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Edgar F. Zelle and the Jefferson 
KQghway Transportation Company 

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

Margaret Wali 

I 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 war t ime 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 regional company to which 
he had devoted almost a quarter of a century. ' 

Edgar Frederick Zelle was born in 1890 in Havana, 
Illinois, to Lydia and Charles Zelle. Five years later the 
famdy moved to New Ulm. There young Zelle pro-

'Office of Defense Transportation, press release, Feb. 15, 
1943, E. F. Zelle to L. P Wakefleld, 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. 

The research for this article was generously supported by 
the Nuffield Foundation and the Minnesota Historical Soci­
ety. The article itself would not have been possible without 
the welcome reception given by Louis N. Zelle, president of 
the Jefferson Co., and Charles A. Zelle, president of Jefferson 
Lines, Inc. 

Margaret Walsh, senior lecturer in the department oj eco­
nomic and social history at the University oj Birmingham, 
England, specializes in U.S. history, in particular business, 
transport, and women's history. Her publications include 
The Manufacturing Frontier (1972) and The Rise of the Mid­
western Meat Packing Industry (1982), as well as articles on 
the long-distance bus industry and aspects oj women's work 
in the United States. 

307 









certain standards, such as having adequate public lia-
bdity and indemnity insurance, providing all-year con­
tinuous service, and keeping financial records that 
could be scrutinized. The commission would determine 
schedules and rates, which could not be changed with­
out permission. Some bus companies could not meet 
such standards. Those that could also wanted to pur­
chase the routes of weaker competitors." 

Edgar Zelle and the officers of the Jefferson High­
way Transportation Company were able to help each 
other in 1925. The latter, with a gross earning capacity 
of some $700,000 annually, sorely needed a good man­
ager. The former, running the Red Bus Line at a net 
profit, clearly had business acumen. Zelle, however, 
wanted a free hand, and he had neither the capital nor 
the desire to organize a large firm or become par t of a 
national network. He did, however, have the credibility 
to obtain partial financing. Borrowing money from the 
First National Bank of Minneapolis, he purchased the 
Jefferson's common voting stock. He was thus able to 
obtain a 90-day option during which t ime he ran the 
company. Zelle then proceeded to negotiate with the 
Northland Transportation Company and the Great 
Northern Radway to sell all the lines north of Minneap­
olis, leaving himself wi th the southern routes between 
the Twin Cities and Rochester and between the Twin 
Cities, Owatonna, and Albert Lea. The money from 

"Janes to Budd, June 9, 1925, GN Records; Laws oj the 
State oj Minnesota Relating to the Railroad and Warehouse 
Commission (St. Paul, 1925), 161-67; USICC, "Motor Bus 
and Truck Operations," vol. 5, p. 852, 853, ICC Records; 
Minneapolis Journal, Aug. 2, 1925, p. 1, Oct. 27, 1925, p. 17; 
Bus Transportation 4 (Dec. 1925); 609, 610; Walsh, 'Tracing 
the Hound," 317-18; Margaret Walsh, "The Motor Carrier 
Act of 1935; The Origins and Establishment of Federal Regu­
lation of the Interstate Bus Industry in the United States," 
Journal oj Transport History 8 ( Mar. 1987): 68. 

'°Janes to Budd, June 9, 20, 1925, GN Records; Contract 
of Sale of JHTC Class C Voting Stock to E. R ZeUe, June 29, 
1925; E. F. Zelle and Northland Transportation Company, 
Agreement for purchase of "certain property, busses and 
rights of the JHTC," July 11, 1925; [Wakefield], Comments, 
2; L. Zelle interview; Minneapolis Journal, Aug. 2, p. 1, 4, 
Aug. 3, p. 1—both 1925. 

"ZeUe to the Stockholders of the JHTC, Aug. 24, 1925, 
President's Subject File 11532, and "Acquisition of Routes by 
Purchase," Northland Greyhound Lines, Inc. (Delaware), 
Memoranda and Instructions, undated, folder 4, both GN 
Records; Minneapolis Tribune, Feb. 1, 1925, Auto sec , p. 10; 
Minneapolis Tribune, July 14, 1925, Minneapolis Journal, 
July 13, 1925, and assorted Twin Cities newspaper clippings 
in ca. 1925 Bus Events folder; USICC, "Investigation of Bus 
Fares," docket no. MG-C-550, stenographic minutes of pro­
ceedings, vol. 13, p. 3187, 3189, National Archives Record 
Group (NARG) BMC-C-550, Washington National Records 
Center, Suitland, Md. Wakefield retired from his final posi­
tion, chairman of the board, in 1973; "History of the Jeffer­
son Co.," n.p. 

this deal and the sale of the Red Bus Line to the North­
land financed his purchase of the Jefferson Highway 
Transportation Company.'" 

