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Up until a couple of issues ago, there were two
things you could always count on reading right up
front in every issue of the SPARK. In changing
order, they were: The latest excuse for the news-
letter's lateness; and the latest plea for contri-
butions from members. Well, you probably got sick
of the excuses, so there won't be any more. As
far as pleas for contributions, they're a waste

of time...and space. If you have something you'd
like to write for the SPARK, send it in. But if
you'd rather just read, that's okay too. (After-
all, the world can use all the readers it can
get.)

On the other hand, if you would like to offer
something and don't feel like writing, how about
some art? See, the least expensive way to illus-
trate our newsletter is with photos or artwork
that have already been printed once, because the
continuous tone or line art has been screened
(turned into a series of little dots) at someone
else's expense. The only catch is that the art-
work has to be the right size to fit our

5%" x 8%" pages. Of course, it must also be
either copyright free or accompanied by the
original publisher's written permission. 01d ads
are excellent. So is found art. There's plenty
of stuff out there that copyright's lapsed on.

Why don't you take a look around. Maybe you have
a hidden treasure trove of useable materials. If
you're not sure whether what you have is suitable
or not, send it, and I'll let you know. You will
be credited for anything used.

And speaking of art. A number of members comment-
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ed on the last SPARK'S illustrations, and queried
where they came from. My apologies. The cover
was the work of yours truly (as is this issue's).
The street scene on page three is something I
came upon a few years back. The winter scenes on
pages five, six and nine are courtesy of the good
and generous folks at the Edison Institute (Henry
Ford Museum and Greenfield Village). Art on
pages 1l and 17 were purchased from one of many
clip art houses. The well-dressed biker on the
back cover was found in an old Harley-Davidson
marketing piece.

Chris Halla

THE PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

It has been almost seven years since the birth of
WSAH and six years since the first issue of the
SPARK made its appearance. Over the years we have
engaged in some interesting and exciting activi-
ties. We are still an interested and dedicated
group and there are indications that we are the
most active local chapter of SAH. The positive,

I believe has outweighed the negative and our
chapter has and will continue to offer a signifi-
cant contribution to the preservation of automotive
history, with emphasis on Wisconsin's contribution.

One of the highlights of our seven years existence
is affiliation with the State Historical Society
which recently awarded us Perpetual Membership
Status. Still to be accomplished is the establish-
ment of a separate archive at Society's head-
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quarters in Madison; a much needed repository for
historical information now in the hands of our
members and other historians and collectors. All
I can say is let's keep trying.

Another ambitious activity which has been allowed
to languish is the eventual publication of a com-
pendium detailing Wisconsin's contribution to the
development of the automobile, the history of

some 275 cars built in Wisconsin and the contribu-
tion made by parts suppliers--basic components
used by manufacture of automobiles in other states
--and, finally, other related automotive history
such as automobile racing, after-market accessor-
ies, road building, accident prevention activities,
etc. etc.

For the moment, the above appears to be too form-
idable a task so I am suggesting an alternative;
the development of a bibliography listing the
sources of information, a '"who, what and where"
type of compilation to which we would ask all
members to contribute. I would be willing to
serve as coordinator of such an enterprise and
would like to hear from all of you as to its
feasibility. Who knows, such a bibliography
might someday lead to that most desirable goal, a
complete history in book form.

As noted elsewhere, our Spring meeting will be
held April 26, 27 and 28 in Pecatonica, Illinois
in connection with the eleventh annual APRIL IN
ROCKFORD event. Look for our headquarters space.
See you there.

Bill Cameron



COMMENTS ON THE HISTORY OF THE SAMSON AND
THE JANESVILLE GM ASSEMBLY PLANT

by Phil Gottschalk

as reported by Ray Scroggins¥*

The plant was started back in 1916, when Will

Durant was president of GM. Ford was doing so
well in the farm implement business that Durant
decided to get into the implement business too.

Durant was the only man in the history of GM to
have been fired twice as president. The first
time he was fired because the Board didn't care
for his eccentric nature and flamboyant, high-
spending style. He then went around to several
friends to raise support, and together they
secretly bought out 51% of General Motors stock.
The next time the Board met, he walked in and
when asked what he was doing there, since he had
been fired, told them "I own the company."

The second time, he was fired because of the
Janesville plant. He died a near pauper, owning
a bowling alley in Detroit, but he enjoyed life.
His rich friends always took care of him, right
up to the end.

The reason GM came to Janesville was that, in
order to get into the tractor business and com-
pete with Henry Ford, Durant bought out Samson
Tractor Company in California. At the same time,
he also bought the Janesville Machine Tool Equip-
ment Company in Janesville, Wisconsin. He decided
it was foolish to build tractors in California for
the Midwest and soon moved Samson to Janesville.

g~

Part of the original building is still standing.

In fact, there is a wall in the truck line with a
tile that has the Samson dog mascot and is dated

1918; the year production started here on Samson

tractors and trucks.

It didn't work out too well, however, because the
Iron Horse was a terrible failure. Samson engi-
neers designed it like a horse. It had four
wheels, a four-cylinder engine and an optical
length boom that could be anywhere from six to 12
feet long, which had an extremely small buggy on
the end. There were long leather reins attached
to the transmission, and you steered it just like
a horse as you sat back in the buggy. Also, by
jerking the reins, you would put the transmission
in gear and hopefully get it out of gear...which
was one of the problems.

The sales and marketing staff operated out of the
Janesville plant, and they would go around to
county fairs to demonstrate the Samson. They
could really make that tractor stand up and do
tricks. I have photographs of a Samson tractor
with reins a city block long and the salesman way
off in the distance putting the tractor through
its paces. Another photo shows a man on a bicycle,
being towed by a Samson with its reins around his
neck. Another shows one pulling a wagon with a
gigantic stack of hay and the driver seated way
above the tractor on top of the hay.

Wisconsin farmers weren't as successful with the
Samson. You can imagine a farmer coming back after
a hard day's work in the fields yelling ''Whoa,
Nellie" and pulling on the reins as the tractor
didn't "whoa" and went right through the barn!

This actually happened a few times.
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