-per-month increase in wages – “without a suspension of 
work,” the I.B.E.W. Journal of Electrical Workers reported in its 
June 1916 issue.

By that time, the local was participating in the State Federation of 
Labor, with Brother McKusky serving as its delegate to the 
organization. By the following year, the local had also 
joined the Hibbing Building 
Trades Council.

Minutes from the first meeting of I.B.E.W. Local 294 on November 16, 1915.

The I.B.E.W. Journal of Electrical 
Workers, November 1915

The I.B.E.W. Journal of Electrical 
Workers, December 1915

The Carnegie Public Library on 3rd 
Avenue in North Hibbing, where 

Local 294 held its early meetings 
until the local was temporarily 

suspended by the I.B.E.W. in 1930. 
The library was financed in 1907 

with a $25,000 donation from steel-
magnate Andrew Carnegie and 

opened in 1908. (Photo courtesy of 
the Hibbing Historical Society.)



On The Move but Powering Down

Along with the other building-trades unions in Hibbing and 
the Iron Range, Local 294 made “steady progress” during 
its first two years of existence, Iron Range Building Trades 

Vice President P. J. Curran 
announced in the April 28, 
1917, Duluth, Minnesota-
based Labor World newspaper. 
Shortly before, for instance, the 
electrical workers had “secured 
a raise of $10 a month, making 
an increase of $20 a month for 
them in one year,” he reported.

In that promising setting, the I.B.E.W. chartered Local No. 785 
for nearby Virginia, Minnesota, on August 20, 1918. (That local, 
however, would be defunct by June 1922.)

Local 294, meeting in the library every second and fourth 
Friday of each month by August 1918, continued to 
push for improved conditions. Case in point, during its 
October 11, 1918, meeting, members voted to ask their 
contractors for wages of inside wiremen to be increased to 
85 cents per hour and eight-hours to constitute a work day 
(which they would eventually attain).

The following year, Local 294 began participating in the 
Hibbing Central Labor Union. At year’s end, the local 
voted to raise monthly membership fees to $2.

Another key source of employment for Local 294 
members at the time (and for the next 100 years), 
Hibbing Public Utilities since the local’s inception 

has operated a power plant within the city and in 1919 started 
construction of a new plant (which was the first unit of the Public 
Utilities’ current plant in 2015). The contract for construction of 
the $900,000 plant was given to National Electric Construction 
Company of St. Paul, and work was completed with the help of 
Local 294 members in September 1920.

During that time between 1919 and 1921, North Hibbing was 
moved south and annexed the small neighboring community of 
Alice as the nation’s demand for steel increased and the Oliver 
Mining Company’s open-pit iron mine grew closer to Hibbing. 
Oliver Mining helped pay for sewage and electric lines for the 
relocated town and built the Androy Hotel, City Hall and a 
new high school – all of which had Local 294 members on their 
respective construction crews.

(The Minnesota Historical Society gave a description of how the move 
was accomplished in its essay, Relocation of Hibbing, 1919–1921: 
“Using horses, farm tractors, and a steam crawler provided by the mining 
company, the townspeople moved 188 buildings. The buildings ranged 
in size from small family homes to the large Colonial Hotel. To move 
all of the buildings, they gradually placed logs underneath the structures 
and secured them with steel cables. They then rolled the buildings to 

Minutes entry from Local 294’s April 25, 
1917, general membership meeting.

Construction of the new Hibbing 

Public Utilities Power Plant. July 1920

June 1919

September 1919

Local 294 membership application, 1920



their new location on specially constructed 
wooden ‘rails.’ If the building was too 
large, they cut it into two or three pieces 
and moved each separately. If it was too 
tall, they removed the chimney or had a 
worker stand on the roof with a long stick 
to lift up the electrical lines.”)

While it is not documented, it can only 
be surmised that Local 294 members 
contributed to the moving of the town. 
Notably, the Carnegie Public Library, 
in which the local was meeting during 

those years, was not relocated.

Throughout much of the 1920s, employment 
conditions were favorable for Local 294. In fact, at 
the onset of the “Roaring Twenties” the local during 
its January 22, 1920, meeting voted to have wages for 
inside wiremen raised to $1 per hour.

What’s more, the membership declared that fourth-year apprentices 
(who were in their final year of training) would be paid 90 cents 
per hour; third-year apprentices would be paid 80 cents and 
second-year would be paid 70 cents. The local also moved that “no 
apprentice shall be allowed to work alone on any job until he has 
had one year experience,” meeting minutes recorded.

But the local itself did suffer a very precarious existence during the 
decade, as its membership dwindled to as low as eight members at 
times. During the early years of the 1920s, the local even sought to 
attract more members by appealing to the International Officer to 
allow it to reduce its initiation fee from $25 to $10.

Consequently, the local did not send a delegate to any of the 
five biennial International conventions in the 1920s – nor had it 
attended either of the previous two conventions held since it was 
chartered in 1915. (The I.B.E.W. convention in 1929 would be the 
last it held until 1941, primarily because of the Great Depression.)

Adding to its dilemma, Local 294 was 
beset by mismanagement of its funds 
by officers during the early 1920s, 
particularly former Financial Secretary-
Treasurer Arthur Kalibalky, who had 
served in the position since 1917 but 
was removed in late 1919 – leaving 
the local without a financial officer for 
several months.

Undaunted, the local’s members voted on October 8, 1920, to 
ask for a $1.28-per-hour wage for its inside wiremen. However, 
the local was still trying to hold onto its $1-per-hour rate as late 
as May 20, 1925, and even sent a letter that day to the electrical 
contractors in its jurisdiction asking for that wage scale and other 
conditions, including eight-hour workdays and double-time for 
“all time over eight hours ... until 12:00 p.m., after which double 
time shall be paid.”

Possibly another side effect of its waning membership and unstable 
finances, on February 25, 1921, Local 294 voted to withdraw from 
the Hibbing Building Trades Council. It would not become re-
affiliated with the Council until the following March.

Despite its tribulations, the local continued to work for improved 
conditions and, to that end, during its September 9, 1921, general 
meeting approved assessing each member 25 cents per month to 
help fund a regional building-trades organizer through the Central 
Labor Council. Then on October 14, the local’s members voted to 
form a committee to “get the necessary information regarding the 
extra cost to the people of Hibbing on account of defective wiring 
and present same to the Village Council” – essentially creating an 
early public-relations campaign.

What’s more, throughout the balance of the decade Local 294 
continued to participate in its city’s Labor Day Parade (voting on 
June 24, 1924, to “furnish the sum of $25 ... to be put in on the 
parade”). During that same meeting, the local agreed that a Brother 
Berquest should attend the upcoming American Federation of 
Labor (A.F.L.) convention to be held in Faribault, Minnesota, as 
a delegate of Local 294, and the local discussed plans for a “get 

(Above) The Androy Hotel in 
downtown Hibbing under 

construction with the help of Local 
294 members in July 1920; the 

hotel would open on June 29, 1921 
(and was placed on the National 
Register of Historic Buildings in 
1985.) (Below) The completed 
Androy Hotel in 1921. (Photo 

courtesy of LakesnWoods.com.)

The Hibbing High School power plant being 
built by Local 294 members in October 1921.



together outing, to be held in the near future” in Ely or Winston 
“as the local has members scattered between in both places.”

The following year, Local 294 also purchased 11 shares of stock in 
the Labor News for $330.

