
Harold and Dorothy Becker Interview 
 
Interviewer: Hi, I’m Keith Bankowicz, the director of philanthropy for the Michigan 
Masonic Charitable Foundation. Today is June 15,  2011. We are in the lovely 
home of Harold and Dorothy Becker, of Rockford, Michigan. Harold is a very 
interesting individual. He is the last surviving son in Michigan of a Union War 
soldier. This year marks the 150th anniversary of the Civil War, so it is especially 
interesting that we have a chance to talk with brother Harold Becker. He is from 
Montague/Whitehall Lodge #198 and he was raised as a Master Mason on  June 
20,1945. Harold, tell me about your early life and your father and your memories. 
 
Harold: Well my early life was sneaking good crackers out of the cooking area of 
a store that he had. Over a period of six years, he decided to retire and we 
moved to Montague, Michigan, and moved into quite a big house for only three of 
us. But, it became full in the summertime with all the relatives and friends coming 
up on a boat from Chicago and landing at our pier in Montague, on White Lake. 
 
Interviewer: How many bedrooms did this house have, Harold? 
 
Harold: It had seven. 
 
Interviewer: And you had two boats? 
 
Harold: Originally we did, but we had to get more. We ended up with four. 
 
Interviewer: Your father, in Chicago, you said that he had two grocery stores and 
a saloon? 
 
Harold: Yes, at one time. When I was born he had moved to 4321 N. Crawford 
Avenue. That’s where I was born. He was so active in the DAR and the Masonic 
order that the business suffered a little bit. 
 
Interviewer: You would sneak away to Grand Army of the Republic and you 
wouldn’t see him for some days. They had some meetings and you wouldn’t see 
him for a while. What post was he a member? 
 
Harold: I wasn’t aware of the meetings he was going to. He was a member of 
Post #9 in Chicago. In 1923 and 1924, he was a commander of the DAR Post. 
We moved in 1924, in October, and he was almost over with his two years as 
commander. 
 
Interviewer: Tell me about how your father joined the Union Army. 
 
Harold: Well, he was from a German family that had moved from Europe and 
they settled in northern Indiana and the four families were given 160 acres, each 
one. My dad was born there. He grew up there. The Civil War started and he was 



aware of it and I think he felt that the war was going toward the Confederates. He 
joined the Civil War. He fibbed around his age, he was only 17 and told them he 
was 19, and they put him into service. That was in 1864. The war ended in 1865, 
but they kept his division busy emptying mass graves that had occurred at the 
prisons. One prison was definitely a problem and it took them almost a year  to 
take the bodies out of the mass graves and put them into single graves. One 
thing that was fortunate, they were told to write their name on the inside of their 
jackets. So they were identified that way and separate graves were made for 
them. 
 
Interviewer: What battles did he fight in? 
 
Harold: Well, the big one was against Hood and that was Franklin. Hood was 
anxious to get Nashville, but Franklin was in his way. So he attacked Franklin 
and the general there was pretty smart and had all these places that he thought 
Hood would attack with Union forces. He made Hood back off and made a big 
circle up to Nashville, but it was only 15 miles from Franklin, so the general 
moved the Union forces back up there and the battle was settled in no time at all. 
Hood lost over half his force and ended up going back to Atlanta. 
 
Interviewer: What sort of training did your father get from the military in battles? 
 
Harold: He was given a rifle while  others in the war used awkward muzzle 
loaders. But when my dad went in to Franklin he had a cartridge type. It was 
single shot but you could put your cartridge in pretty fast, and he liked that. He 
was mustered out in 1866. The three German families went to St. Louis and one 
had a hardware store, I don’t know exactly where it was. He married one of the 
girls. He took her and he sold all the property that people had left and went to 
Chicago and started a grocery store. 
 
Interviewer: Your father had two wives and two families. Tell us about that. 
 
