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His Life and Times
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I Introduction

earliQSt recollections wasg bein
i’ -chool when I was asked what -
emparrased &7 7 over seemed to be gainfuly,

employed 2 4 my older brothers what I was gy
ynen I as}fe eate as his occupation, I was to]

dic romoter. Their attempts at ,

Szrlption made ]_itt].e ?ense to Me
ful de ldren had farmers, jewelers,

othert Cen, doctors OT factory workerg
SALES brother said that he ygq

nother
A t was. I never kney

T fathers:.
fo vist, whatever tha p o p
a lobbYy s who could brag of their dad ag

any of W ngier or lobbyist OT whether it was
being 2 prgo prag about, for that matter.
FOREER- TS 3 strong, thick-wristed, Dblack-

i geIZ?:hman who rTead several neWSpape?s a
oy aved the rosary occasionally and did a
gizéingZble amount of writing which };e ne.av;r
allowed anyone to read. He lived t(? e eighty-
seven and seldom talked about anything except

Though he seemed to

his logging experiences. o
be much larger than life, what he made a 1liv
ing at remained shrouded in mystery for many

years. ) _
As those years went by I became 1ncreasr
ingly aware of what an unusual fellow he was.
Despite the tunnel vision of being his son,
his effect on his family and on the hundreds
of others whose lives he touched bore out the
accuracy of my mature judgement.

Some time ago I came upon his written ac-
count of his youth and logging experiences.
:iZ:go;‘”::rthis treasure I (?ame in the poséet‘]
his careep v);hrilearly everything connected Wit

ch ended about ten years after I

then-.
tailoTs,

was bo - . :

the agznof it Which time I had hardly reached
e

Whatevyer, °8on or any degree of discernment

The . -
f0110w1ng narrative is a recol

5t i
Tuctiop of hig life 3g

d promoter.
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In The Beginning - A Log Cabin

The Town of Manawa, Wisconsin has a popu-
lation of 1205 or 1216 depending upon the road
by which you enter 1ts city limits. It is lo-
cated beside the Little Wolf river which curls
its way among green hills and rich red soil
not unlike that of northwest Ireland, a land
from whence most of Lebonon Township's ances-
tors came several generations ago. It is the
vicinity from which the late, boisterous Jo-
seph R. McCarthy rose to national prominence.

However one regards this Shawano native,
either as a great hero and scourge of commun-
ists or a shameful blot on the great progres- b
sive tradition of Wisconsin political history,
he did make himself known. The largely Irish
inhabitants, mostly conservative Republican
farmers, remember him wistfully and, for the
most part, fondly.

This is the story of another Irishman who,
had fate dealt more kindly with him and had he
a sounder business sense and grasp of financial
skills, may have given rise to a dynasty, if
not quite as spectacular as the Boston Kennedys,
at least as far-reaching and well established
with heirs.

It is e story that embodies much of the
history of a mid-western state that filled wup
quite rapidly after the Civil War, struggling
to achieve national prominence as a machine ma-
ker of great importance, a gargantuan lumber
producer and into the Twentieth Century a dai-
ry giant second to none.

Martin O'Brien, my father, had a hand in
virtually every phase of the historical devel-
opment of the Badger State in one wWay Or ano-
ther. His 1ife covered a period from the last
quarter of the Nineteenth Century, through the
adolescent development of the tens and twenties
and ended at the beginning of the Viet Nam War.
It was an era that our elderly citizens wax
poetic about, the "olden days," when men were
clearly men, and feminism was scarcely more
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recarious and grudgingly bestowed Voy.
than @ P - .
ing franchilse- gan on a farm in Lebanop

s career De . .

s near Manawa which was named dft?r d
Townshlgndian chief who presided over thisg
famous

3 of Wisconsin in the.e?rly Nineteenty
portion However s Opportunltles and eventg
Century: . = him across the state to Eau
were Lo b;; gsearch for who my father was rpq_
Claire. ?s _emarkable optimism and perse-
veals @ ?i:oughout nis active career as he
verance completely unaided, to estgblish OVer
wenttoﬁéhree businesseées, the pategtlng °f nu-
;Zizuz inventions and the fur;herlng of untolyg
acquaintances throughout northwest and centra|

Wisconsin. ‘
The environment Was pecularly responsive

to his Irishness, good humoT and egcentric vi-
tality. His career reveals an entrepeneur§hip
that would gladden the hearts of conseryat1Ve
Republicans, though he never'revealed.hls pol-
tical preferences, coupled-w1th the kindness
and generosity of a true liberal Democrat.

ole
w

His 1ife began in a log cabin in Lebanon
Township on October 18th, 1876. His mother Su-
san, gave birth to twin boys, Martin and Tho-
mas. They had been preceded by William (1869-
1904), John (1872-1902) and Michael (1873-1963).
Susan (Fitzgerald) was but twenty-two at the
time, and her husband, Martin Sr., was forty-

two. He was born in Ireland in 1833 and ar-
rived at the Port of New York in July of 1852
at the age of nineteen. His employment on the

Erie Railroad resulted in the loss of a leg,
which litigation in Columbus, Ohio resulted in
a settlement of $500.