Throughout the remainder of the decade, the local’s relatively scant 
membership was primarily employed in the Range’s burgeoning 
mines and their shops, as well as the subsequently escalating 
commercial interests in the area. Specifically, members were also 
working for the Village of Hibbing Water and Light Department 
and on the growing city’s power plant, which expanded in 1925 
and again in 1927.

Shut Off then Back On Strong

With the Great Depression tightening its grip on the 
nation, despite its best efforts by late 1930 Local 294 
was suspended by the International – as were many 

other I.B.E.W. locals across the country. (During that time, scores 
of additional locals around the nation were also merged together or 
amalgamated into surviving locals.)

But I.B.E.W. Local 294 was re-formed and re-chartered on April 
9, 1935, to cover inside and outside electrical workers in Hibbing, 
Cedar Rapids and Virginia. With Elmer Peterson as its initial new 
financial secretary, the reborn local held its meetings in Hibbing 
City Hall on the first and third Tuesdays of each month.

From there, the local would continue to take strides to not only keep 
itself solvent, but to also bolster itself and its industry.

In late 1937, as the Depression began 
to wane and a second World War 
began to unfold, Local 294 joined its 
sister Minnesota I.B.E.W. locals B-31, 
B-202, B-160, 928, B-949, B-1034 and 
B-110 to organize the Minnesota State 
Electrical Workers’ Council. Among its 
many efforts, the Council during its 
September 11, 1938, meeting drafted a 
resolution that it would present to the 
State Federation of Labor requesting 
the state legislature “provide sufficient 
funds for the adequate and proper 
inspection of electrical installations 
throughout the state.”

Hibbing City Hall in 1936, where 
Local 294 held its meetings from 

the time it was reinstated that 
year until 1940. (Photo courtesy 

of the Hibbing Historical Society.)



Brother Charles Bence then became Local 
294’s first business manager in 1939 (a 
position he would occupy for the next 
19 years). The next year, the local was 
meeting in the larger Memorial Building 
on 4th Avenue in Hibbing (still on the 
first and third Tuesdays of each month).

World War II brought with it a greatly 
expanded demand for iron, and 
subsequently, the Mesabi Range ore 
mines and the City of Hibbing both 
swelled, with the latter’s population 
climbing over 15,000. During that time, 
the Hull-Rust-Mahoning mine just north 
of Hibbing was excavated to more than 3 
miles wide and 500 feet deep. (By 2015 

and Local 294’s 100th Anniversary, the mine had been taken over by 
Cleveland-Cliffs and had long before become one of the largest open-pit 
iron mines in the world.)

Local 294 also thrived under wartime production conditions. By 
the mid-1940s as the war neared its end after six long years (four in 
which the United States was involved as a combatant), the local’s 
jurisdiction covered the entire 120-mile-wide territory from Deer 
River to the west to Ely to the northeast – and it had become 
“one of the strongest (locals) in the northern section of the state,” 
according to an article in the Hibbing Daily Tribune.

By that time, the local was also holding some of its general and 
special meetings in Virginia and Cedar Rapids.

Perhaps feeling their oats, the local’s membership during their 
August 20, 1946, general meeting resolved to support an appeal 

from the Hibbing Building 
Trades Council to change its 
name to the Iron Range Building 
Trades Council. “In as much as 
our own jurisdiction includes 
the entire Mesabi and Vermillion 
iron ranges and we have members 
scattered over the entire area ... 
we concur in their request,” the 
local’s resolution stated.

The local was providing its 
support to organized labor in the 
political arena, as well. Case in 

point, on March 19, 1947, its members agreed to an assessment of 
$1 per member to be contributed to a Special Legislative Fund that 
would be used to combat anti-labor bills in the state legislature.

Two years later, the local would also participate in the Minnesota 
State Federation’s Political Education Fund. With contributions 
that included $1 per member of Local 294, the fund would pay 
for informational mailings to union members and their families 
throughout the entire state.

Continuing its push forward during the final years of the decade, 
by 1948 Local 294 had formed its own Apprenticeship Training 
Committee to oversee its training program. Also by that time, 
I.B.E.W. journeymen within the local’s jurisdiction were being 
paid $1.65 per hour.

Then in 1949, Local 294 – at the instruction of the International Office 
– undertook a concentrated campaign to organize Rural Electrical 
Cooperative (R.E.C.) groups in northern Minnesota. The local would 
enjoy the fruits of that effort in the not-too-distant future.

Growing Along with Tac Mining

Although Local 294 was back on its feet as it moved into 
the 1950s, the ground on which it was perched was still 
shaky at the time as the “financial standing” of the local 

was “at a low ebb,” Local 294 Recording Secretary Anthony M. 
Selvo informed members in a March 28, 1950, letter. As a result of 
the local’s organizing work targeting R.E.C.s and negotiations with 
contractors the year before, “the expenses for the local are much 
higher than the receipts,” Selvo wrote.

To bolster its finances, the local at a meeting on March 21 had 
approved a recommendation to place a “temporary” assessment of 
75 cents per month on all of its members. The levy would take 
effect May 1.

Contract talks that year were being held up while the local’s 
contractors refused to provide paid vacations for their employees 
and instead offered a 5-cent-per-hour raise. Eventually, Local 294 
capitulated for 6 cents more per hour, raising the wage scale for 
journeyman electricians to  $1.91 per hour effective April 1, 1950.

Also during early 1950, “Rural Electrical Cooperative” was added 
to the local’s trades representation, joining “Inside” and “Outside” 
electrical work as its “A” classifications, with the Northern Electrical 
Co-op Association being one of the first R.E.C. groups represented 
by the local. Local 294 then amended its charter on May 5, 

Three Served Over 
First 45 Years
A Legacy of Durable 
Business Managers

The very first business manager of 
I.B.E.W. Local 294, Brother Charles S. 
Bence, took the newly created position 
in 1939 and 
remained in 
office through 
1957. A native 
of Plymouth, 
England, he 
went to work in 
the ore mines 
of Hibbing and 
attended night 
school to become an electrician.

As business manager, Brother Bence 
helped form a new I.B.E.W. local and even 
took a second mortgage on his home 
so the local would not lose its charter. 
Among many other labor-movement 
accomplishments, he was instrumental in 
seeing that the Rural Electrical Association 
came to northern Minnesota.

Brother Bence passed away on April 9, 
1977, at age 91.

Following Brother Bence, Brother Joseph 
Baker was Local 294 business manager for 
ten years from 1958 through 1967.

Then Brother Robert Prout served 
as business manager for 16 years from 
1968 through 1984. Previously having 
joined the U.S. Navy at age 19, he served 
as an electrician until his honorable 
discharge in 1946 and was a survivor of 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941.

Brother Prout passed away on October 
8, 2008, at age 87.

Hibbing Memorial Hall in 1940, when Local 294 began holding its 
meetings there; the local would continue to meet in the hall into 

the 1980s. (Photo courtesy of the Hibbing Historical Society.)

Local 294 member Anthony M. 
Selvo (though not identifiable in this 
photograph) was among the I.B.E.W. 
members pictured here who were 
members of the U.S. Navy Seabees 

during World War II and employed on 
the Navy’s mythical island “X.”

Charles S. Bence



1950, to include “BA” classification members – 
encompassing manufacturing and utilities electrical 
workers.

In 1952, the local was still holding meetings in 
Hibbing’s Memorial Building, but as membership 
expanded, meetings also began to be held regularly 
in Virginia and Grand Rapids on the third Tuesday 
of each month. Then in 1953, the local also began 
holding meetings on the third Friday of each 
month in Bemidji.