Harold: Well, his first one was a typical German. She weighed over 200 pounds 
and was less than five foot tall. But he had a nice family of children. I never was 
close to any of them, except one. Albert Becker hung around his dad. My dad got 
him a milkman’s job in Chicago with a big dairy down there. He retired. 
 
My father evidently had a lot of success in his grocery store and saloon. He 
raced trotters in Lincoln Park and accidently got hit in the head and they took him 
to the hospital. He was there for a week, and they sent him home. He needed 
attention and his wife was unable to take care of him. They put an ad in the 
Chicago Tribune. My mother’s brother Uncle John saw it and told her. He had 
brought her over and she was working in a restaurant at a hotel down town. He 
said there was this job waiting, to take care of a gentleman who got injured. So 
mother took the job and she was there until he got well. Evidently there was a 
feeling there. In about two years he divorced his wife and married my mother. 



Interviewer: You are the youngest of how many children with the second wife? 
 
Harold: He had four. Three boys and a girl. I’m 93 now and the youngest son. 
 
Interviewer: What are some memories of your father. He used to have a Union 
soldier’s garment lying in a closet. Tell us about what he had in the pockets. 
 
Harold: Well, I found, when I was seven or eight, he had his uniform up in a 
closet between two bedrooms. I was in looking for something and looked in his 
pocket and there was a chocolate candy. I helped myself and never found it 
empty. The things I remember, I was 12 before he gave me a double barreled 
shot gun. But the things I remember, too, that were interesting, at the end of the 
month when he got his pension, he would take me in hand and go down to the 
town and pay off the butcher and the grocery man and I’d always get something. 
At the butcher shop I’d get a sausage; at the grocery store, a little bag of candy. 
So he made sure I got something, even in the hardware store. 
 
Interviewer: Where did you go to high school, Harold? 
 
Harold: I was reading already when I started grade school, because my father 
was an avid reader. My mother wanted to put me in 3rd grade, I was seven years 
old, and the teacher said second grade. So I was put in second grade, but in 
sixth grade we had a big teacher who was noted for being strict, who called me 
up soon after I got there. She said, Harold, you won’t have any trouble with this 
work. I’ll give you a month’s work ahead of time, and I’d do it in a week. The rest 
of that time I could bum around the school. I’d go out and watch the guys practice 
football, baseball, and various other things. I graduated from high school in 
Montague. 
 
We had so many people coming in from Chicago that the two boats weren’t big 
enough to take care of them. He wanted to have a bigger pier so he could put 
four boats in there and he hired a guy to do that and he ran into a big boom log 
that he couldn’t move. So my dad went out to the garage and got a peewee and 
they went down and moved the log. But he came up holding his heart. He said, I 
hurt myself. Mother called the doctor and the doctor said make it easy for him. 
He was 80-some and he thought it was time to go, and in three days he passed 
away. 
 
Interviewer: What did your father want you to do in life? Did he ever tell you what 
to become? 
 
Harold: No, he never worried about that. The only thing he ever looked at was my 
report card. If it had ‘A’s in it, he was satisfied. He never criticized me on my 
schooling. He was happy with the way I was doing it. After high school I went to 
Chicago to visit my brothers and sister and in the process, my oldest brother 
asked me what I wanted to do. I said I wanted to get an education. So he got me 



an interview with the guy that owned a varnish manufacturing plant and Willie 
interviewed me and suggested that if I would go to his alma mater he would get 
me a job. So I did. I went to school and at four o’clock I headed for the varnish 
factory.  
 
There was a foreman there who was kind of taking me in hand. He was also very 
helpful. He left the book that varnish recipes were in and he would leave it there 
so could copy it. So I had all those recipes for varnishes of all different kinds. I 
didn’t know where I would ever use them, but felt that they were valuable so, in 
the end, he sold the varnish company. The new owner said, Becker, you are not 
going to school, you’re working here and going to school at night. So I did for two 
more years. I was starting the fourth year and went to the Louis Institute. I don’t 
remember if I was married or not yet, I think I was, and I had come to work on a 
Saturday and the owner, Harold, how come you didn’t take care of this order? I 
said, because it wasn’t there. Are you calling me a liar, he asked? If you say it 
was there, you’re a liar. He says, go get your check. So I was fired.  
 
