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INTERNATIONAL BROTHERHOOD OF ELECTRICAL WORKERS 

I.B.E.W. LOCAL UNION 890, JANESVILLE, WISCONSIN

I.B.E.W. Local 890 100-Year  
Anniversary Dinner-Dance

SATURDAY, MARCH 23, 2019 
5:00 p.m.

Pontiac Convention Center
2809 Pontiac Drive, Janesville

Cocktail Reception ......................5:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m.

Dinner .............................................6:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m.

Program and Speakers .......................................7:00 p.m.

Entertainment and Dancing to Follow

OUR LOCAL’S LEGACY IS GUIDING US INTO OUR FUTURE
My Brothers and Sisters:

It is with great pride that I address you as the Business Manager of I.B.E.W. 
Local No. 890 at this time in our history, our local’s 100th Anniversary, as I am 
honored to serve the membership of this great local union.

We come together to celebrate this milestone, and it gives us a special reason 
to remember those few who in 1919 signed the I.B.E.W. charter to form Local 
890 and the many dedicated members and contractors who have come after 
to build and sustain the union. They all faced many struggles but also enjoyed 
many victories, which you will read about in this history book, to bring us to 
where we are today.

As we look back onto our local’s 100-year history, we see the evidence of our 
hard-working and proud members in the large and small projects they have built throughout south-
central Wisconsin.

Local 890 has definitely come a long way thanks in large part to our many strong leaders, staff 
and members who have helped this union to grow and prosper during the good times and bad. Our 
skilled membership and training programs of today are a testament to our forefathers and to the many 
devoted members of our local.

It is also the long-standing relationships we have with the local Electrical Contractors Association 
and all of our signatory contractors that make the future of this great union very promising.

In closing, I would like to say “thank you” to all the officers, staff, members and supporters for all 
their hard work and generosity required to make the 100th Anniversary Celebration of I.B.E.W. Local 
890 a truly special occasion.

Fraternally,

Leo Sokolik, Business Manager
I.B.E.W. Local No. 890



The 100-Year hisTorY of i.B.e.W. LocaL No. 890

A CENTURY THAT POWER    ED SOUTHERN WISCONSIN

“It was primarily working conditions, and, of course, naturally they wanted 
as much money as they could get, just like any other labor organization. 
… They, at that time, had a ten-hour day and six days a week. And as far 
as linemen were concerned, they had nowhere near the safety equipment 
they have today. … So it was primarily a case of working conditions rather 
than the big advances in wages and salaries. ...

“There were no signed contracts of any labor. They were all just done by 
what they agree on at that moment, maybe they broke it the next day. …

“Oh, yes, they were interested in organizing, but you must remember that 
a lot of these contractors would fire the fellow that would mention it. He 
lost his job. It’s just like that.”

Local 890 Brother Hugo Preuss, 1976, discussing Janesville electrical workers’ decision to form a union in 1919

The International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers (I.B.E.W.) first 
established a local union in Janesville, 

Wisconsin, on September 1, 1903, when 
it chartered mixed-classification Local No. 
441 to represent the city’s inside electricians 
and outside linemen. The local immediately 
affiliated with the city’s Building Trades Council 
and would hold its meetings in Assembly Hall 
at the corner of Milwaukee and Franklin streets.

After announcing the new labor organization 
(and two others, including the Car Workers), 
the September 28, 1903, Janesville Daily Gazette 
newspaper reported that organizers claimed 
“the prospects are good for a number of new 
unions in the near future and that a fresh start 
is being made in the work.” However, after less 
than two years, Local 441 was declared defunct 
on February 28, 1905, by the I.B.E.W. – 
leaving the town without an electrical-workers’ 
union for the next 14 years.



A LAsting LocAL & A Lengthy strike
“I never heard about (the electrical 

workers union) at all. They were 
never mentioned. Because every 
employer would make sure that you 
didn’t hear about it.”

Local 890 Brother Hugo Preuss

With Janesville rapidly growing during the 
first decades of the 20th Century, ten men 
applied to the I.B.E.W. on January 27, 1919, 
to form a new, mixed local union of electrical 
workers in the city. The International granted 
them a charter on February 6, 1919, as 
I.B.E.W. Local No. 890.

Four days later, the new local held its first 
meeting on February 10 – most likely at the city’s 
Labor Hall on South Main Street. That evening, 
Local 890 installed its first slate of officers:

President G. W. Emmons,
Vice President LeRoy Wells,

Financial Secretary Edward Carpenter,
Recording Secretary V. F. Moore,

Corresponding Secretary W. D. Huggins,
Treasurer Louis Kistla, and
Sergeant at Arms R. Ridley.

LOCAL 890 CHARTER MEMBERS
These 10 men applied for a charter with the I.B.E.W. 
on January 27, 1919, and were subsequently listed on 
the Local No. 890 original charter, which was issued on 
February 6, 1919.

Arthur Albrecht
J. A. Arnold
Joe Bauer
Edward S. Carpenter
G. W. Emmons
W. D. Huggins
Frank Kelly
William Kuhlow
V. F. Moore
LeRoy R. Wells

I.B.E.W. founder and first president Brother Henry Miller 
reportedly went without food and other necessities and 

instead used his earnings to travel the 
country to organize local unions in 

various cities after he and a small 
group had officially formed the 
National Brotherhood of Electrical 
Workers during a convention 
on November 21, 1891 in St. 
Louis. (At the 1899 convention 

in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the 
union’s name was officially changed 

to the International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers.) Brother Miller passed 

away on July 10, 1896, while working as head 
lineman for the Potomac Electric Power Company after he 
was shocked, fell from a ladder and died the next morning 
from a concussion; he was only 38 years old.

I.B.E.W. Local 890 charter, dated February 6, 1919, and signed by I.B.E.W. General 
President Frank J. McNulty (who served in that position from 1903 into 1919) and 

I.B.E.W. Secretary Charles P. Ford (who served in that position from 1912 into 1925).

Charter member Brother William Kuhlow 
recalled nearly 34 years later during a Christmas 
party held by the local in his honor in December 
1953 that “times were very rugged in those days” 
and the years to come. He even recounted that 
when the local was “in its infancy,” members 
had to find their own employment.

But within its first month after being 
organized, the local grew to 30 members in good 
standing and was already making itself known. 
Among its activities, the local worked with 
other unions in the city to re-form a Building 
Trades Council. It also drafted an ordinance to 
present to City Council that would create the 
positions of city electrical inspector and city 
lineman, “both of which are needed badly,” the 
Local 890 press secretary declared in a letter 
in the April 1919 I.B.E.W. Journal magazine. 
The regulation was passed and put into effect 
shortly afterwards.

Notably, the General Motors Company 
(G.M.) had purchased the Janesville Machine 
Company, a maker of farming equipment, and 
in early 1919 consolidated its Samson Tractor 
Company Division in the Janesville plant, where 



it would initially produce 
the Samson Model M 
tractor before converting 
to truck production in 
1920. For the next nearly 
90 years, the facility would 
be a steady employer of 
I.B.E.W. members until 
it was idled in December 
2008 (after which it would 
be demolished in 2018).

Early on, however, 
G.M. would not pay 
“anywhere near the (wage) 
scale” demanded by the 
I.B.E.W. to work at the 
new plant and locked 
out the union electrical 
workers, the local’s press 
secretary reported in 
the April 1919 Journal. 
Regardless, he went on 
to announce, the local 
was “going to try to make 
them like us.”

Elsewhere, Local 890 
was also facing strong 
resistance from the city’s 
electrical contractors, 
particularly the Janesville 
Electric Company 
(which was the city’s 
electric-supply company 
and also performed 
electrical contacting), to 
pay the union wage rate. 
Subsequently, the local 
went on strike just two 
months after it had been 
chartered when on April 
16, 1919, its members 
walked off their jobs 
while demanding 
recognition of the 
union and an increase in 

wages. That day’s Daily Gazette reported that 
the 25 striking union electricians and linemen 
had “merely refused to work, turned in their 
equipment and walked out quietly.”

While the American Electric Company had 
already recognized Local 890 and would not be 
affected by the strike, the local was targeting 
Janesville Electrical, the Janesville Contracting 
Company and the F. A. Albrecht Electrical 
Shop. In particular, the electricians were 
seeking a “slight increase in wages” to their 
20- to 40-cent-per-hour rate for a 10-hour day, 
while the linemen were asking for a 65-cents-
an-hour scale and time-and-a-half overtime 
instead of the monthly pay they were receiving, 
according to the Daily Gazette.

Shortly after the walkout began, the 
contractors offered the inside wiremen a 15-
cent raise for a decreased nine-hour workday, 
increasing the top daily scale to $4.95 from $4 
per day. But as the local’s Strike Committee 
noted in a letter in the April 22 newspaper, 
“This small raise does not help much in 
accordance with the increased cost of living.” 
The letter also pointed out that the electricians 
had to furnish their own set of tools, “which 
costs very high these days.”

The Strike Committee continued to explain 
the local’s position as such:

“The men insist the union be 
recognized as there is nothing to 
prevent being put back on the old 
scale by taking advantage of dull 
times and other opportunities the 
contractors might have.”