During 1954, Local 294’s membership expanded at one point to 
205 brother journeymen and apprentices. Business Manager Bence 
then became the local’s first official representative to attended an 
I.B.E.W. convention when he traveled to Chicago for the union’s 
25th International Convention in August of that year.

(With 3,130 delegates representing 625,000 members, the 25th 
convention was the largest the I.B.E.W. had held to date, but a 
referendum vote reduced the number of delegates to all subsequent 
conventions. According to the I.B.E.W. History, reports of the officers 
to the 1954 convention continued to emphasize the “sinister effects” 
of the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 and the “right-to-work laws it had 
spawned in 16 states,” while also discussing “the progress achieved in 
membership growth and improved collective bargaining agreements.”)

In another groundbreaking move, Local 294 during its April 2, 
1955, meeting voted to ask for a 10-cent-per-hour contribution 
from employers into a welfare benefit fund for members. The 
following year, Business Manager Bence reported to the local on 
May 20, 1956, that “every man was working.”

The mining industry by the 1950s had shifted its focus to harvesting 
taconite, a low-grade iron ore, as the supply of 
high-grade natural ore decreased, sustaining 
the employment situation of the local and 
much of northeast Minnesota. According to the 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, 
“Taconite saved Minnesota’s iron-ore mining 
industry.”

Eventually, Local 294 itself would prosper, even 
signing specific “taconite agreements” for its 
members working with the mining companies.

In 1956, work at the Hill Annex Mine in Calumet, 
Minnesota, started and was soon employing the 
local’s members. Work opportunities within 

the region’s “tac” mining industry increased again when in 1957 
the Reserve Mining Company built what the Mining History 
Association referred to as “the first great taconite concentrating, 
pelletizing and shipping facility” at Silver Bay, Minnesota (which 
in 2015 is now operated by Cleveland Cliffs).

Also in 1957, Erie Mining Co. – “one of the nation’s greatest private 
capital enterprises of the past century,” according to an article in the 
February 24, 2015, Mesabi Daily News – opened the world’s first 
completely integrated taconite mine at Hoyt Lakes. The $300 million 
project was “one of the world’s 
largest expenditures of the time,” 
the newspaper article stated. (The 
mine ceased operating in 2001.)

While the tac industry flourished, 
it could not consistently maintain 
the employment needs of Local 
294. However, in 1958, the local 
launched a special Public Relations 
Program “to shoot new life into 
the temporarily sagging electrical 
contracting field,” the July 1958 
I.B.E.W. Journal reported.

Local 294 crew during construction of 
the Minnesota Power & Light power 
plant in Aurora in 1952: (Left to right, 

front row) unknown, Matt Ivancic, 
Al Kobe, Matt Hannula and Hank 

Bakeman; (middle row) John Bianchi, 
Brother Isacson, Barney Johnson, 
John Spehar, George Krier, Fred 

Rintamaki, Ed Servatka, Joe Kalan 
and Frank Sushak; and (back row) 

George Perrot, Werner Herzog, John 
Rom, Waylan Johnson and Jack Rowe. 

(Photo donated by Ed Servatka.)

Construction of the Erie Mining Taconite Plant in 
Hoyt Lakes, which Local 294 helped build, in 1955.

The First National Bank Building in downtown Hibbing, where Local 294’s administration kept its offices from 1957 until 
1971, when the local moved its offices to a building at 2031 2nd Avenue. (Photo courtesy of the Hibbing Historical Society.)

A Local 294 apprenticeship class 
being held in one of Hibbing’s 

public schools in 1958.



To begin the campaign, the local mailed a letter to the wife of each 
member, reminding the wives that they were making “90 percent 
of all purchases made from the husband’s paycheck.” Along with 
the letters were 50 specially prepared cards that the local asked 
the wives to hand to managers of all establishments at which they 
made purchases.

Across the top of each card was the note, “This purchase made 
possible by wages earned by a member of Local Union No. 294 
of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers.” On the 
lower half of each card, opposite the I.B.E.W. seal, appeared, 
“Please reciprocate by having your electrical needs taken care of 
by employers (and businesses like yourself ) employing members of 
said union.”

Approximately 15,000 cards were passed out, according to the 
Journal, “a number adequate enough to effectively demonstrate the 
purchasing power of Local 294.”

Shortly after, the local then sent booklets to businesses, city and 
county officials and school administrators “from one end of 
the jurisdiction to the other.” The booklets contained a list of 
electrical contractors permanently located in the Iron Range area 
and employing Local 294 members; information on the union’s 
training and safety standards and requirements; and a picture of a 
house destroyed by an electrical fire. 

I.B.E.W. International Representative J. W. 
Johnson noted in the Journal that the pamphlet, 
among other things, would help publicize the 
union “in the face of the adverse publicity all 
unions are receiving” while also creating an 
interest in the membership “for continued 
operation of study classes, particularly for 
journeymen.” He went on to proclaim that the 
local’s public relations campaign would also 
“demonstrate to our union employers that we 
are interested in their well-being as contractors. 
This in turn should make them more receptive to 
contributing to an educational fund and acting 
more kindly to us at the bargaining table ....”

Local 294 then moved to further protect its 
members’ well-being when during its June 13, 
1958, meeting members voted to abide by the recommendation of 
the local’s Executive Board and join the Duluth Electrical Workers 
Health & Welfare Fund.

Sometime before the 1950s came to an end, Local 294 had also 
established a Credit Union for its membership – which would 
swell to over 360 members by the time the I.B.E.W. held its 26th 
International Convention in 1960. Business Manager Joseph Baker 
attended that conference as the local’s delegate.

Hard Times to ‘All Men Working’

Local 294 thrived during much of the second half of the 
1960s, when there was an abundance of work thanks in large 
part to the expanding regional ore mines, steel production 

and paper mills and factories – all of which required additional 
electrical power. At one point, there were 1,800 I.B.E.W. electrical 
workers within the local’s jurisdiction, as travelers from across the 
country were beckoned to the Mesabi Range while the local itself 
only counted as many as 350 members at any one time during 
those years.

But initially, the decade was not particularly kind to the electrical 
workers in northeastern Minnesota. In fact, reports provided during 
that time to the Local 294 membership by Business Manager Baker 
more often than not included bleak testimony, from “the work 
situation is poor in our area but also in other jurisdictions as well” 
on December 14, 1962, to “work slow in jurisdiction and reports 
coming in that work is just as bad throughout other jurisdictions” 
on March 7, 1964.

By 1950, Local 294 had formed an 
Apprenticeship and Training Committee, and 
its apprentice-training classes were being 
held in Hibbing Area Technical Institute.

By the mid-1950s, Local 294 had 
established and was funding its own 
formal, evening study classed for its 
journeyman craftsmen.

The Local 294 Apprenticeship Committee in 1958 of (left to right) Wilbur Marshall, George 
Hammer and Jerry Steblay stand with apprenticeship instructor Emil A. Kochis (far right).

Local 294 crew working at the 
Minntac iron pellet mine in 1967: 

(left to right, front row) R. Fogelber, 
Sam Eastman, Lloyd Holter, John 
Lunich, Ken Tabor, Duane Parent, 
Elmer Luoma and Jack Eastman; 

and (back row) John Anderson, Paul 
Turnquist, Hartley Shilling, Dave 

Bergquist, Gary Peltier, “Slim” Fitch, 
Mac Lee, Gary Bahr, Ray Knight, Ray 

Anderson and Arvid Williams.



