MINNESOTA'S “MR, BUS

' Edgar F. Zelle and the Jefferson
Highway Transportation Company

“~ _of”

Bus magnate Edgar Zelle and his son Louis, en
route to work in the 1940s

Margaret Walsh

n March 1944 Edgar F. Zelle, president of the
Jefferson Transportation Company, Minneapo-
lis, resigned as associate director of the Office of
Defense Transportation’s division of local transport,
where he directed the administration of regulations
and policies affecting intercity and school buses. This
onerous and responsible wartime appointment recog-
nized Zelle as both a major intercity bus operator and
one of the industry’s most respected leaders. On return-
ing to Minneapolis, he continued for several years to
manage the independent regicnal company to which
he had devoted almost a quarter of a century.’
Edgar Frederick Zelle was born in 1890 in Havana,
Hlinois, to Lydia and Charles Zelle. Five years later the
family moved to New Ulm. There young Zelle pro-

'Office of Defense Transportation, press release, Feb. 15,
1943, E. F. Zelle to L. P. Wakefield, Mar. 18, 1944, and
Jefferson Transportation Company (hereafter JTC), Annual
Report, 1949, n.p.—all in Edgar F. Zelle Records, Jefferson
Lines, Inc., Minneapolis; Bus Ride (Spokane), Aug. 1967, p.
12. Unless otherwise noted, all archival material, including
clippings, is in the Zelle Records.
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Repair and maintenance work in the Jefferson company’s Currie St. garage in Minneapolis, 1927

City line went on to Waterloo. In the same year Zelle
also bought some of the operating rights of a rival com-
pany, the Van Tassel Bus Line, between Rochester and
Lanesboro and Rochester and Austin. He was building
a sound rural bus network that had the possibility of
becoming a mainline regional route.'

He was also building up a sound grass-toots bus
service. Most of the Jefferson company’s passengers
were intrastate and local rather than interstate and re-
gional. These travelers were concerned about day-to-
day issues like reasonable costs and reljable services.
Thanks to state regulation, customers would no longer
benefit from the cheap fares produced by the rate wars
of the early 1920s. Zelle was eager in the mid-1920s to
gain a reputation for giving value for money. He
wanted his rates to be competitive with those of the
railroads, and he favored round-trip saver fares, which
encouraged regular patronage.”

Zelle was also concerned with reliability, particu-
larly in the winter when snow and ice were major haz-
ards. The railroads often talked derisively about fair-
weather lines, and Zelle wished to avoid such slurs,
both against his company and the industry. Like many
other bus operators, he aided the state highway depart-
ment in snow removal. The Jefferson company kept a
fleet of snow plows, both the large, heavy caterpillars
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and the small Fordsons used for clearing road shoul-
ders. Indeed, southern Minnesota residents reputedly
remembered this wintertime service as a sign of Jeffer-
son dependability.
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