The local’s press secretary further proclaimed 
in a letter that appeared in the May 1919 
Journal, “Strike? Sure, and you would, too, 
and long before this if your conditions were 
the same as ours.” He went on to report that 
the contractors attempted to bring in outside 
workers, including one “fellow” that was taken 
out of jail and put to work, “but our pickets 
send them back as soon as they land.”

Janesville Electric, by far the largest of the 
city’s electrical contractors, had hired the strike-
breakers, Local 890 Brother Hugo Preuss, who 
joined the local as an apprentice in 1919 during 
the strike, recalled in his interview for the City 
of Janesville Bicentennial Oral History Project 
in 1976. “They paid the strike-breakers a whole 
lot more money than what they paid their old 
employees,” he remembered.

Headline of article in the February 12, 
1919, issue of the Janesville Gazette 
reporting the formation of Local 890.

Local 890 Brother Hugo Preuss, pictured here in 1976, 
joined the local when he was 16 years old, entering as 
an apprentice in 1919. He recalled that before he joined, 
the local was on strike and Local 890 officer Frank Kelly 
asked him not to work, to which he replied, “I’ll quit working, 
provided you take me into the labor union as a member and 
get me on a union job.” (Photo provided by Rock County 
Historical Society.)



Meanwhile, Local 890 Brother Emmons 
formed a contracting shop to hire I.B.E.W. 
members who were not working, providing 
them with the wages and working conditions for 
which the union was asking. During the strike, 
Brother Emmons found ample employment 
for seven or eight men who worked for him, 
according to Brother Preuss.

After nearly two months, the strike was 
finally settled following a meeting between the 
two sides on June 14, a Saturday, after which 
the Local 890 members returned to work the 
following Monday morning. The next day, 
Janesville Electric manager Phillip H. Korst 
announced “that the situation had been cleared 
and that conditions in electrical circles were 
normal again,” the Daily Gazette reported on 
June 17.

In that same issue of the newspaper, F. A. 
Albrecht Electrical placed an advertisement 
publicizing the end of the strike and also 
praising his union workforce by proclaiming, 
“Our force of workmen are all reliable, efficient 
and experienced men.” Likewise, Janesville 
Contracting and Janesville Electric placed 
an advertisement to broadcast the strike’s 
conclusion while also similarly declaring, 

“We employ only competent mechanics and 
consequently can guarantee every piece of work 
we do.”

Local 890 would not go on a protracted strike 
against its contractors again until 1946.

enjoying the Benefits of the Union

The early years of the “Roaring Twenties” 
– so-called because of the economic 
prosperity enjoyed in the United States 

during much of the 1920s – were relatively 
good times for Local 890, as well. In particular, 
conversions and expansions of the G.M. 
Samson plant to build trucks in 1920 and 
then Chevrolet automobiles in 1923 provided 
abundant work for the local’s membership 
and many I.B.E.W. brothers from other locals 
around the state and country (who were known 
as “travelers” or “boomers”).

Those sizable projects, including construction 
of a Fisher Body Plant for G.M. adjacent to 
the Chevrolet plant beginning in 1923, were 
performed by larger, out-of-town contractors 
who were always union, Brother Preuss 
remembered. “That was their one way of 
recruiting electricians to have enough on the 

job,” he said. “And there was one place to find 
them, and that was through the labor union.”

Among other large projects at the time, Local 
890 members also worked on construction 
of the massive, new Fairbanks Morse and 
Company foundry in nearby Beloit, Wisconsin, 
in 1921. When completed, the $2.5 million, 
six-acre, iron-casting facility was the largest in 
the United States, according to the “Book of 
Beloit II,” which was published in March 1986 
by the Beloit Daily News for the community’s 
150th anniversary celebration.

The local also remained involved in issues 
that would affect its industry; for instance, 
when the Janesville City Council passed an 
ordinance on November 15, 1920, that killed 
a law it had passed the previous year to require 
building and electrical contractors to hold city 
licenses that cost $20 each, the local and other 
building-trades unions protested. But among 
the reasons supporters backed the new measure 
to do away with licensing contractors was that 
they could be monitored by the city electrical 

inspector that the local had helped create the 
year before, the Daily Gazette reported on 
November 16.

The Local 890 membership was further 
bolstered in 1922 when the I.B.E.W. 
created a “death benefit” fund during its 
1921 Convention with the formation of 
the Electrical Workers’ Benefit Association 
to ensure “sufficient resources, funded by 
membership dues, to provide a dignified burial 
when an I.B.E.W. member passed away.” With 
a 25-cent-per-month contribution from their 
wages, all of the members who had been in 
the union for at least five years would receive 
a $1,000 burial payment, while members with 
less time were given a prorated amount. “It was 
probably one of the reasons why a lot of them 
joined (the I.B.E.W.),” Brother Preuss said. “I 
know I was happy to have it.”

The Brotherhood also established a retirement 
pension during its 1927 Convention in Detroit 
after it eliminated its International Strike Fund. 
On January 1, 1928, the I.B.E.W. subsequently 

The April 16, 1919, front page of the Janesville Daily Gazette announces the impending end of World War 
I and the start of what would be a two-month-long strike by the recently organized I.B.E.W. Local 890.

Local 890 members pose in front of their parade float, a flatbed truck with electrical wires running 
to two houses, likely in front of the old Janesville High School at the corner of Milwaukee and High 

streets in 1919: (left to right, front row) Amos Kemp, Al Donahue, Ray Kemmer, Hugo Preuss, Rex Ridley, 
Joe Jordon and Earl Heath; and (second row) Harold Jerg, a brother Jersild, (unknown), Frank Duffy, 

(unknown), Frank Vale, Cecil Rhodes, Frank Kelly, Joe Bowers, Frank Veral and Ellsworth Parrish.



LOCAL 890 LEADERSHIP LINEAGE
Local 890 elected its very first business manager in 

1943; prior to that, the financial secretary managed the 
official business of the local while officers basically took turns 
performing the duties of a business agent, which primarily 
involved finding work for members, assigning members 
to jobs and organizing new members and contractors. 
The local’s first financial secretaries were charter member 
Edward Carpenter (February 1919), charter member Frank 
Kelly (1919 into 1922), H. P. Joerg (1922 into 1924) and 
Amos Kent (1924 into 1928).

In 1928, William Kuhlow, a Local 890 charter member, 
was elected the local’s fifth financial secretary and would 
go on to serve in the position for nearly 26 years until his 
retirement at the end of 1953. The life-long Janesville 
resident passed away in 1956 at age 68.

Brother Kuhlow’s immediate predecessor, Arthur Cullen, 
served as financial secretary for more than 13 years from 
1953 into 1967. He was succeeded by William Fuhrmann, 
who was financial secretary from 1967 until the position 
was combined with business manager in 1972.

Business Managers

George Donahue
1943 into 1946

John Wanninger
1946 into 1947

Cecil L. “Pat” Carroll
1947 into 1962

Leland L. Juckett
1962 into 1966

Ellwood L. Curtis
1966 into 1972

Business Managers/Financial Secretaries

Ellwood L. Curtis
1972 to November 1978 (on his passing)

David E. Wanninger
November 1978 (appointed) into 1990

Edward Schenk
1990 into 1996

John Hood III
1996 into 2002

Norbert Jarzynski Jr.
2002 into 2005

Leo F. “Pancho” Sokolik
2005 to present

introduced its Pension Benefit Fund, which was 
funded by members’ dues. (As a result, two types 
of I.B.E.W. membership were then created: 
basic membership, or “BA,” and expanded 
membership, or “A,” that included participation 
in the death benefit and pension funds, 
according to the I.B.E.W. 125th Anniversary 
“History & Structure.”) “A” members paid 37 
cents per month into the pension fund in its 
inaugural year and would receive a pension of 
$40 per month after retirement.

Local 890 further benefited from annual 
changeovers at the G.M. plant to retrofit it for 
producing new automobile models, as well as 
expansions to the facility in 1924, 1926 and 
1927. Brother Preuss remembered installing 
a substation for the 1924 project. (It was 
also during that year – and possibly because of 
G.M.’s rapid growth – that Janesville Electric 
merged with six other electric companies to form 
Wisconsin Power & Light, which would later 
become Alliant Energy, according to the Janesville 
Historic Commission.)

But as the decade progressed, by 1925 Local 
890 was following a trend in the International 
Brotherhood and was losing membership at an 
alarming rate. (From 1919 to 1925 alone, the 
I.B.E.W. membership fell to 56,349 – a loss 
of 91,723 members in 6 years, according to 
“History & Structure.”)

During the second half of the 1920s and into 
the 1930s, Local 890 essentially was, for all 
intents and purposes, dormant – although the 
local did not lose its charter with the I.B.E.W. In 
fact, the local rarely listed updated or complete 
quarterly officer directories with the I.B.E.W. 
during that time, and no officers were listed for 
the local in 1927. What’s more, the local did 
not submit a report to the monthly I.B.E.W. 
Journal at any time from 1920 through 1952.

After the Great Depression struck the nation 
beginning with the historic stock market crash 
in October 1929, Local 890 struggled along 
with most of the I.B.E.W., which saw more 



than 50 percent of its membership idled by the 
economic and human catastrophe. Punctuating 
the local’s precarious position during the first 
half of the 1930s, G.M. halted production 
in its Janesville factory from 1932 into 1934, 
when it resumed making Chevrolets.