Then in April 1964, Brother Baker visited International Falls, 
Minnesota, to help the union electrical workers there “because 
of the loss of some of the officers in their local.” But on July 1, 
I.B.E.W. Local 924, which had been chartered on November 2, 
1942, to serve International Falls, was amalgamated into Local 294.

Importantly, that year the State of Minnesota passed a Taconite 
Amendment, after which over $600 million in new mining projects 
were announced. By the following year, the escalating iron mining 
had begun to take hold and Local 294 started to once again benefit 
from it – in just one instance, Bechtel Construction called for 100 
men in October for a mine construction job – and the local even 
began representing the “Electrical Manufacturing” classification 
for members working in the mines’ fabrication shops.

Finally, on September 9, 1965, Brother Baker was able to announce 
at the general membership meeting, “All men working.”

Adding to the encouraging situation, a Pension Plan for Local 294 
members had also been established by 1965.

Then in 1966, U.S. Steel, whose Minntac mine in Mountain Iron, 
Minnesota, was one of the largest ore-producing facilities in the 
world and whose metal shops were employing Local 294 members 
in the 1960s, began building a steel plant in that city. The first phase 
of the plant would be completed in 1968 with labor from Local 294 
members, and two additional phases would later be constructed.

By 1968, the local was representing electricians who were employed 
by Naylor Electric and working for the Beltrami Electric Cooperative 
in Bemidji, another R.E.C. With its growing representation in that 

town, during a special meeting on December 12 the local formally 
announced the formation of Local 294 Unit No. 2 in Bemidji, 
which had been approved by members during an earlier general 
meeting in Hibbing. (“Unit No. 294-2” was not officially certified 
by the I.B.E.W. until December 14, 1972.)

With about 17 inaugural members, the Bemidji unit voted Milo 
Mostad as its first chairman, while other officers included a vice 
chairman, a recorder and four members of an executive council. 
According to the minutes of the special meeting, the local decreed that 
the officers would meet once per month, conduct a regular meeting 
once per month and “duties of the officers will be similar to the regular 
officers but will not conflict.”

As work remained good for Local 294 during 
the remainder of the decade and into 1970 
and its members were participating in the 
I.B.E.W.’s Committee On Political Education 
(C.O.P.E.) program, membership reached 
387 by the time the 29th International 
Convention was held that year. The local sent 
two delegates to the conference for the first 
time ever: Business Manager Robert G. Prout 
and Business Representative James W. Harris.

Anchored by work at the Minntac plant in 
Mountain Iron, the first years of the ‘70s 
remained busy for Local 294, which hosted 
hundreds of travelers for portions of that time. 
In fact, rumor around the country was that 
if you couldn’t get a job anywhere else, you 
could get a job in Hibbing.

During a special meeting on May 12, 1970, the 
local’s membership then approved a new contract. 
The agreement included a 90-cent-per-hour wage 
increase effective May 1, a 30-cent increase on 
November 1, a 75-cent increase on May 1, 1971, 
and an additional 30 cents on November 1 that year. 

The Minntac plant and several other smaller jobs 
in the area kept Local 294 members busy as work 
held steady for much of 1971 and into the following 
year. During that “fortunate” period, the local was 
even able to help employ over 150 traveling brothers 
much of the time, Local 294 Press Secretary Leroy 
Lahde reported in the February 1972 Journal.

In 1968, Local 294 began giving 
scholarships to students in the electrical 
maintenance course at Hibbing Area 
Technical Institute, awarding four $375-per-
year grants that first year – a program that 
would go on to provide funds to dozens 
of students over the years. (At that same 
time, the local also donated a $14,005 
transformer test bench to the school.)

In 1977, Local 294 renamed its 
scholarship fund to the Charles Bench 
Scholarship Fund, after the local’s first 
business manager. “In this way, it would not 
be forgotten how much Brother Charley did 
for this local,” Press Secretary LeRoy Lahde 
wrote in the August 1977 I.B.E.W. Journal.

Local 294 apprenticeship instructor 
Nels Sennet points to a Transformer 
test bench that was donated along 
with other items by the local and 

its contractors to the Hibbing Area 
Technical Institute in December 
1968. Also pictured are (left to 

right) Jerry Hustad of the local's 
Joint Apprenticeship and Training 

Committee (J.A.T.C.), Institute 
director William Magina and J.A.T.C. 

member Alton Stavnes.

Brother Bob Nilson’s Local 294 crew on the United 
Taconite plant jobsite in Forbes, Minnesota, in 1976.

Local 294 awarded four scholarships to students of the Hibbing 
Area Technical Institute on December 23, 1968; pictured are (left 
to right) Electrical Workers Education Fund manager Clyde Giles; 

scholarship recipients Warren Christianson, Jack Williams, Richard 
Anderson and Dennis Peterson; and J.A.T.C. member Alton Stavnes.



By March 1972, 
250 I.B.E.W. men 
working for Fischbach 
& Moore, Malton 
Electric and Midland 
Industrial Electric 
were at Minntac. The 
local by then had 175 
travelers working in its 
jurisdiction and would 
host at least 25 more 
the following month 
as the work situation 
remained solid.

Surviving Yet Another Challenge

As work at the Minntac plant neared its completion during 
the second half of 1972, employment began to slow 
considerably in Local 294’s jurisdiction. While construction 

of an 800-megawatt, fossil-fuel fired, $400 million additional to 
the Clay Boswell steam electric plant in Cohasset, Minnesota, was 
still employing a large number of the local’s members, the loss of 
Minntac jobs ushered in a “three-year-downward trend for the 
local,” Brother Lahde described in the November 1972 Journal.

Regardless, the local gained a one-year agreement for a 5-1/2-percent 
pay raise for May 1, 1972, that kept hourly wages at $8 but included 
an additional 4 percent per hour for the local’s Vacation Fund – 
raising the fund’s contribution to 11 percent of gross wages. The 
contract also added 1 percent to the local’s Health and Welfare 
Fund and one-half percent to the local’s Pension Plan.

Throughout 1973 and well into Spring 1974, work remained bleak 
for the Local 294 membership as no new major projects broke 
ground in Hibbing or elsewhere within the local’s jurisdiction. 
During that time, the local hosted no travelers and endured layoffs 
at the power plant, and many members were placed on the out-of-
work list while many more traveled to other jurisdictions to find 
work, Brother Lahde consistently reported in the Journal.

Following prolonged negotiations with the Twin Ports-Arrowhead 
Chapter of the National Electrical Contractors Association 
(NECA), Local 294 gained another one-year agreement when the 
prior contract expired on May 1, 1973 – although negotiations 
did not conclude until August 21. With a new total package of 35 
cents, the local’s hourly rate rose to $8.29.

Members at the Malton Electric Motor Shop in Virginia, whose 
employees were represented by the I.B.E.W., also negotiated a new 
contract for a 27-cent-per-hour raise, and members at North Star 
Electric Cooperative in Baudette, Minnesota, gained a 30-cent increase.

Meanwhile, the local had formed a Building Committee and 
was actively searching for a new location for its union hall and 
training facility (preferably in the same location). The local was 
also endeavoring to start a welding school, which Brother William 
Spelts reported would cost about $5,000 for 15 men and two 
instructors for two nights per week over 10 weeks.

But work remained slack for the balance of the local’s 350-plus 
membership, so much so that Brother Lahde reported in the 
March 1974 Journal, “At this writing, we have less men 
working in our jurisdiction than in many years, and the 
future looks very bleak.” 