I got my check and went to a Greek restaurant and got a cup of coffee and was 
reading the Tribune and there was an ad asking for a varnish maker. So, hey, I 
can do that, so I went down to Alton Lucas that same day and I walked into his 
office and I said you are looking for a varnish maker. He looked up at me and 
started laughing. He said, every varnish maker in this city is 60 years or older 
and I said, well, I’m not, I’m just young. He asked, how do you attribute that you 
are a varnish maker? I happen to have all the formulas from The Varnish 
Company. He looked at me and asked, you have all the formulas? He hired me 
and I did his varnish work for him.  
 
We did that for about a year and I was only getting $25 a week and my monthly 
pay for the apartment was $27, so I complained to him and said I should be 
getting more money. He said he couldn’t afford it. I said well maybe I should look 
for another job. He said, go ahead, nobody’s hiring anybody. I knew about Illinois 
Institute of Technology laboratories on the west side of Chicago. So I went out 
there and talked to the lady and she says, we aren’t hiring anybody. So I went 
home, and by the time I got there, there was a telegram saying, come back. hey 
we’re looking for a guy who knew something about varnishes or paint because 
one of the guys had come up with an oil that he thought would be excellent for 
paint. Well, they set me up in a lab and I  got a couple of assistants and we 
worked on that stuff for three months and couldn’t get it to dry. So I had to go in 
and tell him that, as far as we were concerned, it wouldn’t work. It never could 
dry. I thought I’d be let go, but they put me in a laboratory down the hill where all 
the doctors sent their samples. We analyzed them and put our opinion on them. 
Pretty soon, within a few months, the doctors would say, have Harold Becker 
check this. Before long, one of the doctors insisted on taking me up so I went up 
and started working for him.  
 



He was working on gasoline for the airplanes, 100 octane. The processes we 
had produced 85 -90, and we were happy. So we ended up working on that for 
about a year or longer and we came up with a process that made 110 octane for 
the planes. The war wasn’t over yet. During that time, of course, I had to go to 
the induction center, too. My brother-in-law and I both took the ‘L’ and on the 
way, he said, they won’t take me ‘cause I’ve got a heart murmur. Well, we got all 
through this thing and I went back to the eye doctor and he called another doctor 
and they kept looking at my left eye. The doctor said, put him in limited service. I 
said I can outshoot all these guys. My dad gave me a shot gun when I was 12 
and I can outshoot ‘em all. He said, yes, but if you lose your right eye, you’ll be 
blind, so I never knew I was blind in that eye. 
 
Interviewer: So you were working on this project in 1941 or 1942? 
 
Harold: Yes, we worked on it until the end of the war. I had a friend who wanted 
to go into the hardware business and he wanted me to make the paint so we got 
together and decided to go up to Montague. I thought Montague was a good 
place to go had enjoyed living there. There was hunting and fishing and living on 
a lake. It was paradise. So, in the end, when we went up there to look it over, his 
wife said, there aren’t enough people here to make any money, so they refused 
to do it. So I was left to make up my mind if I could do it alone, but I didn’t want 
to, so I ended up going to work for Norge as a chemist. 
 
I did very well. About two months after starting I saw that the chain which went 
through the furnace would go to pieces in no time at all and they were looking for 
a lubricant to stop that loss. So I saw that vapor when I got there, I was working 
second shift, and figured all that vapor dropping on the wire was going to ruin it. 
So I shut the furnace down.  The chief engineer asked, who is this whipper 
snapper who is going to shut this place down? I told him what happened and 
they agreed. About a month after that, the chief engineer called me up and said, 
Harold, how would you like to be an engineer? I said I can’t go to school now. 
I’ve got a youngster and we are not in the position that I can go. Don’t worry 
about going to school, he says, you are going to work for me. I said OK. So he 
put me in the steel plant and I worked there for four months. I had to go down to 
the Chicago steel plant and see how steel was made.  
 