Brother Kuhlow recalled in 1953 that during 
1933, the local had only three members 
remaining “out of the few that had once 
belonged.” Likewise, Brother Preuss said that 
there was no work in 1932, 1933 and 1934 
for the local’s members, many of whom quit 
the local because they could not pay the $1.25 
monthly dues. Brother Preuss himself was 
able to remain a dues-paying member while 
repairing and maintaining appliances for a 
retailer in the city.

He also remembered that Brother Kuhlow, 
who was the local’s financial secretary at that 
time, labored to keep the local solvent. “He 
had a hard time to keep that quorum together,” 
Brother Preuss recollected. “And he would 
spend day and night going to the fellows and 
asking if they wouldn’t please pay the dues to 
keep the charter.”

But when G.M. reopened its plant in 1934, 
the local was provided with a respite from the 
mass unemployment as the Depression made its 
way towards its welcomed end in the late 1930s. 
Contractors then raised journeyman electrician 
wages back up to 75 cents per hour (“or more” 
in some cases) beginning February 12, 1935.

Another expansion to the G.M. plant in 1936 
even provided some overtime for Local 890 
members – who were on the verge of another 
historic phase of the local’s history as the world 
erupted into war.

Powering A wAr, reveLing in A Boom

With industrial production expanding 
as the country entered the 1940s 
and World War II raged in Europe 

and Asia, the Local 890 membership grew to 
40 members by the time the local sent Brother 
George A. Donahue, who would soon become 
the local’s first business manager, to the 21st 
IB.E.W. Convention in St. Louis in 1941. It 
was the first time the local sent a delegate to 
the union’s international conference (which 
that year was the I.B.E.W.’s first convention 
since 1929).

Soon after the United States entered the war 
following the Japanese attack on the U.S. Navy 
base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 
1941, G.M. converted its Janesville plants to 
produce various artillery shells for the military. 
The six-month conversion process provided 
more work for Local 890 members at the 
factories, which were operated by the company’s 
Oldsmobile Division during the war and went 
on to produce more than 16 million missiles.

The plant resumed production of Chevrolet 
vehicles in 1945 after it was converted again 
with Local 890 labor, and the local continued 
to flourish for the balance of the 1940s – 
although it had to strike briefly in 1946 for 
a wage increase. In 1948, the local grew to 
60 members, and by the end of the decade, 
Janesville’s union electrical workers were 
being paid $2.15 per hour with a 1-percent-
of-wages Pension Fund contribution from 
employers, as established on October 1, 1946, 
when the I.B.E.W. and the National Electrical 
Contractors Association (NECA) signed an 
agreement creating the National Electrical 
Benefit Fund.

In December 1949, the local asked for 
a raise to $2.30 per hour plus the pension 
contribution. With strikes and lockouts 
prohibited by that time by the I.B.E.W. 
international contract with NECA, the local 

I.B.E.W. Local No. 969 was chartered in Janesville on 
May 12, 1938, to represent the city’s telephone company 
workers. It was declared defunct just over eight years later 
on August 19, 1946.

MEMBER SURVIVED INFAMOUS WWII ‘DEATH MARCH’
Among the several Local 890 members who 

served in the U.S. Armed Forces during World War 
II, Brother Herbert A. Durner Jr. joined the fight 
as a member of the Wisconsin National Guard’s 
33rd Tank Company in Janesville after it was 
federalized on November 25, 1940. One year 
later, Sgt. Durner and his new U.S. Army 192nd 
Tank Battalion were offloaded at Manila Bay in the 
Philippines to fight the advancing Japanese army.

During the battle for the Southeast Asian 
islands, on the night of April 8, 1942, Brother 
Durner commanded a platoon of eight tanks that 
was sent north to defend an airfield. According 
to the Bataan Project, “He told the other 31 
men that their mission was most likely a one-
way trip.” But as the tankers reached the airfield, 
they received orders to return to headquarters, and on April 9, 
1942, they learned that the U.S. command had surrendered to the 
Japanese after holding out against overwhelming forces and harsh 
conditions for three months.

According to the Bataan Project, Brother Durner and many of 
the other men in his unit were angry “because they wanted to fight 
to the very end.”

Following the surrender of the Bataan Peninsula on the main 
Philippine island of Luzon, the approximately 75,000 Filipino and 
American troops on Bataan, including Brother Durner, were forced 
to make an “arduous” 65-mile journey to prison camps in what 
became known as the Bataan Death March. “The marchers made 
the trek in intense heat and were subjected to harsh treatment 
by Japanese guards,” the History Channel website states. “It is 
believed that thousands of troops died because of the brutality of 
their captors, who starved and beat the marchers and bayoneted 

those too weak to walk.”

Brother Durner completed the march to the San 
Fernando camp in five days; a small portion of the 
Bataan Project account of his ordeal reads as such:

“According to Herb, at one point he and the 
other P.O.W.s were stopped at wells. They could 
look at the water flowing from them, but they were 
not allowed to take any water. To keep moisture in 
his mouth, Herb kept a pebble in his mouth and 
worked it around his swollen tongue. …

“At San Fernando, Herb and the other prisoners 
were boarded onto small wooden boxcars used 
to haul sugarcane. They were packed in so tightly 
that the dead remained standing until the living 
left the cars. At Capas, the P.O.W.s climbed out of 

the cars and walked the last few miles to Camp O’Donnell. … The 
death rate among the P.O.W.s reached 50 men dying a day. …

“In March 1944, Herb’s name appeared on a roster for 
transport to Japan. … The ship … arrived at Moji, Japan, on 
August 3, 1944, and the P.O.W.s disembarked and rode a train to 
Hitachi, arriving on April 11. …

“Upon arriving in Japan, Herb was held at Ashio Camp. He was 
given P.O.W. No. 3954 and worked as slave labor in the Ashio 
Copper mine. … Living conditions in the camp were atrocious. …

“It appears Herb was transferred in July 1945 and would spend 
the remainder of the war at Tokyo Camp No. 1-B, which also was 
known as Kawasaki No. 1. The prisoners in the camp were used as 
slave labor at the Kawasaki shipyard. …”

After the Japanese surrendered on September 2, 1945, to end 
World War II and the P.O.W. camps were liberated, Brother Durner 

was discharged from the Army on 
April 26, 1946. He married Marjorie 
Hayne on June 1, 1946, and they 
had two children together.

Brother Durner had joined 
Local 890 as an apprentice after 
he graduated from high school 
in 1935 and returned to the local 
shortly after the war. He would go 
on to serve three terms as president 
of the local from November 1978 
until he retired in 1981.

Born on June 15, 1916, in 
Evansville, Wisconsin, Brother Durner 
passed away on May 26, 1995.

(Information provided by the Bataan 
Project at www.bataanproject.com.)

Brother Herbert Durner 
(Photo courtesy of The 

Janesville Gazette.)

Local 890 Brother Herbert Durner (far left) stands in front of Janesville’s memorial 
to the local soldiers who were part of the Bataan Death March during World War 
II, along with fellow survivors (left to right) Wayne Buggs, Albert Bartz and John 
Wood, on May 29, 1962. Of “The Janesville 99” with the U.S. Army Company A, 

192nd Tank Battalion who the Japanese marched from Bataan in the Philippines 
to prison camps, 35 survived. (Photo provided by Rock County Historical Society.)



Many Local 890 members have served in 
the armed forces in defense of the United 
States throughout the local’s 100-year history. 
Among those brave brothers, future Local 890 
Business Manager Ellwood Curtis was a member 
of the U.S. Army’s 83rd Infantry “Thunderbolt” 
Division during World War II and was awarded a Bronze 
Star for his actions during the Ardennes offensive in 
Europe – commonly referred to as the “Battle 
of the Bulge” – from December 1944 to 
January 1945, the last major German offensive 
campaign on the Western Front during the war.

and its contractors agreed on January 5, 1950, 
to a 10-cent raise to bring the scale to $2.25 
per hour for journeyman electrical workers for 
the coming year. (I.B.E.W. locals in Madison 
and Rockford, Illinois, the January 6 Daily 
Gazette noted, would earn $2.45 per hour 
during the year.)

Into the early 1950s, conditions in the Local 
890 jurisdiction and employment were good, as 

industrial work in the area was as strong 
as it had been during the war. By that 
time, the local’s territory encompassed 
Janesville and Beloit; the counties of 
Rock, Green and Lafayette; and the 

townships of Oakland, Jefferson, Sumner 
and Koshkonong in Jefferson County.

With more than 60 members by late 
1950, wages also continued to increase. 
For 1951, the local’s scale was $2.45 per 

hour for journeymen, and the rate was raised 
to $2.55 per hour for 1952, during which the 
local’s trade classification was re-designated 

by the I.B.E.W. as “inside electricians” only.

By that time, many Local 890 members 
were at work on the new, $3-million Parker 
Pen Plant on Highway 51 north of Janesville, 
which would produce high-end writing pens 
for the next 57 years. The local’s electricians we 
also performing the electrical work for two new 
additions to the Beloit Iron Works foundry and 
one new building for the facility, which kept 

“several men busy,” the local reported in the 
May 1952 Journal.