It was taconite mining again (and paper milling 
to a lesser degree) that helped Local 294 recover 
beginning around early summer 1974. Perhaps most 
significantly, under the state’s Taconite Amendment 
from 10 years earlier, by 1974 another $740 million 
in tac plant expansions had been scheduled for the 
upcoming decade.

Early that year, the Dapravo Corporation was awarded 
the general contract for construction of a large, new 
$150 million tac plant in Hibbing for Bethlehem 
Steel Corporation and Pickands Mather & Company. 
On April 1, Inland Steel approved construction of a 
Minorca taconite plant northeast of Virginia, a multi-
million-dollar project that would have 450 workers 
once operational by 1977 and a potential 2.6-million-
ton output of taconite pellets.

The good news continued when on May 10, 1974, U.S. Steel 
announced the fourth major taconite project for the Local 294 
area, the first of a three-phase expansion of the company’s Minntac 
plant in Mountain Iron to increase output by 50 percent. Eveleth 
Taconite Company also announced a major expansion of its 
Fairlane Plant and operation in Eveleth and Forbes, Minnesota.

With Local 294 members working on no less than five major 
industrial projects and other jobs in its jurisdiction, Brother Lahde 
was able to announce in the January 1975 Journal:

“At last I can report that we have no men on the bench. 
What a good way to start the new year.”

Midway Ice Rink with lights installed 
and wired by Local 294 in 1977.

Beginning in the early 1970’s, Local 
294 created a Death Benefit Plan through 
which a member’s widow would receive 
$5 from each member who belonged 
to the plan immediate following her 
husband’s death. The local worked for 
many years to reach its goal of having 
200 members join the program.



Local 294 received a new contract early that summer that gave 
members an additional 85 cents per hour. Perhaps just as 
noteworthy, the agreement also altered Article III of the agreement 
between the local and NECA to give the union the option of going 
to the Council on Industrial Relations (C.I.R.) or striking should 
the Joint Conference Committee be unable to agree on a contract.

During that time, over 500 traveling I.B.E.W. brothers were working 
in the Local 294 jurisdiction. However, by August 1975 the iron 
workers, carpenters, laborers and bricklayers had been on a strike 
statewide against the Associated General Contractors of Minnesota 
since May over new contracts, causing most construction to come 
to a standstill and many electricians to lose their jobs, Brother 
Lahde reported in the September 1975 Journal.

After the other building trades reached a settlement, work held 
steady through most of the remainder of 1975 and 1976, with 
Local 294 working on jobs such as an addition to the Clay Boswell 
power plant in Cohasset and the M. A. Hanna Mining Company’s 
taconite plant in Keewatin, Minnesota, which required 500 
wiremen. Local members could be also be found at an upgrade 
project for the Bemidji Airport, a $40 million expansion to the 
Blandin Paper Company facility in Grand Rapids, a $6.8 million 
addition to the Virginia Municipal Hospital and a $1.1 million 
expansion of Thunderbird Mall on Highway 53 in Virginia.

What’s more, Lahde was also able to report in the October 1976 
Journal that work in the local’s residential and commercial areas 
was doing “very well.”

Along the way, the local’s membership had 
rejected a contract offer on March 25, 1976, 
by a 157-to-4 vote. But an agreement was 
eventually reached that was effective June 1 
and raised the journeyman wireman pay rate 
to $10 per hour and increased the Bemidji 
hourly rate from $6.35 to $7.

In another sign of the good times, over 2,000 
brothers, their family members and travelers 
attended the Local 294 annual summer 
picnic that year, held in Veterans Park at Ely 
Lake in Eveleth.

Later that year, the local and Willow 
Manufacturing of Parkville, Minnesota, also 
came to a contract agreement for a 10-percent 
increase in wages for the remainder of 1976 
and an 8-percent increase for 1977. The local 
also ended its strike against North Star Electric 
Cooperative and finalized a new contract.

Enduring The Worst of Times

With the local and national economies suffering in the wake 
of a nationwide recession and energy crisis, the bottom 
began to fall out for Local 294 starting in the late 1970s 

– a trend that would continue through much of the 1980s. Most all 
of the large projects that had sustained the local through the previous 
few years were complete or were about to be completed, leaving a 
large employment void that would remain for several years.

The layoffs and pending discharges prompted Brother Lahde to 
note in the April 1977 Journal, “Work in our jurisdiction is now at 
its slowest in two years.” By that time, over 40 Local 294 members 
were on the out-of-work book, which quickly expanded to over 75 
unemployed by June.

After many hours of negotiations and a 10-day strike notice was 
issued by Local 294, the local and the Twin Ports-Arrowhead 
Chapter of NECA reached a new, one-year contract agreement at 4 
a.m. on June 11, 1977. The previous contract had expired on May 
31, and the new agreement provided an additional 75 cents on 
members’ checks, 15 cents in benefits, 10 cents in an annuity and 
10 additional cents to the annuity in December.

The following year, negotiations again went down to the wire before 
the local and NECA came to an agreement at 6:10 a.m. on June 12 

On March 1, 1976, all of the outside 
journeymen in Minnesota were transferred 
into one local for the entire state, I.B.E.W. 
Local 160 of Minneapolis. Local 160 was 
originally chartered on August 30, 1938, 
with a total of 13 members, and as Local 
294 celebrates its 100th anniversary in 
2015, Local 160 consists of over 3,000 
brothers and sisters.

Local 294 apprentice class, 1980.

Local 294 crew at a jobsite for Hill Wood Products 
in Cook, Minnesota, in 1985: (left to right) Todd 

Clark, Brent Bacon, Bob Nelson, Bill Nelson, Todd 
Bowen, Ralph Nelson Jr. and Jim Elmquist.



on a two-year contract containing increases of 95 cents per hour the 
first year and 95 cents per hour the second year, including a total 
annuity increase of 50 cents per hour per year. But that was not 
before a strike notice was given to the contractors, by which pickets 
were to have gone up at 7 a.m. that morning across the jurisdiction.

By August that year, the local added “Radio-Television Broadcast,” 
“Radio-Television Service” and “Sound and Public Address” to its 
work classifications. The local was representing over 400 members 
by the fall of 1978.

During the middle of that year, another Cohasset power plant 
project started to employ Local 294 members, although it would 
be complete by year’s end. Work elsewhere generally continued to 
slow as the Minntac job came to a close and was employing just a 
“handful” of men by December 1978 and other smaller jobs were 
also being completed.

At the onset of the 1980s, steel production in the United States 
was severely lagging. The situation would become so desperate that 
Brother Lahde pleaded in the February 1982 Journal:

“Our future in northern Minnesota is directly linked to 
the steel industries and until the business of auto plants, 
factories, etc. that use steel products improves, we on the 

Iron Range will definitely feel the pinch.”

With mining companies cutting back on production and laying 
off workers as the demand for steel and, subsequently, iron-ore 
taconite continued to fade, jobs became increasingly scarce and 
many Local 294 members were resigned to traveling to other 
I.B.E.W. locals for work. Within its own jurisdiction, those who 
stayed and could find employment leaned heavily on commercial 
work and remodeling projects.

By July 1980, Inland Steel had announced it would shut down its 

Minorca mine because of declining steel orders and Erie Mining 
was laying off employees at its Hoyt Lakes mine operation. 

Earlier that year, Local 294 was again forced to negotiate a new 
contract right up against a deadline, finally settling at 4 a.m. on 
May 30, 1980. The agreement included a total $1.31 per hour pay 
increase, taking the journeyman wage rate to $13.12 on checks.