The two leading bus companies in Minnesota 
thereby reached a satisfactory agreement, apparently 
dividing their territory. Northland then consolidated its 
position by purchasing other, smaller lines in the north­
ern and north-central parts of the state, paralleling the 
routes of the Great Northern Radway. Within a few 
years it would become par t of the national Greyhound 
network. Zelle, at the head of a much slimmed-down 
but financially sounder Jefferson Highway Transporta­
tion Company, could concentrate on developing the 
more profitable southern lines. He removed most of the 
previous directors and took on a capable staff, most 
notably Lester P. Wakefield, who began as a book­
keeper and became Zelle's r ight-hand m a n . " 

Dur ing late 1925 and early 1926 Zelle concentrated 
his attention on defending his newly acquired bus busi­
ness. Four major railroads opposed his routes from 
Minneapolis to Rochester and to Albert Lea. In re­
sponse, he organized his patrons to petition and testify 
as to the public convenience and necessity of his buses 
at the Minnesota Railroad and Warehouse Commis­
sion's hearings in Rochester. This approach succeeded, 
and once his charter rights were secured in March 1926, 
the Twin Cities entrepreneur began developing routes 
through the prosperous southern Minnesota farmlands 
into neighboring Iowa. By June 1927 he had extended 
the Albert Lea run to Mason City, rather than relying 
on interline connections. The Jefferson also began a 
direct route from Owatonna to Austin and to Charles 
City, Iowa. Later that year Zelle pushed across the 
Iowa border yet again when he extended the Rochester 
route to Decorah and then to Independence. In 1928 
this service reached Cedar Rapids, whde the Charles 

Jefferson buses passing near Zumbrota on the well-
traveled Rochester route, 1926 
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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-roots 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 reliable 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 reliabdity, 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 caterpdlars 

and the small Fordsons used for clearing road shoul­
ders. Indeed, southern Minnesota residents reputedly 
remembered this winter t ime service as a sign of Jeffer­
son dependability. 

"Minneapolis Tribune, Mar. 18, 1926, Rochester ?, Mar. 
18, 1926, Wanamingo Progress, Mar. 25, 1926, Owatonna 
Chronicle, Mar. 26, 1926, all in 1926 clippings file; "History 
of the Jefferson Co."; Minneapolis Journal, May 26, p. 2, 
June 13, City Life sec. p. 3, both 1926; JTC, Timetables, 
1926-1928, copies in MHS; Minneapolis Journal, Oct. 27, 
1925, p. 17; Minnesota, Railroad and Warehouse Commis­
sion, Auto Transportation Company Division, Biennial Re­
port, 1926, 66, 68-72, 1928, 175-77, 291, 292; Motor Coach 
Age 8 (Sept. 1956): 3 ^ . The opposing railroads were the 
Chicago Great Western; Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul; 
Chicago, Rock Island, and Pacific; and the Minneapolis, 
Northfield, and Southern. 

"Here and two paragraphs below, see "History of the Jef­
ferson Co."; Wanamingo Progress, Dec. 17, 1925, Northjield 
Independent, Jan. 14, 1926, Minneapolis Tribune, Mar. 21, 
1926, clippings file; Minneapolis Journal, Dec. 4, 1925, p. 38, 
and Mar. 19, p. 25, Nov. 17, p. 1, Dec. 17, p. 39—all 1926; 
Minneapolis Tribune, Feb. 7, 1926, 6th sec , p. 1, and 2nd 
Auto sec, p. 4; USICC, "Motor Bus and Truck Operations," 
vol. 5, p. 874-75, ICC Records; Travel by Bus, Feb. 1926, 
back cover; Bus Transportation 2 (Aug. 1923): 372-74, 3 
(Sept. 1924); 393-95, 4 (Jan. 1925); 22, and 7 Qune 1928): 
314-316. 
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