A large number of jobs also came with 
construction of the new, $23-million, 
Wisconsin Power & Light Company Power 
Plant between Janesville and Beloit (on what 
is now known as the Riverside Energy Center) 
beginning in early 1952. One of the biggest 
construction jobs in the history of Rock County 
at the time, many of the local’s members 
would help build and wire the steam-powered 
generating facility and its first 60,000-kilowatt 
generator for completion in 1953 and then a 
second 60,000-kilowatt turbine a couple of 
years later. (The power plant, eventually known 
as the Rock River Generating System, would be 
idled in 2010 and demolished in 2016 after a 
new plant was constructed in 2004.)

During those stable times, attendance at the 
local’s membership meetings averaged “well 
over 85 percent,” the local announced in the 
April 1952 Journal.

After lengthy negotiations, the local’s annual 
agreement with contractors was renewed for 
1953 only after “the same contractors that 
hinder union benefits stalled for time,” the local 

reported in that year’s May Journal. However, 
the local stood strong to gain another 10-cent 
hike to $2.65 per hour, after which it further 
reported, “Our firm stand enlightened the 
situation and we received what was due.”

That hourly rate went up 15 cents the next 
calendar year when the local received a new 
contract for $2.80 per hour and fringe insurance 
benefits for 1954. Work that year also continued 
to be plentiful and the local’s members remained 
“gainfully occupied,” as a letter in the March 
Journal described. Several larger projects in 
the area, including construction in 1954 of 
Janesville Senior High School (which would be 
renamed Joseph A. Craig High School in 1966) 
and a massive expansion to the G.M. plant, 
contributed to the ongoing prosperity for the 
Local 890 membership.

In recognition of his 30 years of continuous membership in Local 890, Financial Secretary 
William Kuhlow (fourth from left) is presented with a diamond-studded commemorative pin from 
fellow Local 890 officers (left to right) Louie Kislia, John Wanninger, Hank Ringhardt, Mel Linney 
and Business Manager Cecil Carroll during the local’s Christmas party on December 16, 1951.

The Local 890 crew at the new Wisconsin Power & Light Company power plant being built in 1953 between Janesville 
and Beloit: (left to right, front row) George Schandalmier, Merle Schandalmier, Les Kelsey and Dale Walters; (middle 

row) Kenny Richards, Cliff Harper, Guy Culver, Joe Bonomo, Elroy Curtis and Don McGrath; and (back row) Leroy 
Burrows and Kile Wilson. Standing to the right are contractor representatives Fred W. Westphal and Clarence Brown.

The I.B.E.W. re-assigned the trade classification of Local 
890, which had been chartered as a mixed inside-
electrician/outside-lineman local, as “inside men” only 
in 1952.  The local remains an inside-only local as it 
celebrates its 100th anniversary in 2019.



Local 890 celebrated its 50th Anniversary, which fell on 
February 6, 1969, with an early party at Christmastime in 
December 1968. Three-hundred-eighty attendees, including 
children, enjoyed a family-style dinner and a visit from Santa 
Claus, and each local member was given a souvenir ballpoint 
pen monogrammed with “50th Anniversary of Local 890.”

In an apparent sign that times were good 
for Local 890 and it was also keenly aware 
of the importance of maintaining 
and growing strong benefits for its 
members and retirees, the local voted 
during its March 4, 1954, general 
membership meeting to loan the 
I.B.E.W. $2,500 to “help strengthen 
our pension fund,” meeting minutes 
recorded. That year, with business 
booming, the local began assessing 
members $1 for missing a union 
meeting and decreed that any 
member missing three meetings 
in a year’s time would be brought 
before the local’s Executive Board for 
disciplinary action.

“Work in our jurisdiction is plentiful 
and everyone is happy at the present,” 
new Press Secretary C. J. Bonomo was 
then able to declare in the March 1955 
Journal. The wage scale was increased to $3 per 
hour that year and the local was hosting many 
I.B.E.W. travelers, as well.

More additions to the G.M. plant in 1956 
and 1959 helped the local maintain full 
employment throughout the second half of the 
1950s. The wage scale also continued to escalate, 
reaching $3.35 per hour for journeymen in 
1958 – although contractors rejected the local’s 

request for a 10-cent-per-hour “vacation pay” 
addition to its 15-cent-per-hour raise in 1957.

The local was able to report in the 
May Journal that its nearly 90 members 
were employed even during the so-called 
“Eisenhower Recession” – an eight-month-
long worldwide economic downturn in 1958 
that was the worst recession during the post-
World War II boom between 1945 and 1970. 
Light construction projects such as schools, 
shopping centers and residential jobs buoyed 
the local’s employment and even allowed it to 
host some travelers for work in its jurisdiction.

Following one of the more significant events 
in labor history, the merger of the American 
Federation of Labor and the Congress of 

Industrial Organizations into the A.F.L.-C.I.O 
in 1955, Local 890 and all I.B.E.W. locals in 
Wisconsin joined the rest of the state’s A.F.L. 
unions to officially merge with their C.I.O 
counterparts and form Wisconsin’s A.F.L.-
C.I.O. in 1958. “The average member is very 
skeptical and on guard (about the merger),” 
Brother Bonomo reported in that year’s 
December Journal, “which is injecting much 
needed interest in our labor movement.”

As plentiful employment provided by smaller 
residential and commercial work persisted 
through 1959, although heavier construction 
projects still eluded the local’s jurisdiction, Local 
890 had gained a 13-cent-per-hour total raise 
for its journeymen to bring their hourly wage 
to $3.48 for the year. Included with that new 
agreement was a first-ever payroll deduction for 
a Vacation Fund for the membership, which 
was 8 cents of the 13-cent hourly increase.

exPAnding imPAct in the ‘60s, ‘70s
“We are very proud of the fact that 

Local 890 has not been on a strike for 
14 years, which reflects very much the 
fine and honest leadership we have.”

As indicated by that declaration in a letter in 
the May 1960 Journal, the 1960s began well 
for Local 890 – and the entire decade would 
also prove to be a relative boon for the local. 
To begin “The Sixties,” its member journeymen 
received a negotiated 12-cent hourly increase 
for that first year, bringing their pay to $3.60 
per hour, which was “a comfortable wage for 
this area,” Press Secretary Pat Carroll wrote.

Additionally, that year the local adopted a 
new group insurance plan, the Construction 
Industry Welfare Fund, that covered sickness 
and hospital benefits and was “far better than 
the average plans offered today.” The program 
provided a $60 weekly income for a member 
who was too sick to work, along with “fine 
hospital and physician coverage.”

Then in December 1961, Local 890 bargained 
for its first-ever multiple-year contract, gaining 
a two-year agreement that would go into effect 
on January 1, 1962. The pact provide a 10-cent-
per-hour wage boost for each year, which would 
bring 1963 hourly wages to $3.85 for the local’s 
approximately 98 electricians, and a 10-cent-
per-hour-worked contribution by contactors 
into the Welfare Fund. But the increase still did 
not place wages on the same level with scales for 
union electricians in nearby Rockford, Madison 
or Milwaukee, according to an article in the 
December 29, 1961, Daily Gazette.

Notably, however, the contract also put 
in place a new agreement for joint quarterly 
meetings between the local and its employing 
electrical contractors. Both sides felt the 
meetings would help dissolve tensions before 
they build up to major problems, W. J. 
Allen Electric Company manager Clarence 
Brown, who mediated the agreement, told 
the newspaper. “There are many problems 
which never come up during contract talks 
because they are relatively minor in importance 
compared to wages,” he said. “But they are 
vital to the welfare of our organizations. For 
instance, we will discuss the indenture of 
apprentices. This is very important.”

By that time, Local 890 was working with 
10 signatory contractors: Breckling Electric, 
Douglas Electric, Setzer Electric, Westphal 
Electric and W. J. Allen, all of Janesville; and 
Greer Electric, McGilvra Electric, Soderberg 
Electric, South Beloit Electric and G. W. Timm 
Electric, all of Beloit.

Local 890 was also already heavily involved in the I.B.E.W.’s 
recently formed Committee on Political Education (COPE), 
into which members make voluntary political contributions, 
when in 1958 the local reached the “90-percent-plus 
mark” in COPE member participation. “We’re all realizing 
how important this organization is in the great era of labor 
prosecution,” the local declared in that year’s December 
I.B.E.W. Journal.

The following year, the local reached 100-percent participation 
in COPE – and 60 years later, it continues to support and 
encourage political education and activism among its 
membership as the local turns 100 years old in 2019.

Local 890 brothers (left to right) Fran Learn, Jim 

McGuire and Al “Bud” Neinfeldt on a job in 1961.

Local 890 Brother Jim McGuire works on a job in 1961.

(Continued after following spread.)



While Local 890 held apprentice graduation ceremonies at 
least semi-regularly in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, 
the local held its first annual apprentice graduation banquet in 
decades on October 26, 2016, at the Pontiac Convention 
Center to celebrate its newest journeyman electricians.

“Apprenticeship is the whole heart of the industry.”
Local 890 Brother Dale Buchholz, who served as a Local 890 representative on the South-Central Wisconsin Electrical Joint 

Apprenticeship and Training Committee (J.A.T.C.) for 35 years from 1979 until he retired in January 2014

From the day it was chartered in 1919, Local 890 has 
trained its members to be journeyman electrical workers through 
apprenticeships – a practice that continues 100 years later. 
However, today’s training is far more advanced than it was in 
the local’s early years, when apprentices (also known then as 
“helpers”) were taught about the trades almost solely while on the 
job and working side-by-side with a journeyman electrical worker.