A two-year deal was reached in 1981 for an increase of $1.43 per 
hour as of June 1, making the local’s journeyman rate $14.55 per 
hour, and another increase of $1.38 per hour on June 1, 1982. 
Among other features, the contract provided that contractors would 
have to purchase meals for Local 294 members when they worked 
over two hours of overtime and contractors also had to replace worn 
and broken tools with equipment of equal value.

By 1982, Local 294 had moved into its 
new union hall and training facility at 503 
East 16th Street in Hibbing. (After renting 
the building at first, the local purchased it in 
early 1986 – “to hedge against rising rental 
costs” – and still resides there as it celebrates 
its 100th anniversary in 2015.)

But by May, over 125 members were on 
the local’s out-of-work list, and Brother 
Lahde lamented in the Journal, “The 
local economy is so hard hit that future 
construction is almost non-existent.” 
After the U.S. Steel Minntac plant shut 
down on June 6, 1982, for five weeks 
– joining four other mining companies 
that had suspended operations over the 
previous few months – only two plants 

Local 294 Azco Electric crew at Hill Wood Products in 1986, shown here with Hill Wood owner Roy Hill (far 
right), Governor Rudy Perpich (center, back) and Azco executives, included (left to right) Bob Jensen, Jim 

Elmquist, Tom Bowen, Bill Nelson, Ralph Nelson, Bob Nelson, Gary Lamppa, Doug Johnson and Todd Clark.

The Local 294 bowling team in 1978 included (left to right) brothers 
Dean Nesset, E. Leroy Lahde, Vern Wingren and Roger Berglund.

The Local 294 Como Oil hockey team, which 
took third place in its league in 2015.



were still operating, and by 1983, 150 Local 294 members were 
unemployed and many others were traveling to find jobs.

Despite the overwhelming lack of construction projects in northern 
Minnesota, on June 23, 1983, the inside members of Local 294 
were forced to go on strike when negotiations with the Twin 
Ports-Arrowhead Chapter of NECA broke down. Over the next 
nine weeks, the electrical workers, along with striking plumbers, 
picketed contractors before returning to work on August 4 while 
the contract was sent to the Council on Industrial Relations in 
Washington, D.C.

The Council decided in November on a contract that covered up 
to a six-plex complex with an $11 per hour total package, so that 
on six-plex construction projects and above, the local received a 
$21.27 total package plus sub-pay of $9 on jobs over $70,000 for 
the electrical, bringing the total to $30.27. Unfortunately, the new 
agreement took away the local’s strike clause.

Meanwhile, Local 294 Unit 2 in Bemidji gained a new contract 
with NECA for a 99-cent increase, bringing its low scale to $11.24 

on the check and $15 for the total wage-and-
benefits package. Its high scale, which included all 
commercial work, brought $14.04 on the check 
and $18.60 for its total package.

However, work remained lethargic as the area 
lingered in a deep economic depression. As mining 
operations in northern Minnesota continued to 
shutter their doors, in late 1983 Local 294 was 
forced to lay off its assistant business manager, 
Brother Bob Jenson, and the following year the 
local suspended its apprenticeship program, 
summer picnic and Christmas party.

After the one remaining large job 
at the Boise Cascade Paper Mill 
in International Falls stopped 
construction in summer 1984, Local 
294 only had 50 members working 
in its jurisdiction, representing an 
80-percent unemployment rate. A 
new agreement that year with NECA 
did not make any changes to the 
former contract, but the local did 
not have to make any concessions, 
as many other I.B.E.W. locals were 
made to forfeit.

Diverse Situations at Paper Mills

The depressed economy and unemployment continued 
through 1985 and into 1986, but the project at the Boise 
Cascade Paper Mill started up again and provided jobs and 

even helped Local 294 employ some travelers for a couple of years.

By July 1986, the local had a new maintenance agreement with an 
hourly wage scale of 90 percent of the journeyman inside wireman 
rate, or $14.55. The contract also provided maintenance workers 
with the same benefits as the wiremen, including paid vacations.

The local’s out-of-work list grew again in summer 1988 when the 
Boise Cascade job was completed.

Early the next year, however, the local for the first time in a couple 
of years again put a call out for travelers to help with another 
expansion job at the Blandin Paper Mill in Grand Rapids. Under 
contractor M. J. Electric of Mountain, Michigan, the project 
employed only union labor and was completed two months ahead 
of schedule in the fall of 1989.

Local 294 had remained optimistic about future conditions after 
Boise Cascade announced on June 10, 1988, that it would build 
a $535 million expansion to its paper mill (after having received 
$22 million in tax credits to help alleviate unemployment in 
Koochiching County.) But the project went “bad” and eventually 
turned violent after the company hired an out-of-state, anti-union 
contractor, BE&K Construction of Birmingham, Alabama, to 
manage the project.

The firm brought in non-union, out-of-town labor for the work 
(including 180 of the first 190 hires, according to Minnesota 
State Building and Construction Trades Council President Bill 
Peterson) – taking jobs away from Local 294 members and other 
area union tradesmen. As Brother Lahde described in the October 
1989 Journal, “BE&K has budgeted $750,000 to train unskilled, 
non-union people for this job, while hundreds of already skilled 
building trades brothers and sisters are ignored.”

On May 1, 1989, construction unions sued Boise Cascade, accusing 
it of abandoning a labor agreement that called for 100-percent 
union labor to be used on the expansion project, an agreement 
company officials claimed was never made. Boise then threatened 
to cancel the expansion unless unions inside the existing plant 
agreed to contracts, resulting in the paper workers’ unions ratifying 
five-year pacts on June 29.

During the mid- and late-1980s, when 
Local 294 experienced the very worst 
unemployment in its history, many sister 
I.B.E.W. locals provided work for Local 
294 traveling members, especially Local 
110 in St. Paul, Local 292 in Minneapolis 
and Local 343 in Le Sueur.

Local 294 members work on Centennial Fountain in front of Hibbing City 

Hall in 1993, built to commemorate the city’s 100th anniversary that year.



As the expansion continued, union wildcat picketers who were 
protesting the use of the out-of-town labor walked off the job on 
June 18. Three days later, some of the picketers rocked and broke 
windows on a bus carrying BE&K employees to the job site; on 
July 22, the District Court issued a restraining order limiting the 
number of wildcat picketers allowed at the site to three.

The situation escalated while construction continued and on August 
14 an arsonist set fire to equipment at Boise Cascade, causing 
$250,000 in damage. But the worst of the violence would come 
on the morning of September 9, when hundreds of pro-union 
demonstrators, including Local 294 members, held a rally at the 
plant – during which some of the protesters overturned vehicles and 
burned trailers in the BE&K out-of-town workers’ housing complex.

In the wake of the demonstration, which dispersed by 10:30 a.m. 
that day, 22 men were arrested. The following year, approximately 
1,700 non-union workers were employed on the Boise Cascade 
expansion and making $17 per hour.

However, the unions won a major National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB) decision in 1992, with the direct involvement of Local 294 
Business Manager Tom Parson Sr., against BE&K in the aftermath 
of the paper-plant expansion. Following a three-week trial, the 
Board ruled that BE&K had to make back payments to I.B.E.W. 
and United Association of Plumbers and Pipefitters members who 
were unjustly suspended or terminated while “salting” the project.

(A salting program had been used on the job, allowing 
union members to work on the non-union project – with 
the permission of union locals in the jurisdiction – for 
on-site organizing.)