Then I came back up and, after four months, he put me in another department, 
and then another department. In four year years I was in packaging, the end of 
the system. He called me into his office and said, Harold, you now can call 
yourself an engineer. So the next meeting of engineering society he took me and 
introduced me to all the engineers around as an engineer. That’s how I became 
an engineer. I found out why, very shortly, when I started work I was all by 
myself, to cover that whole plant. I had to have somebody helping me. So I hired 
an engineer from school. Dummy! He didn’t know anything about manufacturing. 
That what was happening; you had to train them. Being an engineer from a 



school, they were better qualified than without any education. I ended up with 
Kelvinator and had six engineers under me.  
 
Interviewer: That is amazing.  How many years did you work for Norge and how 
many for Kelvinator? 
 
Harold: I got a small pension from Norge and I don’t know how many years it was 
any more. An engineer up in Minnesota heard I wasn’t happy at Norge so he 
offered me a job to open up a plant in Indiana. It was where the college is. They 
had a plant there and I got that thing started and rolling. Unfortunately, the place 
in Minnesota had a good price on it and they sold it to a pump company that 
didn’t know anything about refrigeration. I was really unhappy with that situation. 
So I voiced that once or twice on trips and the engineer from Kelvinator called me 
and said, hey, I hear you’re not happy down there. I said, well no, I’m not. He 
asked if I’d like to come to work for him and I said I’d love it. So he hired me and 
put me in the plant in Grand Rapids and said you are production engineer. I 
retired from Kelvinator about 1980. 
 
Interviewer: How’d you become a mason? 
 
Harold: Well, I was in Montague and I got to be 21 and was playing golf and went 
fishing with a couple of fellows. I didn’t know they were Masons, but when I 
reached 21 I had three Masons at my house interviewing me and asked if I’d like 
to join. My dad had been a Mason so I said OK. It was one of the best things I 
ever did. 
 
Interviewer: What did you enjoy about being a Mason? 
 
Harold: Well, I met important people and most of them in Montague were Masons 
so we had good relationships. I went through the various stations and ended up 
the Master. I enjoyed living in Montague and doing the  things that I did. 
 
Interviewer: I heard that you met President Ford once.  Tell us about that. 
 
Harold: We were here and we went to the big parade and I was standing there 
with Dorothy watching the parade and all of a sudden it stopped. In front of me 
was a convertible and Gerald Ford was in it. He opened the door and got out and 
started shaking hands. When I shook his hand I let him know I was a Mason and 
I got the same response back, so instead of just going on, he asked my name 
and telephone number. It wasn’t long before he was looking for somebody in this 
area and he called me and asked if I knew him. I helped him out a couple of 
times. We got together various places. I considered him a friend, a very good 
one. 
 
Interviewer: You have some colleagues who are sons of Union soldiers. Do you 
ever get together for any kind of a reunion? 



 
Harold: No, I was never in the Army. I never finished the story of my brother-in-
law; he went in the Army. He was going to be an engineer in the Army. He got 
transferred to England where they were having some trouble with Hitler’s army 
and they asked if anybody wanted to join, they could go across. They needed 
more men. So he went with his outfit to the mainland and fought in several big 
battles. When he came home he dropped his knapsack in the middle of the floor 
and I went through it. There was purple heart, a silver star with oakleaf cluster, 
and another one I can’t remember; three medals. One of them he received, they 
counted 108 German soldiers in front of his machine gun. So he came back and, 
as far as I was concerned he was a hero. 
 
Interviewer: How long have you been married to Dorothy? How many children do 
you have? 
 