Just like the I.B.E.W. apprentices of 2019, however, apprentices 
throughout the local’s history have been paid by their employing 
contractors to learn to work in the union electrical construction 

industry. Local 890 Brother Hugo Preuss remembered earning 
17-1/2 cents per hour for working as an apprentice in 1919.

But very early on, there was no fixed apprenticeship 
program for the local’s helpers. Training in the field was only 
occasionally supplemented by brief classes or courses on a 
new instrument or technique, which were never mandatory. 
However, the term of the apprenticeships was a required four 
years, as it was decades later.

Soon after the I.B.E.W. and the National Electrical 
Contractors Association (NECA) established the National 
Joint Apprenticeship and Training Committee (N.J.A.T.C.), 
which is now the Electrical Training Alliance, in 1947 to 
expand apprenticeship programs and increase the number of 
trained electrical workers in the construction industry, Local 
890 likewise put a more formal training program in place. 
The local’s four-year apprenticeship program would then be 

operated by the Janesville-Beloit Joint Apprenticeship Committee 
(J.A.C.), which was a program between the local and its employing 
contractors, with mandatory classes in electrical theory and practice 
held at Blackhawk Technical College in Janesville. During that time 
and into at least the 1970s, “circuit” instructors would travel from 
local to local in the State of Wisconsin to conduct the I.B.E.W. 
training classes.

Meanwhile, the J.A.C. would also provide supplemental classes 
for its apprentices and journeymen. For example, in early 1973, 
the J.A.C. provided the local with an inside wireman course on 

static control and also purchased a static control board for hands-
on training. In 1976, the J.A.C. provided a high-voltage cable-
splicing class for the first time in several years.

As the local expanded, the J.A.C. was soon renamed the 
South-Central Wisconsin Electrical J.A.T.C. Apprenticeship classes 
were still held at Blackhawk Technical until 2001, when Local 
890 purchased and moved its offices into its current union hall 
on South River Road in Janesville, where it also established its 
own training facility. The hall provided the J.A.T.C. with more room 
and “better control over the classes,” Brother Buchholz explained.

In 2019, the Wisconsin NECA-I.B.E.W. Electrical Apprenticeship 
and Training Program oversees all training of apprentices and 
upgrade training of journeymen for the state’s I.B.E.W. locals, 
including Local 890. Locally, the South-Central Wisconsin Area 
Electrical Construction Joint Apprenticeship Committee operates 
the training of Local 890 apprentices through its Electrical 
Construction Apprenticeship Program, which is now five years 
in length, in conjunction with 
Blackhawk Technical College.

Apprentices are now 
required to go through a 
minimum of 8,000 hours of 
on-the-job training and at least 
800 hours of paid, related 
instruction in classes and labs 
for one full day every two 
weeks during the school year. 
Apprentices are also required 
to attend a minimum of 200 
hours of classroom instruction 
as designated by the J.A.T.C. 
on their own time, usually in a 
night-school setting.

The apprenticeship program 

is divided into six pay periods, with wages at each apprentice level 
designated by a percentage of the Journeyworker Electrician’s Base 
Wage Rate. An apprentice advances to a subsequent level when he 
or she completes required hours and training.

LOCAL 890 MEMBER TRAINING  HAS REMAINED A PRIORITY

New South-Central Wisconsin J.A.T.C. 
apprentices attend an orientation class.

South-Central Wisconsin J.A.T.C. apprentices attend a training class.

South-Central Wisconsin J.A.T.C. 
fifth-year graduates in 2012.

Local 890 Brother Nathan Kalas (center) receives 
the 2018 “Outstanding Apprentice Award” for the 
South-Central Wisconsin J.A.T.C. from Business 

Manager Leo Sokolik (left) and Greg Phillips.

Graduating Local 890 apprentices and their families and friends 
enjoy the J.A.T.C.’s apprentice graduation banquet in 2016.



I.B.E.W. Local No. 600 of Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, which 
was chartered as an inside-electricians local on May 1, 
1947, was amalgamated into Local 890 on June 1, 1972.

The local’s overall work situation would 
remain strong throughout the coming years, 
although it did not perform much residential-
wiring work on new homes during that time. 
Construction of schools for the Janesville 
School District, which built George S. Parker 
High School in 1967 and five elementary 
schools and one junior high school between 
1961 and 1970, furnished many jobs for the 
local. With the G.M. plant also supplying 
steady employment through the second half of 
the decade and a bump in work for an addition 
to the plant in the mid-1960s, the local’s active 

membership remained around 100 electricians 
and apprentices.

Its continued good fortune compelled Local 
890 to hire its first full-time business manager 
in July 1966. After six months with Brother 
Ellwood L. Curtis in the position, the local 
reported in a letter in the March 1967 Journal, 
“Brother Curtis gave his report covering this 
period of time, and the members were very well 
pleased as to the progress which has been made.”

More work was then added to the local’s 
jurisdiction in late 1967 with the start of 
construction of the new, $11.8-million Beloit 
Hospital. Members would be employed on the 
job for the next two years while working for 
Westphal Electric before the medical center 
was opened in 1970.

A lack of construction in the area, spurred by a 
national recession in 1969 and 1970, drastically 
slowed the Local 890 work situation for the first 
time in three decades. As such, by the end of 1970 
about 26 percent of the local’s membership was 
working outside of its jurisdiction as travelers 
with other I.B.E.W. locals.

During that period, the International 
Brotherhood was consolidating smaller locals 
to make management more efficient and 
job opportunities more accessible in those 
jurisdictions. Subsequently, the I.B.E.W. 
merged Local No. 600 of Lake Geneva, 
Wisconsin, into Local 890 on June 1, 1972. 
The amalgamation of the inside-electricians 
local, which had been chartered on May 1, 
1947, brought 81 new members into the 
Janesville local and expanded its jurisdiction 
eastward into Walworth County.

Construction of a 146,000-square-foot, 
$6-million Kikkoman Foods Plant in 
Walworth and a new Holiday Inn hotel at 
nearby Williams Bay in 1972, the first major 
projects in Walworth County under Local 
890, bolstered work for the I.B.E.W. members. 
“Prospects for the future are good at this time,” 
the local declared in the May 1973 Journal, 
“and more work on organizing our enlarged 
territory is being done.”

Despite another national 
economic downturn from 
1973 into 1975 (the so-
called “1970s recession), 
construction work picked 
up for Local 890 beginning 
in 1973, largely because 
of annual changeovers for 
new automobile models at 
the G.M. plant – which 
would remain a primary 
employer throughout the 
remainder of the 1970s 
and much of the 1980s. 
The local would host many 
travelers, as well, as school 
construction and work at 

the Parker Pen facility further sustained the 
strong employment.

In that positive condition, by late 1973 the 
local had grown to more than 230 members, 
up from just 50 members in 1950.

However, while the local was enjoying an 
encouraging work outlook that year, as a large 
amount of new work was starting and getting 
set to begin, there were “a couple” of non-
union contractors on bigger jobs within its 
jurisdiction. The local noted in the October 
1973 Journal that the non-union intrusion was 
“the first in a long time.”

Just two years later, work for Local 890 had 
virtually disappeared by late 1975 and many of 
its members were traveling to other I.B.E.W. 
locals for employment. “Work is very slow and 
many shops that normally have 10 employees 
are now down to one or two,” the local reported 
in the April 1976 Journal. The lull would 
continue throughout that year.

G.M. work and several other sizeable 
projects, including an upgrade to the Janesville 
wastewater treatment plant that was completed 
in 1979, provided a significant amount of work 
beginning in 1977 to help the local recover from 
those down years and finish the decade strong. 

Local 890 crew on construction of a substation at the Kikkoman Foods plant in Walworth, Wisconsin, in 1973.

Local 890 retirees (left to right) Hugo Preuss, Cliff Augenstein, 
John Wanninger, V. Rogers and Dale Walters are honored 

during a party at the Star Zenith Boat Club in Beloit in 1973.



Almost immediately after it was chartered in February 1919, 
Local 890 helped re-establish the Janesville Building Trades 
Council, which would morph by the mid-1940s into the Rock 
County Building and Construction Trades Council, in which the 
local remained an active member. At its 100-year anniversary 
in 2019, Local 890 is affiliated with the Southern Wisconsin 
Building & Construction Trades Council, which, among other 
activities, collectively advocates for the A.F.L.-C.I.O. programs 
and policies that will benefit its jurisdiction.

The local’s situation was so stable, in fact, that 
its membership voted during its July 7, 1977, 
union meeting to assess each member $2 per 
quarter for the local’s new Social Fund and $10 
to help defray the Labor Temple Association’s 
deficit, while also approving the purchase of 
new shirts for the local’s bowling team.

As the good times continued and Parker 
Pen began a complete overhaul and remodel 
of its downtown Janesville headquarters and 
plant beginning in the late 1970s, Business 
Manager David Wanninger was able to report 
to the local’s July 6, 1979, general membership 
meeting that “all men (were) working.”

Powering throUgh highs And Lows

Work on the Parker Pen renovation 
remained a substantial source of jobs 
for Local 890 into the 1980s, as did 

several other projects, including an addition to 
the Lake Lawn Lodge resort in Delavan. House 
wiring also provided work during that time to 
many of the local’s residential-wiring members 
as their employment remained steady.

