
I joined the Teamsters’ Union at 17. 
 
Farming was often economically challenging.  There was a boom during World War II that 
lasted for a few years after.  By 1955, my parents were talking about money often enough 
that I knew it was difficult.  One day at the breakfast table, my parents were talking about 
an event they had been to the night before.  The speaker talked about how much money 
engineers were paid to work on the space program.  This was new to most Americans at the 
time. 
 
I decided that I would become an engineer.  That way I could make enough money to farm, 
which is what I really wanted to do with my life. 
 
In high school, I took pre-engineering courses.  I talked my mom into enrolling me in a $360 
correspondence course, which I had seen advertised on a matchbook cover.  The course 
was titled “Learn Electronics at Home with the National Radio Institute”.  $360 was a 
terrific amount of money at the time.  It was an 18-month course where I received and sent 
the lessons via the mail. 
 
After high school, I needed money to attend the School of Engineering at the University of 
Minnesota.  My brother John had worked a good paying summer job at the Minneapolis 
Terminal Warehouse along the Mississippi River after he graduated in 1962.  Upon 
completion of my junior year, in 1963, I sought a job there as well.  They hired me based on 
John’s work record. 

 
The third week that I was 
working there was a 
railroad strike and I was 
laid off for three days.  I felt 
the emotional pain of 
unemployment so great 
over those three days that I 
determined to never be 
unemployed again.  I never 
was until I retired at age 67. 

 
 I was still helping my parents on the farm. The warehouse job was from 11 pm to 7:30 am, 
so I was able to do both.  That was when I learned to get by with four hours or less of sleep 
each day.  I had always been able to get by on very little sleep. 
 
The job paid union scale wages - $2.25 per hour.  That was big money.  Established 
employees could afford families and weekend cabins on lakes north of the city.  All 
employees had to be members of the Teamsters’ Union.  The minimum age for membership 
was 18.  I had just turned 17 in May, this was June. I said I was 18. I looked 21. 



 
To this day, I’m still a teamster member “on leave”.  I only worked at the warehouse in the 
summer and fall.  By September, I was working nights, going to school in the day, and 
helping my father on the farm in the evenings.  So, the only sleep I got at that time was a 
couple hours every now and then on my future mother-in-law’s couch. 
 
The warehouse work was unloading 100-pound 
sacks of flour from railroad boxcars and 
palletizing them.  It was hard work, even for a 
farm boy.  Each man had to unload 100,000 
pounds of flour during their shift.  That was 
1,000 sacks.  We worked in teams of three. Two 
laborers and a forklift driver.  The driver was a 
senior employee and was in charge. Each team 
would unload two 50-foot boxcars full of sacks 
every night.  To make it worse, some men had 
other jobs.  We would hurry to complete our 
shift in six hours or less so they could get some 
sleep.  When we were done with our work, we 
would crawl on top of the pallets of flour and sleep.  Because we were unloading flour and 
were sweating continuously, we were covered in what was basically flour paste.  We woke 
up cold, chilled by the night air off the Mississippi, with dried flour paste caked on us.  The 
foreman would wake us up a half hour before the next shift started so we weren’t 
discovered. 
 
Tony Marchan was my work partner.  John had worked with him the previous year.  Tony had 
graduated high school with John.  He was a big man, well over 200 pounds, and was the 
center on our football team.  I weighed about 170 pounds at the time.  We worked well 
together.   
 
We preferred to unload the boxcars full of flour sacks, or sacks of dehydrated milk.  These 
were commodities that were being shipped overseas.  But on occasion we had to unload 
other items, such as cases of food or bulk oil in 55-gallon drums  
 
The first thing I did when I got home from work was to take a shower in the basement.  Then 
my mom fed me a plate of fried eggs, toast and bacon.  Food never tasted so good!  In fact, 
water never tasted so good!  After breakfast I went to sleep for 3-4 hours in the basement.  
Then it was time to get up and do farm work, usually making hay.   
 
I worked at the warehouse for two summer seasons lasting four months each.  Although we 
got along well, Tony and I never crossed paths again after the job ended.  I recently asked 
my brother John about Tony.   He said Tony is now an old man but is doing well.  Tom 
 
 