Harold: Sixty nine years. We have five children. Three girls and two boys. We got 
married in September. My brother let us get married in his house. Been happy 
ever since. 
 
Interviewer: You became a Mason in Montague, but then you moved to Chicago? 
 
Harold: Yes, and then I went back to Montague after the war. I was about 21 and 
became a Mason shortly after that.   
 
Interviewer: You were in Masonic Lodge #198. I’d like to hear more about your 
move to Rockford. Are you a member of a Lodge here? 
 
Harold: I was very disappointed, years ago, I went over to the Lodge, when they 
were having their services, and there weren’t enough people to have a meeting, 
so we sat around and talked. I was very disappointed. The only other time I went 
there was when they held a Sunday dinner. We went several times to Sunday 
dinners, so I never met a lot of Masons in Rockford. 
 
Interviewer: You have a 50 year pin. Do you have any memories or pictures of 
that ceremony? You are also eligible for a 60 year pin. They even have a 75 year 
pin. One guy was a Mason for 80 years and they gave him a plaque. 
 
Harold: Since we have been in Rockford, my relationship has been very poor 
with the Masonic order. I have a nephew who belongs to the Montague Lodge 
and we go up there if they have a dinner. But that’s about all I’ve had to do with 
the Masonic Lodge. I was real busy, and proud of my work there. We had a lot of 
people. I was at one of the doings of the Sons of Veterans Unions. I was at a 
table and people were being directed to me and I must have shaken a couple of 
hundred hands. I gave out about a hundred cards. 
 



 Interviewer: For future generations that might be looking at this interview, 
Harold, can you talk about Masonry and why you were involved. How important 
is for them to consider being a Masons anymore? 
 
Harold: It’s one of the best organizations I ever joined. I felt that there was a lot of 
progress, even in the town of Montague, because the Masons were doing this 
and doing that. So I always felt that the Masonic order was well run, but for some 
reason or another, they have received bad reports or what, but for some reason, 
the kids don’t join anymore. 
 
Interviewer: So the kids need to be encouraged. Could you say something that 
would encourage them to join? 
 
Harold: If you ever needed any assistance in whatever you might need, being a 
Mason you’ll get all the help you need. 
 
Interviewer: How long were you Master in Montague? 
 
Harold: I think, for two years. 
 
Interviewer: Do you have anything else you want to say? 
 
Harold: No, I think that covers it. We always felt that our Masonry was beneficial. 
Well, I attribute my long life to good genes and I got fed well and that’s about it. If 
you got the good genes and eat well, that’s it. At one time I drank more than I 
think you should. Then I decided that was stupid and now I use it only for 
medicine. 
 
I sold the house in Montague and the owner sold it again. Now a doctor owns it 
today. It is the only property that goes to the lake. The city owned the property to 
the north and they sold it to build apartments. Now it is a busy place for boats, in 
a marina, a big marina. You notice there is a lot of boats there. Back in the 30s, 
Goodrich Line came in and park every day, then went back to get another load. 
That is what make Montague survive; people going to the resorts on the lake. 
They could fish on White lake and swim in lake Michigan. That was a real nice 
place for a vacation. The only thing that spoiled it for a while was DuPont and 
Hooker Chemical were after the soil. People suffered from the fumes, or 
something from the companies. They went out of business. They would have 
boats load up. They quit. 
 
Interviewer: This is a wonderful interview that we have had with Harold Becker. 
He lives in Rockford and his wife and one of his daughters is here every day. He 
has talked about his Masonic life. He has also talked about memories of his 
father who was a soldier in the Civil War. We are grateful that he had the time in 
his schedule to visit with us. He is 93 years old. He has a lot of good memories. 
What do you tell people when they shake your hand? 



 
Harold: You are now shaking the hand that shook the hand of a Civil War 
veteran. 
 
Interviewer: Thank you for your time today. We really appreciate it. 
 
Harold: You’re welcome. 
 
End of interview. 
 
  
 
 