The local gained a new, two-year contract 
with the Janesville-Beloit Division, Wisconsin 
Chapter, NECA that began March 1, 1981, 
and eventually raised journeyman wages to 
$14.95 per hour effective March 1, 1982. Later 
that year on September 1, the journeyman 
wireman total fringe-benefit and wage package 
was increased by another 85 cents.

But after the Parker Pen job and a 
440,000-square-foot expansion to the G.M. 
Assembly Plant to switch production from 
Chevrolet cars and station wagons to front-
wheel drive vehicles, including the installation 
of robot-controlled welding equipment, 
were completed in 1981, many Local 890 
members “hit the books” – that is, they were 
unemployed and placed on the local’s “Book 
I” for members who needed work. With no 

significant construction projects in sight for the 
near future and a national recession beginning 
in July 1981 and continuing until November 
1982, the local experienced some very tough 
times in the early 1980s.

Some members were able to travel for work 
with other I.B.E.W. locals, including No. 159 
in Madison, No. 494 in Milwaukee, No. 388 in 
Central Wisconsin, No. 430 in Racine and No. 
135 in La Crosse. In particular, one significant 
project on which several of the local’s travelers 
were able to work was construction of the Byron 
Nuclear Generating Station in the jurisdiction 
of Local No. 364 in Rockford, which involved 
installation of two pressurized-water reactors, 
Unit 1 and Unit 2, that began operation in 
September 1985 and August 1987, respectively.

But about 35 percent of the local’s roughly 235 
members and 10 apprentices were unemployed 
during the fall of 1982. “The work outlook is the 
area is dismal,” Local 890 Press Secretary Robert 
Korth announced in the December Journal. 
“Reaganomics does not seem to be ‘trickling 

down’ well for the working men in Southern 
Wisconsin,” he added, referencing the economic 
policies of President Ronald Reagan.

While the sluggish employment situation 
throughout the state lingered into 1985 – 67 
journeymen and 14 apprentices were jobless 
in June 1983, for example – the local’s new 
contract in 1983 included a new Industry Fund 
to help its contractors gain work. Beginning 
March 1 that year, contractors made 1-percent-
of-wage contributions to the fund to help offset 
labor costs and allow them to make more-
competitive bids on projects.

The second half of the decade brought several 
large jobs to the Local 890 jurisdiction, which 
its signatory contractors were able to gain 
to provide many man-hours for the local’s 
membership, helping to end the local’s extended 
period of stagnant employment. Consistently 
among the work were constant changeovers 
and additions for the G.M. plant, which would 
last into and throughout the 1990s.

Also during the mid- and late 1980s, the local’s 

Local 890 retiree Hugo Preuss (left) receives 
his 60-year I.B.E.W. membership pin during 
the local’s meeting at Lake Lawn Lodge in 

Delavan, Wisconsin, in May 1980.

Local 890 brothers (left to right) David 
Wanninger, the local’s business manager at 

the time; his father, John Wanninger, a former 
business manager; and Joe Wanninger in 1980.

Local 890 crew at the Outboard Marine Corporation (OMC) engine plant in Beloit sometime during 
the 1980s: (left to right, front row) Del Rorabeck, Dave LaLone, Don Bartels, Don Cullen, Joe Bonomo, 
Jack Mausera and Bob Sauser; (middle row) Clarence Norton, Gene Frye, Richard Kolden, Bud Buske, 
Peter Richter, Gene Schenk and Ted Duncan; and (back row) George Goodrich, LeRoy Burrels, Chris 
Gadoes, Bill McCutchin, Booker Askew, Lloyd Laib, Henry Olson, Ken Hitchcock and Rick Schultz.



LOCAL 890 UNION HALLS
Janesville Union Labor Hall
13 South Main Street
February 1919 into 1946

Janesville Labor Temple
15 South Franklin Street
1946 into 1960

Janesville Teamsters’ Union Hall
2130 Center Avenue
1960 into 1967

Janesville Labor Temple
15 South Franklin Street
1967 into 1974

Janesville Labor Temple
215 Dodge Street
1974 into 1987

Janesville Labor Hall
1605 Center Avenue
1987 into 1998

Janesville Labor Hall
938 North Parker Drive
1998 into 2001

Local 890 Union Hall
17 South River Street
2001 to present

The Janesville Labor Temple at 15 South Franklin Street, which 
was a former U.S. Post office from when it was built in 1903 

until 1939. The Labor Temple took over the building in 1943 until 
it was razed in 1974. (Photo courtesy of Hedberg Public Library.)

electricians helped build the 125,000-square-
foot Enzyme Bio Systems Plant in Beloit (which 
was bought by Genencor International in 2002 
and closed down in 2007) and an expansion to 
the South Beloit Wastewater Treatment Plant, 
which provided a significant amount of work. 
Beloit Corporation, the only producer of pulp 
and paper machinery and systems in North 
America, was also a stable employer of Local 
890 manpower during the latter half of the 
1980s and the 1990s, including a large amount 
of maintenance work in its factory.

To end the roller-coaster-like decade, Local 
890 agreed to a new, three-year contract with its 
NECA contractors that was effective March 1, 
1989, to March 1, 1992. Journeyman wireman 

wages for the first year were set at $17.40 per 
hour, then increased to $17.69 the second year 
and $18 the final year, while contributions for 
insurance began at $1.30 per hour and were 
raised to $1.40 and then $1.50 for the next two 
years, respectively.

But with the continued intrusion of non-
union contractors and their workforce into the 
local’s jurisdiction, by the summer of 1992 Local 
890 had diminished to just over 200 members 
in five counties in south-central Wisconsin.

In response, Local 890 during that time 
implemented and fully executed a Market 
Recovery Program to gain more work and an 
Organizing Campaign to add more signatory 

contractors and members. Both efforts produced 
promising results, as the local had enough work 
to employ travelers in 1992 and 1993 on jobs 
such as a G.M. plant project and an addition to 
the Sherex Chemical Plant in Janesville.

“Our local’s organizing efforts have been 
very successful. Several new shops and many 
new members have joined the I.B.E.W.,” Press 
Secretary George Atwood reported in the April 
1993 Journal. That year, the I.B.E.W. also 
appointed a “statewide” organizer to aid in 
efforts to organize large, non-union electrical 
jobs in Wisconsin.

To help keep the union-construction 
industry’s rediscovered momentum going, the 
agreement between the local and its contractors 
for March 1, 1995, through March 1, 1998, 
included a first-time provision to form and fund 
a Labor Management Cooperation Committee 
(L.M.C.C.). Through that ongoing effort, the 
union and NECA would, among other goals, 
work to improve communication between labor 
and management; solve problems of “mutual 
concern” that were not addressed by collective 
bargaining; and “enhance the involvement of 
workers in making decisions that affect their 
working lives.”

Numerous, substantial jobs at G.M., which 
would result in the plant beginning production 
of “GMT800” full-size SUVs in 1999 (the 
Chevrolet Suburban and Tahoe and the GMC 
Yukon XL and Yukon), and a considerable 
amount of work on schools helped keep Local 
890 electrical workers busy during the late 
1990s. As such, Business Manager John Hood 
III was able to inform the local’s now nearly 
400-strong membership during its July 2, 1998, 
union meeting, “The work situation is excellent.”

Meanwhile, the local signed another three-
year pact with contractors, effective March 1, 
1998, to June 1, 2001, that provided raises that 
would elevate the journeyman scale to $24.78 
per hour for the final year. As stipulated by 
terms of the contract, the employers would also 
contribute $2.35 per hour worked to the local’s 
insurance fund.

Local 890 crew working for H&H Electric sometime during the late 1980s or early 
1990s: (left to right, front row) Gene Frye, Tommy Peterson, Tim Dimerath and 

(unknown); and (back row) Dave Sherman, Chris Gadoes, Dick Wilson and Terry Ponder.



Local 890 and other A.F.L.-C.I.O. affiliated unions, working 
together as LaborFest, revitalized the Labor Day Parade in 
Janesville in 1991 after 14 years without the event. On 
Labor Day the following year, the group entertained over 
50,000 attendees on the LaborFest grounds in Janesville 
with bands, games and food. The celebration continues 
annually into Local 890’s 100th anniversary year of 2019.

However, the local remained keenly 
aware that the non-union threat would not 
subside. As such, Brother Hood made sure 
to announce during the local’s June 3, 1999, 
general membership meeting that the anti-
union Associated Building Contractors 
(ABC) was lobbying Wisconsin Governor 
Tommy Thompson to lower or even eliminate 
apprentice-to-journeyman ratios on jobsites 
(thereby putting more lower-wage apprentices 
on jobsites, which would leave more-qualified 
journeymen unemployed.)

hArsh chALLenges in A new miLLenniUm

During the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
Local 890 and Business Manager Hood 
embraced the push by the I.B.E.W. 

International Office to organize non-union 
electrical workers – that is, recruit membership 
into the union. Subsequently, the local engaged 
in a successful organizing effort that more than 
doubled the size of its membership, and by the 
fall of 2001 the local consisted of more than 
480 journeymen and apprentices.

Employment remained stable during 
that time and into late 2002, bolstered by 
construction of the massive headquarters of 
Epic Systems, a maker of software for the 
healthcare industry, in Madison Local 159’s 
jurisdiction beginning in 2002.