?SOO being a considerable sum of money at
the time, he with his typical Irish generosity
and love of kin, returned to Ireland and finan”
ced the passage (steerage) of over fifty Irish
Egzp;es and their relatives to settle in and 3’
pre:eniibaHOH, Several miles north of what iiu'
s y New_London and east of Manawa and‘&

* Meanwhile he hagd been betrothed to Susd

4
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Fitzgerald of Hartford, Connecticut, she ne-
ver having met her wooden-legged fiance. To-
gether they set up homestead on a 250 acre
plot, pristling with granite boulders and in-
termittent forests and swamps.

Life for this couple was, as one might
expect, harsh, with stumps to grub and boul-
ders to clear away for sod-busting. It was
joyfully punctuated by the arrival of seven
boys in all: William, John, Martin and Thomas,
Michael, Robert and Frank. Their abode was
of log construction with the building and land
clearing shared cheerfully by neighbors, the
grim tasks lightened on Sundays with devout at-
tendance at nearby St. Patricks church and a
day of well-deserved rest.
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Sarah, like a pouting Gibson Girl, and Martin
exchanged vows in 1903 and were on thir way.

A somewhat stern portrait that masked a multi-
ﬂd tude of cares and caring, taken about 1875 of

! A i illing-
rf melia Qu 35
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A Grand Time

The Eau Claire Theater (o
crand Opera House and the new1mpan
jtorium on Barstow Street attrz b
leading theatrical celebrities g;
Bull, the great Norwegian violipj
the first to grace 1ts stage, fOiSt,waso 0],
Bernhardt, the great actress, Gali?wed e o
contralto, the world-acclaimed bali(amcith%
lova, who may have inspired my Sistmunap“f
to endure endless and painful toe der,.Mari0n
jnes, the popular Winniger brOthersancnm MQ
sau with thelr slapstick sketches, Hgsgofw .

Y owigy .
ullt . lts
ed mgy zAu¢
the day : tha

au.

paderewski - all traveling the CirCuitinL
cert programs from Minneapolis to Chj and g,
booked. Cago wep,

The O'Brien box seat was never empt
t+he day Martin helped promote it thrméthmm
scriptions until the film craze ClOSedit?m'
doors in the late twenties. My brother re-
ljates how they mischieviously deposited stack
of handbills in the west side dump nearthes
Water Street Bridge they were to have peddled
of coming attractions at the "Grand." They

be collectors items today but searches

would
ous few if any survived.

have discovered preci
the eldest 0'Brien, paid for his
g when he scooped up a young
oming car in front
ts bumpers shatter
Two doctors
ith

George,
heroism one evenin
ster from the path of an onc
of the Grand, only to have i
his two knee caps in the process.
worked feverishly to patch them together W

wire and set them in casts. £f
Several weeks later the knitted and st!

legs had to be bent by brother Jack, anoth®
though reluctant hero, by lowering his‘wlwz
on them as screams of pain reverberatedabw
the neighborhood from George's Strapped(mg;
body on the den bed. Such was the orﬂwP&j
technique of the day. strangely enough’from
prevent i some” &

badly damaged knees did not
enlisting in the Air Force
what distinguished career a5 a

50

to complete
n officer

|

Scanned by Camcanner



.

The Gillette Rubpe, Con

InV(.estment money yag ready, pan
much of it from farmersg Who gy Y ay.. })
dramatically during Worilgqg War | Pro
putation for gathering cCapita] t.h ATty %
wide-ranging acquaintances attracxug hi:rg\
tention of an enterprizing tjr, na d ¢ 4
from Benton Harbor, Michigap, p Mufaop, =
> Rdymong p 2

lette. . Gil\

He arrived in Eau Clajre in 916 .,
his brother, Herbert, who hadg pErmeedl
tire liner (innertube) designed tqo UmrJ
the durability of the tire casing, 'W-Ef
as Raymond was affectionately known,WaséM\
genial, formidable in appearance bUtSomewhat
uninspiring as a promoter. Furthermor& he
lacked sufficient local capital to get hi
ber factory underway.

th

S rtup.

A Dayton, Ohio corporation had obligateq
$260,000 as seed funding for the venture if
local capital could be added to 1it. Some years
later "R.B." related what then took place. "I
brought in g3 Mr. Wilson from New York to sell
Stock. He was unsuccessful. We bought back
all but $12,500 ang T called in O'Brien. With
i1n five months he gathered one million dollars
from local businessmen, about a third of it
Shortly afterward the

UP Wwent the plappre Ralph and Howard,

schedu1eewbu11t °n a metgay COfe vas a squar. n
1919 1 a5 set at 20o tire * A productio

wfx:nrlsen to 1,000, " ® day which by

t .
long With th locatiop, Capitaq
Bether, hisebpr9per €conomij e il "d demand a-
Paradi& for wu:;HESS Succesg m:te fit to-
was happening alle:Ve as a
v

€T the

N, 42 A
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