Other locals involved in the NLRB hearing were Plumbers 
and Pipefitters Local 589 of Hibbing and I.B.E.W. locals 
110 of St. Paul; 242 of Duluth; 292 of Minneapolis; 343 
of Le Sueur; 714 of Minot, North Dakota; and 1426 of 
Grand Forks, North Dakota. In the end, BE&K paid $2 
million in legal fees and $250,000 in back pay, according to 
the October 1992 Journal.

Fighting & Winning the Good Fight

Overall, work for Local 294 members started out sluggishly 
but picked up and remained steady for most of the 1990s. 
Most notably, the local made steady gains in the mid- and 

late-1990s, when it was boosted by maintenance contracts with the 
area’s ore mines.

To begin the decade, the local signed a three-year contract with 
NECA that contained an $18.24 commercial rate plus $1.25 for 
its industrial rate for the first year, with double time on Saturdays 
and Sundays. On June 1 the following year, the rate increased to 
$18.84 and $1.25 would be added for industrial, and on June 1, 
1992, commercial went to $19.48 and industrial still received an 
additional $1.25.

In late 1990, Local 294 had no one on its out-of-work list and 
was employing about 30 travelers. But by August, layoffs at 
various jobsites resulted in over 105 members being placed on 
the unemployment book, although the local was working on the 
lighting for a new cogeneration facility being built at the Potlatch 
Corporation timber plant in Bemidji (for which a non-union 
company was doing the main electrical work).

By that time, the local had over 340 members and had added 
“Electrical Equipment Service” to its list of classifications.

Local 294 members celebrate their National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) 
election victory for union representation at Hibbing Electronics on July 26, 1994.

Local 294 Press Secretary E. LeRoy 
Lahde made his first entry into the I.B.E.W. 
Journal magazine in February 1972 – his 
final column would appear 20 years later 
in the December 1992 issue.

Sister Gloria Ahlgren
First Female Member 
Accepted in ‘94

“We are proud to welcome Local 294’s 
first journeywoman, Sister Gloria Ahlgren,” the 

local announced in the October 1994 
I.B.E.W. Journal. “Congratulations!”

Sister Ahlgren became the 
local’s first female electrical 
worker upon graduating from 
the Local 294 four-year 
apprenticeship program 
in 1994. She remains a 
member of Local 294 
as it celebrates its 100th 
anniversary in 2015.

Some of the first work 
Sister Ahlgren performed as 

a journeyman electrician was on 
residential jobs in Bemidji. She also 

served as the local’s press secretary, with 
her first entry appearing in the June 1998 
Journal and her final column appearing in 
the August 2001 issue.



Moving into the following year, work remained slow and 
over 60 members were still on the book in January 1992. 
Jobs on which members were employed included the Dear 
River Pump Station, projects at the Fairlane and Minntac 
taconite plants, a winder project at the Blandin Paper mill 
and work on the Lakeland oil pipeline.

Employment stayed down throughout that year and 1993, 
during which upwards of 80 members were often on Book 

I. The local was working mostly on smaller jobs that included 
projects at several schools, such as a new school in Baudette, the 
new Bemidji hospital and a new Target store in Virginia (which the 
local had proudly turned “from rat to union,” new Press Secretary 
Scott Weappa announced in the August 1993 Journal).

Despite the lingering slump, the local did receive a new four-year 
contract in 1993.

Conditions did not improve as 1994 unfolded, and about 
90 wiremen were on the out-of-work list by June. Hoping to 
gain work in its jurisdiction, the local was regularly picketing 
non-union shops throughout the area, about which Weappa 
proclaimed in the June Journal: “If nothing else they will take 
notice that we want our work back.”

Local 294 “realized a major 
breakthrough” and gained a 
victory that would set the tone 
for the rest of the decade when 
it won an NLRB election in 
June 1994 to organize the 
Hibbing Electronics Co., 
an electrical-components 
manufacturing plant that had 
over 600 employees in the late 
1990s. “Everyone fought hard 
and spent endless hours to 
make this happen,” Weappa announced in the July Journal.

Over a full year later, the Hibbing Electronics contract was ratified 
by the local’s membership on September 1995 by an overwhelming 
vote. In November, Local 294 doubled its size with a mass swearing-
in of Hibbing Electronics employees.

The area taconite plants and steel factories, including the National 
Steel facility, as well as Minnesota Power also began hiring Local 294 
members late that year.

But one of the more significant sources of employment for the 
local was construction of the Fortune Bay Casino and Resort in 
Tower, Minnesota, which broke ground in 1995 as an addition to 
an existing casino on the shores of Lake Vermilion. The project was 
completed the following year, when the 118-room facility, with 
its 5,000-squre-foot conference center and 225-seat restaurant, 
opened for business.

Work continued to pick up into 1996, with the local’s members 
employed throughout the year on several projects that included the 
Northwest Airlines Reservation Center in Chisholm, Bigfork Hospital, 
an addition to Hibbing Hospital, the power plant in Cohasset and 
renovations to James Madison Elementary School in Virginia. In 
Bemidji, Local 294-signatory contractors Naylor Electrical and 
Hansen Electric were busy with school and pipeline work.

Conditions remained steady through to the end of the decade, as the 
local made significant gains in commercial construction work. With 
many members also employed at U.S. Steel’s Minntac plant because 
of scheduled shutdowns of its concentrator and agglomerator (which 
are used in mining and steel-production processes), Weappa was 
even able to reflect in the June 1998 Journal:

“It is always good when the membership can remain 
employed in the jurisdiction for a substantial length of time.”

Fortune Bay Casino Resort under construction with the help 
of Local 294 craftsmen in 1995, and the completed resort 
in 2015. (Photos courtesy of Fortune Bay Casino Resort.)

Local 294 crew working for Lakehead Electric 
at the Potlatch lumber mill in Bemidji in 2000.



Steadfast Up To 100 - And Beyond

Into the new millennium, work was still steady for Local 294, 
punctuated by eight shutdowns at Minntac that employed 
electricians through the end of 2001, by which time the local 

was over 650-members strong. The local’s brothers and sisters also 
were joined by several travelers to complete a new Wal-Mart in 
Hibbing and the Potlatch plant project in 2000.

Afterwards, however, northern Minnesota once again faced an 
economic slowdown as the U.S. steel and paper industries lagged, 
due in no small part to foreign competition, and work in Local 
294’s jurisdiction remained slow though 2004. The year before, 
Blandin Paper was forced to make 
major layoffs, cutting into Local 
294 employment.

But the local was working on the 
new, $65 million facility Grand 
Itasca Clinic and Hospital that had 
broken ground in July 2003 under 
a union-friendly Project Labor 
Agreement to replace the previous 
facility, which was built in 1917. 
The mining industry would recover 
once again, too, and the local’s work 
picture started to improve in 2005.

Local 294 members on strike 
against contractors in 2003.

Local 294 crew at the Blue Lake electrical substation in 2005.

Local 294 members working on construction of the Faribault 
Energy Park power plant in 2005 included (left to right) Rocky 
Schaefer, Terry Schaefer, Gary Christianson, Ken Skaaren, Cliff 

O’Neil and Matt LaVoi. The plant was completed in 2007.



Then Hibbing Public Utilities, as part of a long-term plan for its 
power plant, began a project to incorporate biomass generation 
into its historically coal-fired power plant. Construction of the 
addition, which involved Local 294 tradesmen, was commercially 
operational on January 1, 2007.

Local 294 members then took part in a bit of history in northern 
Minnesota with the construction of the Taconite Ridge Energy 
Center wind farm, ten 265-foot-tall turbines in Mountain Iron 
that comprised the first-ever commercial wind farm in the region. 
Working for API Electric of Duluth, the local’s crew teamed with 
brothers from I.B.E.W. locals 160 and 242 to bring the project, 
which would power 8,000 homes, online in June 2008.