However, the local and its contractors could 
not negotiate a settlement for any of the five 
contracts they would sign during the late 1990s 
and early 2000s; instead, each was settled in 
arbitration (as striking was still not permitted 

and arbitration was mandatory under the 
I.B.E.W.-NECA national agreement). “We 
had to fight for every penny we got,” Brother 
Hood recalled.

With the national economy again faltering, 
work then slowed considerably in the local’s 
jurisdiction into 2003. New Business 
Manager Norbert Jarzynski reported during 
the local’s January 9 general union meeting 
that its work situation was “not good” and 
more than 90 Local 890 members were 
unemployed and on Book I.

Construction of the Riverside Energy Center 
electrical power station in the Town of Beloit just 
west of the Rock River for Calpine Corporation 
of San Jose, California, beginning in 2002 put 
many Local 890 electricians back to work for 
the next nearly two years. The $350-million, 
603-megawatt, combined-cycle natural-gas 
facility, erected near the Rock River Generating 
Station plant that the local helped construct 
and wire in the 1950s, began operating in 2004. 
(Alliant Energy, which initially contracted to buy 
most of the plant’s electricity, would purchase the 
facility in December 2012.)

During that time, Brother Jarzynski 
announced during a September 2003 

Local 890 crew working on construction of an addition to the Witco Corporation’s Sherex Chemical Company 
plant in Janesville in 1993: (left to right, front row) Merle Marshall, Bob Bianchetti, Jeff Rath, Tom Bishop, 

George Atwood and Frank Cagney; (middle row) Dave Thompson, Dennis Bush, Jon Loots and Dirk Robinson; 
and (back row) Ron Ehle, Dave Sherman, Chad Hughes, Doug Ferwerda, Dave Erickson and Mike Boyd.

Local 890 brothers Tom Bishop (pictured) and 
Jim Slatter were each presented with the 

I.B.E.W. Lifesaving Award in May 1995 for their 
actions in saving the life of a crane operator 

who suffered a stroke at the Walworth County 
Jail construction site earlier that year.

Local 890 members participate in an eight-day picket 

against a contractor at the construction site of the new 

Marshall Middle School in Janesville in April 1996.

Local 890 members participate in a nine-day 
picket against a contractor at an Osco Drug 

construction site in September 1996.

Local 890 Brother Stan Debanowich inspects the Labor Day 

parade float he built in 1996, one of several he annually 

constructed for the local with assistance from other members.



membership meeting that “work looks good to 
the end of the year.”

After completion of the Energy Center, 
however, employment remained stagnant 
throughout the remainder of 2004 and the 
decade, although a good amount of house 
work kept the local’s residential electricians 
busy during much of that time. Subsequently, 
by the fall of 2004, the local had dwindled 
to 345 members, and for the balance of the 
decade, the local would endure a near-constant 
25-percent unemployment rate – on July 1, 
2004, for instance, more than 100 members 
were on Book I.

Projects that did spell the deepening abyss 
during that time included work on Janesville 
district schools, a G.M. shutdown to revamp 
its machinery in the spring of 2005 and work 

at Fort Memorial Hospital in Fort Atkinson.

Meanwhile, the local attempted to combat 
the poor employment situation with job 
actions such as a two-week-long picket at 
the construction site of a new Lowe’s home-
improvement store in its jurisdiction in June 
2005 that was bid by two union contractors but 
was being built with a non-union workforce. 
G.M. provided a measure of relief once again, 
if only briefly, when it put out a call for 121 
workers in July 2005.

But any breaks in the bleak conditions were 
short-lived during the second half of the 2000s, 
and in early September 2005 the local had 
73 of its members out of work at one point. 
During the local’s general meeting that month, 
Organizer Jason Heidenreich even reported 
that local work “doesn’t look good” and the 

CONTINUING A TRADITION OF SERVICE TO ITS NEIGHBORS
When Local 890 formed its RENEW (Reach out 

and Engage Next-gen Electrical Workers) Committee, 
whose purpose is to inspire younger members to 
become active in the local and community-service 
efforts, in the spring of 2018, it was helping to 
continue a century-long custom of activism. Much 
like the I.B.E.W.-initiated RENEW, which among 
other things promotes young members to engage in 
volunteer work and charity fundraising events, Local 
890 since its inception in 1919 has been involved 
in a range of community service.

Throughout 100 years, some of the local’s many 
community-service activities have included blood 
drives and support for the Rock County Red Cross. 
In fact, Local 890 was the first union to contribute to 
the organization’s 1955 fundraising campaign.

When the Janesville community began its Group 
Living Home venture in 1971 to provide a home for mentally 
disabled individuals, 24 Local 890 members volunteered 
their time and talents to wire the building. In 1973, the local’s 
electricians were the only trade members to donate all of their 
time to construction of a group-living home for disabled adults 
sponsored by the Janesville Jaycees – the only donated home 
of its kind in the State of Wisconsin at the time. For that project, 
the I.B.E.W. members installed conduit, an underground electrical-
service entrance, a fire-alarm system, an intercom system and 
three heating systems.

Many Local 890 members have also volunteered their services 
to wire Habitat for Humanity homes in the local’s area, including 
two homes in 1993 that were built with free labor from all of the 
city’s construction trades unions.

One of the local’s more interesting community-service projects 
may have been a renovation project at the historic Milton House 
Museum in the local’s jurisdiction in 2005. After numerous grants 
and fundraising efforts fell short of the need financing goal for the 

project, Local 890 worked with the Milton Historical Society to 
help with fundraisers and provide extra 
hands to help finish the job for the last, 
certified Underground Railroad station 
in Wisconsin.

As Local 890 celebrates its 100th 
anniversary in 2019, some of the 
community-service efforts and causes 
in which it has recently participated 
include those for the Janesville Boys 
& Girls Club; Y.M.C.A. Northern Rock 
County; the Rock County Cancer 
Coalition; the National Fire Safety 
Council; Special Olympics Wisconsin; 
and the Salvation Army.

Local 890 Executive Board member Mike Dunn (second from left) 
and Business Manager Leo Sokolik (second from right) present Matt 

McCumber (left) and Local 890 Vice President Dan Reuter (right) 
with guns they won during a fundraiser for VetsRoll on February 15, 
2018. The local donated the guns for the event, which raised funds 

to send 12 veterans to Washington, D.C., through VetsRoll.

Major Thomas McDowell (left) of the Rock 
County Salvation Army accepts turkeys for needy 

families donated by Local 890 from Business 
Manager Leo Sokolik (center) and Business 
Agent Shawn Carlson in December 2018.

Local 890 members participate in a 

Community Action project to build a 

home for a needy family in 2016.

The Riverside Energy Center power plant under construction  for Alliant Energy in 2003.



local had not received any job calls for its 
members since August 4.

As the high unemployment and challenging 
times continued, a devastating national 
economic recession hit in 2008 and remained 
through 2010, during which time G.M. 
shuttered its Janesville plant for good. 
Meanwhile, residential work “dried up” for the 
local, as well.

In response, during the latter years of the 
decade, Business Manager Leo Sokolik and the 
local began using its Target Fund to gain jobs 
for its contractors, using the funds to subsidize 

job bids so that they could 
be more competitive while 
the Fund paid differences in 
wages to the local’s members. 
It was an unpopular action, 
but one that Brother Sokolik 
felt was necessary. He would 
later go on to write in the 
local’s July 2011 newsletter, 
“The near future looks as 
rough and bumpy as the 
recent past, so we will have 
to work hard to make the 
sometimes difficult, but 
necessary, decisions that will 

affect our members.”

Into the 2010s, Local 890 also made many 
concessions to its contractors during contract 
negotiations in another effort to gain work. 
While the local was scheduled to receive a raise 
in 2012 as provided in the final year of a three-
year agreement, it voluntarily froze its wages 
for the coming year and added a fourth year 
to the contract that would include the wage 
increase. In the end over the coming years, the 
local would not negotiate a new contract at any 
time during a nine-year period.

Journeyman wages were $29.50 per hour for 
the year beginning June 1, 2010, with $2.95 
added for Health & Welfare insurance benefits, 
$7.08 for the Pension Fund and 89 cents for 
the N.E.B.F. for a total package of $46.72. The 
total package for 2011 and 2012 was $47.47 
for the local’s nearly 400 member journeymen.

As the local continued to ride out the 
figurative storm, work started to return to 
its jurisdiction in late 2011, and in 2012, 
employment began to show steady growth as 
the local headed into what would be some of 
its strongest and busiest years.

chArging towArds the next 100 yeArs

With construction exploding in 
nearby Madison and providing 
work opportunities for many 

Local 890 members into 2013 and beyond, 
including ongoing construction of the Epic 
Systems campus, Local 890 was fully emerging 
from several trying years of poor employment. 
Numerous smaller jobs in its own area further 
helped the local greatly increase its total man-
hours worked in 2013 over the previous year.

Working very closely with many of its 
contractors helped secure numerous projects 
in the jurisdiction during that time. “All of 
this is incredibly good news in comparison to 
our experience the past few years,” the local 
declared in the June 2013 Journal.

The local’s contract raised the base rate for 
its journeyman electricians to $30.60 per hour, 
health and welfare contributions to $9.41 per 
hour and the total hourly package to $48.27, 
effective June 1 for the coming year. The local’s 
residential wiremen in their own agreement 
had their total pay and benefits package raised 
to $34.30 per hour for that period.

With the local’s condition stabilized and 
improving in late 2013 and its membership 
approaching 400 electrical workers, Brother 
Sokolik was able to proclaim in that year’s 

Local 890 members and family participate in the 2007 LaborFest in Janesville.

Children enjoy the annual Holiday Party held by Local 890 in 2007.

Local 890 retiree Charles North receives his 
50-year I.B.E.W. membership award from 
Business Manager Leo Sokolik in 2009.

Local 890 retiree Harold Tolley receives his 

55-year I.B.E.W. membership award from 

Business Manager Leo Sokolik in 2009.



December 2013 newsletter:

“This year not only has gone by 
quickly, it has been probably the best 
year since I have been in this office 
as business manager. This has been 
by far the best year when it comes to 
securing work; this means that not 
only is the economy getting better and 
that there is more work to be bid, but 
also the contractors are aggressively 
going after the work. This is proof of 
the relationships we worked hard to 
build and the changes we’ve made and 
tools we have provided are working.”

The following two years were extremely busy 
for the local’s members; as its out-of-work 
numbers remained extremely low during that 
time, the business manager was also able to 
proclaim, “The year 2015 was absolutely the 
best year for members since I’ve been in office.” 
Meanwhile, raises increased the journeyman 
electrician overall package to $50.02 per hour 
and the residential package to $34.30 per hour, 
effective June 1, 2015, for the ensuing year.

Of course, even during those good times, 
challenges remained – and no more so than 
when the state’s republican administration 
passed anti-union legislation on March 9, 
2015, that made Wisconsin a so-called “right-
to-work” state. On its face, the law guarantees 
no one can be compelled to join a union or 
pay union dues as a condition of employment, 
making it harder for working people to form 
unions and collectively bargain for better 
wages, benefits and working conditions. In 
response, Local 890 accepted a 2-percent raise 
for the next three years – forgoing the standard 
3 percent it received from contractors.

But in 2016, most all of the local’s members 
logged a large number of hours on many various 
projects as the local saw more construction 
work in its jurisdiction than during the 
previous year, while its membership rose to 
about 435 electrical workers that fall. (The 
I.B.E.W. had called for its locals to increase 
membership by 4 percent that year; however, 
Local 890 experienced an 8.5 percent growth.) 
“It has been a long time since our local has 
been this busy and it feels exceptionally good 
to share this very positive outlook with the 
membership,” Brother Sokolik declared in the 
June 2016 Journal.

Local 890 journeyman electricians were 
also working under a three-year contract that 
provided raises on June 1, 2016, for $1.10 per 
hour; on June 1, 2017, for $1.15; and on June 
1, 2018, for another $1.20.

The local’s positive position was further 
boosted when in August 2016 construction 
began on Alliant Energy’s $750-million West 

Local 890 Business Manager Leo Sokolik (left) and 
President Dan Uschan at a Beloit Snappers minor-league 

baseball game with team mascot “Snappy” in 2009.

Local 890 members, family and friends enjoy the local’s 2010 annual Holiday Party.

Local 890 members participate in a political rally at the State Capitol in Madison in 2011.

A Local 890 crew at work removing machines from 
the G.M. plant in Janesville in 2016, the local’s last 
job at the plant before it was demolished. Pictured 
are (left to right, front row) John Blake, Jon Loots 

and Bruce Robers; (second row) Scott Gerardin, Jim 
Anton and Mark Hertig; (third row) Mark Hutchins 

and (unknown); and (fourth row) Kyle Larabee, 
(unknown), Shawn Anderson and John Otto.



Riverside Energy Center next to the Riverside 
Energy Center in the Town of Beloit for the 
company’s Wisconsin Power & Light utility. 
The project, which will replace the Edgewater 
Generating Station in Sheboygan and the 
Nelson Dewey Generating Station in Cassville, 
has put many Local 890 members and travelers 
to work in the two-plus years leading up to the 
local’s 100th anniversary in 2019, constructing 
and wiring the 730-megawatt, natural-gas-
fired, combined-cycle generating facility.

The Energy Center is on schedule for a late 
2019 opening, after which is will be able to 
generate power to more than half a million 
homes. Not coincidentally, the project is 
the first in the Local 890 jurisdiction to be 
covered exclusively under the I.B.E.W. Code 
of Excellence program, which requires that 
all I.B.E.W. members working on the project 
complete Code of Excellence training. The 
class has been offered at Local 890 on regular 
and also as-needed basis.

Meanwhile, Alliant Energy had also begun 
construction of its massive, 2.3-megawatt 
Rock River Solar Facility solar-energy field 
on a landfill near the West Riverside Energy 
Center in the summer of 2016 using Local 890 
electricians. In fact, the local had been preparing 
its membership for many years to meet the 
needs of the emerging alternative-energy 
industry – back in October 2009, for example, 
Local 890 provided its membership with a 15-
week course that showed the electricians how 
to install the latest solar technologies as part 
of a $270,000 state-funded program for all 
nine I.B.E.W. locals in the state. That year, the 
local installed a 2,000-watt solar system on its 
Janesville union hall so that participants in the 
course could learn firsthand about the systems.

Alliant’s 7,700-panel solar farm would be the 
largest solar-generating facility in the state when 
completed and would benefit approximately 
53,000 customers, according to the company.

(Left to right) Local 890 Organizer Jason Heidenreich, bookkeeper Kara Menzel, State Assembly candidate Andy Jorgenson, and Business Manager Leo Sokolik pose during the elections in 2012.

Local 890 members and family participate in the 2013 LaborFest in Janesville.

Local 890 Business Manager Leo Sokolik (left) with  I.B.E.W. General President 
Lonnie Stephenson and Local 953 Business Manager Tony Bartels in March 2016.



Among countless other projects that kept 
Local 890 members and I.B.E.W. traveling 
brothers and sisters working was construction 
of a nearly 1-million-square-foot Dollar 
General Distribution Center in Janesville, 
which was completed in 2017. That year, the 
local actually had “signed and sealed” projects 
that would require more manpower than the 
local had on its employment books.

“We are experiencing the most incredible 
employment opportunities that I have seen in Local 
890 since the days of the G.M. plant,” Brother 
Sokolik wrote in a summer 2017 newsletter. 
“Anyone and everyone who is an electrician and 
wants to work in Local 890 can work. The major 
problem that we are experiencing is that we do 
not have enough qualified journeyman to do the 
work that we have.”

In a true sign of the times, while the 
Gazette reported on September 2, 2017, that 
a survey showed large declines in area union 

membership, Local 890’s 475 members 
were an increase of about 130 from just 13 
years earlier. In large part because of a jump 
in demand in commercial construction in 
the area, the local over the previous few 
years had begun to pump resources into its 
apprenticeship program, organizing and 
outreach to find experienced journeymen.

Just a couple of years later, the local would 
organize the formerly longtime non-union 
Carroll Electric of Janesville, which was in need 
of more skilled manpower for its projects, as 
one of the local’s signatory contractors.

Still, the local has remained on guard against 
non-union adversaries and new technologies 
and techniques that could impinge upon its 
jurisdiction and work. For example, one of most 
disturbing changes in the electrical-construction 
industry has been in the prefabrication area, in 
which pipes are delivered to construction sites 
pre-bent, panels are delivered pre-wired and 

Local 890 crew construct a solar field at the Riverside Energy Center for Alliant Energy in 2016.

The nearly 1-million-square-foot distribution center built for Dollar General in 
Janesville and wired by Local 890 members, which was completed in 2017.



other functions traditionally performed by 
members in the field are prefabricated off site. 
But the local’s contract provides protections 
against prefabricated work.

Regardless, during the summer of 2018, 
Local 890 for the first time in “many, many 
years” had unfilled calls for electricians to man 
work. That year, the local had to rely on Book 
II I.B.E.W. travelers to help fulfill work within 
its jurisdiction. Over the busy few years prior 
to the local’s 100th anniversary on February 
6, 2019, Local 890’s historically exceptional 
work condition has been sustained by those 
bigger projects as well as a large amount of light 
commercial work, including construction of 
several new egg farms in the area.

At 100 years, the local also is the top I.B.E.W. 
local in the state in organizing, based on its 
membership growth and man-hours worked, 
as the more than 550 members of Local 890 
proudly serve its jurisdiction of Rock, Green, 
La Fayette, Walworth and Jefferson counties 
and a portion of Dodge and Racine counties.

Local 890 retiree Lloyd Laib receives his 70-year I.B.E.W. Service Award from Business Manager Leo Sokolik at the local’s annual Holiday Party in 2017.

Local 890 retirees (left to right) Ed Haase, Donald Rogers and Francis Learn received 

their 50-Year I.B.E.W. Service Awards at the local’s annual Holiday Party in 2017.

New Local 890 members are sworn-in at 
the local’s September 2018 union meeting.

Alliant Energy’s $700-million West Riverside Energy 

Center power plant under construction in 2018.

Local 890 members, family and friends enjoy the local’s annual outing to a Beloit Snappers minor-league baseball game in 2018.

Local 890 Brothers Phil Lobrano and Keith Miller and 

a special guest enjoy the local’s 2019 Holiday Party.