But just eight years after building the new Wal-Mart in Hibbing, 
Local 294 that year joined other building trades to protest the 

company’s failure to hire 
local, union labor for a 
remodeling project. The 
unions accused the company 
– to no avail – of “shopping 
out bids” for out-of-state, 
non-union labor for the 
$1.8 million renovation.

The following year in 2009, 
the local and Painters Local 
106 had to contend with 
the American Bank location 
in Grand Rapids using 
non-union contractors to 
do work on a remodel at 
that bank. While the bank’s 13 locations across the Iron Range 
had been good about using union labor, the electrical portion of 
the $300,000 project was “basically handed over” to non-union 
Pokegama Electric without a bidding process – even though the 
local had its Vacation Fund at the branch and had put about $1.7 
million into it in the past year-and-a-half, then-Organizer Dan 
Hendrickson told the April 22 Labor World.

Putting those issues behind them and moving into and beyond 
the end of the millennium’s first decade, Local 294 members were 
working on several major projects in the region, including the 

Members of I.B.E.W. locals 294, 160 and 242 work at the Taconite Ridge Energy Center wind farm near 
Virginia, Minnesota, on May 29, 2008, just before the completion of the 10-turbine project. The electrical 

workers pictured here installed nearly 25 miles of underground cable during the construction.

Local 294 crew working at the 
Hibbing Public Utilities bio-

mass power-generation plant 
in 2014 included (left to right) 
Rick Scovill, Mike Clark, Tony 

Folstad and Joel Dixon.

The Local 294 float in the 2015 Hibbing Jubilee Parade took second place for “Best Float.” 



new Sanford Center in Bemidji. The 4,700-
seat, $35-million, multi-purpose arena and 
convention center opened in October 2010, 
hosting home games of the Bemidji State 
Beavers men’s and women’s ice hockey teams.

Many Local 294 members were also working 
with Magnetation, Inc., a Grand Rapids-
based iron-ore concentrate and pellet producer 
located on the Mesabi Range since 2009, to 
help build its four plants over the following five 
years. The $155-million Plant No. 4, located 
on the Canisteo iron-ore pit near Coleraine, 
Minnesota, was online in early 2015.

Back in 2011, affected by the closing a few 
years earlier of Hibbing Electronics (which 
had become Kimball Electronics Group), 
the Local 294 membership hovered around 

260 journeymen, service personnel and apprentices. Additional 
employment keeping those members busy through 2015 included 
commercial, school and hospital work in the area, and especially 
remodeling and upgrading projects such as Hibbing High School, 
the hospital in Bemidji under Hunt Electric and work at the 
Hibbing Airport.

As Local 294 approached the 100th anniversary since 
it was first chartered on November 15, 1915, it has 
remained a strong member of the community, from 
volunteering annually to put up and take down the 
Christmas wreaths that line the streets of Hibbing 
during the holidays to helping raise the Children’s 
Barn for the St. Louis County Fair at Ironworld 
Discovery Center in Chisholm in 2006 to participating 
in fundraising programs such as the BayView Blast/
Arctic Splash on Lake Vermilion for the United Way 
of Northeast Minnesota’s Buddy Backpack Program. In 
February 2013, Local 294 was named “Outstanding New 
Member” of the Hibbing Chamber of Commerce, another 
strong testament to its 100 years of service to Hibbing and 
northeast Minnesota that continues into the local’s next century.

Local 294 Union Hall on East 16th Street in 
Hibbing, home to the local’s administrative 

offices and training facility since 1982.

Local 294 retired (2015) secretary Melody 
Staffaroni, left, and new secretary Gina Clusiau.

The Union Hall in 1935, when it was the new Park School.

Giving an Angel of Hope
Local 294 Helps 
Memorialize Children

Led by I.B.E.W. Local 294 
Business Manager Scott 

Weappa, members of 
Local 294 and members 

of half-a-dozen other 
Iron Range Building 
Trades unions, 
A.F.S.C.M.E. and the 
United Steelworkers 
worked for over a 
year to construct 
the Angel of Hope 

Children’s Memorial 
in Virginia, a monument 

to remember children of 
the Iron Range who have 

passed away. The project was 
completed on October 20, 2012, 

and was dedicated the next day.
“This is a great story up here in 

Virginia,” Brother Weappa told the Labor 
World newspaper. “It’s a story of all the 
time and love put into this project by all 
the labor unions.”

Union workers donated about 1,600 
hours of labor for the memorial, and a total 
of $137,000 of materials and manpower 
were given to the project. Along with Local 
294, Bricklayers Local 1, Carpenter’s Local 
606, Iron Workers Local 512, Operating 
Engineers Local 49 and Laborers Local 
1097 each furnished hundreds of volunteer 
hours on the memorial.

When completed, over 100 names 
of children were on the wall at Children’s 
Memorial Park, which is located in the city 
park at 9th Avenue and 3rd Street. The 
Angel of Hope gives parents, families and 
friends a place to remember, honor and 
share a deceased child.



Financial Secretary/
Treasurer

Victor McKusky
November 15, 1915

Arthur Kalibalky
1917 through 1919

Lee H. Mahood
1920 to 1924

Elmer Peterson
1924 through 1926

W. R. Parsons
1927

Lee H. Mahood
1928 to 1930

(None 1930 to 1935)

Elmer Peterson
April 9, 1935, through 1936

Lee H. Mahood
1937 through 1938

Max Slama
1939 through 1940

I.B.E.W. Local 294 Staff Officers

Recording Secretary

Victor McKusky
December 1915 to 1917

Arthur Kalibalky
1917 to 1919

(None 1920 to 1922)

L. H. Mahood
1922 to 1924

Elmer Peterson
1924 to 1926

W. R. Parsons
1927

L. H. Mahood
1928

(None 1929 through 1937)

John Benton
1938 through 1942

Roy Blake
1943 through 1947

Anthony Selvo
1948 through 1949

G. Henke
1950 through 1951

Frank Sushak
1952 through 1953

Jerry Steblay
1954 through 1956

Alton Stavnes
1957 through 1959

Wilbur Marshall
1960 through 1961

George Krier
1962 through 1968

Frederic Lunka
1969 through 1971

William Spelts
1972 through 1974

Richard Seppala
1975 through 1977

James Elmquist
1978 through 1982

Roger Berglund
1983 through 1984

Joseph Prijatel
1985 through 1989

Steven Brunette
1990 through 1991

Scott Weappa
1992

Jeffery Hart
1993 through 1995

Terry Simons
1996 through 1998

Patrick Brohman
1999 through 2001

Patrick Quirk
2002 through 2003

John Kukkonen
2004 through 2005

Carey Young
2006 through 2007

Barbara Staudohar-Johnson
2008 to 2014

Pearl Montgomery
2014 to present

Business Manager/
Financial Secretary

(The office of Business Manger 
was created in 1939 and then 
was combined with the office of 
Financial Secretary in 1941.)

Charles Bence (B.M.)
1939 through 1940

Charles Bence (B.M./F.S.)
1941 through 1957

Joseph Baker
1958 through 1967

Robert Prout
1968 through 1984

Robert Jensen
1985 through 1989

Tom Parson Sr.
1990 through 1992

Edward Jones
1993 through 2001

Scott Weappa
2002 through 2007

Gregory Topel
2008 to 2014

Daniel Hendrickson
2014 to present
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