Edwards, Nina. 2012. 
On the Button: The Significance of an Ordinary Item
. London: I.B. Tauris
& Co Ltd.
This book is a study on the importance of the button, and why we find them fascinating. It
discusses fashion and the meaning the buttons hold for different people. This source is
important because it helps us to understand what the significance of buttons is, and how this
can be applied to the pearl buttons.
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“Buttons can yield, on close attention, a residue of their past, revealing secrets of their
former life” (XVIII)
Buttons can carry symbolic significance, memory and the past, grief, status and power
(XXIII)
The word button is derived from French “bouton” which means bud, which derives from
“boton” which means to thrust (1)
Buttons tend to come in sets, as humans we are drawn to patterning (9)
Industrialization allowed buttons to become more available to the lower classes, cheaper
mass produced buttons can be connected to the less expensive looking male clothing in
these centuries (75)
In the twentieth century buttons became widely available and cheaper, they become a
status symbol and spread with Western style clothing (108)
The fashion of the 1920s resembles childhood, women are wearing tubularshaped
coast and oversized buttons, popular shirtdresses of had rows of tiny buttons which
resembled baby clothes, shoes had ankle straps and buttons like baby shoes(109110)
men were wearing jumpers rather than jackets, they had buttons along the shoulder,
older men had more military look (110)
After WWI there was an attempt to minimize sexual characteristics in fashion, there was
a tension between cuteness and the guile need to achieve the look (117118)
Buttons can play with masculinity and femininity; they also carry a somewhat sexual
connotation, evoking love, affection, sexuality

Opal Nestingen, interviewed by Minda Hernke , April 16, 2000, Mississippi River Oral History
Project, transcript, found in special collections Murphy Library.
This is an interview with a woman from the La Crosse community. She talks mostly about her
experience working at the Wisconsin Pearl Button Company. This is important because it is a
firsthand experience of an actual employee of the company, and gives a different viewpoint than
the portrayed by the company.
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Between 1910 and 1915 there was a decline in clamming due to Federal regulations (1)
“Negro head shells” (black, round exterior) were rugged and tough, didn’t shatter and a
decent number of buttons could be punched from them (7)
coat buttons came from the center of the shell , they were about an inch across(7)
smaller buttons would have been used for shirt button, buttons for men’s shirts and
ladies blouses were cut from the outer edge (8)
women were often employed for this job, men were more involved with clamming (8)
white buttons were the most popular (12)
khaki buttons were produced during WWI (12)
men did most of the cutting and drilling, women sorted, polished, labeled, and drilled
holes in the middle (15)
local housewives would take a streetcar to the plant to get buttons and cards, they
received 1 cent for every completed card (16)
workers were paid in piece work (18)
plastic became the end of the pearl button industry (20)

This source was not able to be scanned, it is available at the Special Collection at Murphy
Library

William Koch, interviewed by Howard Fredricks, 19711972, special collections rare books,
transcript, found in special collections Murphy Library.
This is an interview of a man who was involved in the Pearl Button Industry. He started as a
button cutter and worked his way up to a manager. In the transcript there were a variety of
insights to the Pearl Button Factory. This source is important because it gives information on
strikes, unions, and the employee/management relations at the company.
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weigh master was putting good blanks in the bad pile, cheating the cutters, this lead to
the shooting of the weigh master Studier by an employee (19)
girls did the work of grading buttons (54)
Music was played in the afternoons to soothe the workers, this increased productivity.
Wisconsin Pearl Button was the first company in La Crosse to do so (63)
the girls employed were mostly between the ages of 1721 (62)
there was a tennis court, running cinder track, teeter totters and swings at the back of
the factory, the girls would go out on their break time and swing (69)
dances started to be held during the noon break hour (70)
a dance hall was put in the new building (71)
labor organizers were outsiders, they would come to the factory and try to get the men to
organize (237)
The plant manager McWillie attempted to solve disputes internally, said his door was
always open (237)
Koch felt that the workers were paid a living wage (238)
unions attempted to organize at the factory, but they quickly fell apart because the men
realized they were already getting a “square deal” (239)
workers could buy stock in the company (241)
workers had insurance, there was a welfare department at the company, nurses were
also hired to check in on ill employees (241)
while ill employees would be paid their wages, the company would attempt to help them
financially (241)

This source was not able to be scanned, it is available at the Special Collections at
Murphy Library
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February 26 - April 17, 2016
Pump House Regional Arts Center

Purpose Statement
[art]ifact: where history meets art is an integrated exhibit

displaying both history and art. Traditionally history exhibitions at
museums answer patrons’ questions, assume no prior knowledge,
and are meant to be an overall informative and educational
experience. Art exhibitions at galleries, on the other hand,
may assume prior knowledge and experience with art with an
interpretative rather than informative goal. It is a purpose of
[art]ifact to explore the relationship of both. By creating a cohesive
exhibit combining the two genres patrons may come to a holistic
understanding of La Crosse.
The foundational question of [art]ifact is: “Why do we need things?”
To answer this question, historical objects from the height of
La Crosse manufacturing in the 1800s - 1900s are displayed
alongside art pieces created by local contemporary artists. This
juxtaposition of two ways of seeing creates disparate narratives so
that viewers can ask questions of themselves as well as the society
in which they live. Are the goods we consume a need or a want? Do
the objects we cherish satisfy our emotional needs? Do they act as
memory catchers for our chaotic minds? Or, perhaps, the objects
we surround ourselves with order our lives and provide a certain
amount of comfort, regularity, and routine.

[art]ifact is a collaboration of
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The Process
Objects
In cooperation with the La Crosse County Historical Society, students
from the Public and Policy History Major/Minor at the University of
Wisconsin - La Crosse chose 15 historical objects that were made in
La Crosse and represent the community’s diverse history.

Historians
Students and community members enrolled in the [art]ifact classes
at UWL each selected one of the 15 objects to research. They
curated the objects, implemented the PR campaign, developed an
education program, and created interactive activities to accompany
the exhibit.

Artists
• Jurors selected 15 artists from submissions received in response
to an open call to artists. Artists working in a variety of media
and artistic approaches were chosen.
• Each artist was assigned one of the objects, and visited the
La Crosse County Historical Society to examine it. Artists
were also given research about the object that was compiled
by students.
• Artists had three months to create a new work for the
exhibition, inspired by their assigned object and its history.
Final work displayed at the Pump House Regional Art Center’s
Kader Gallery, Spring 2016.
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Behind [art]ifact
A series of presentations, Behind [art]ifact, features historians and
artists working on each of the objects and artworks.

Pump House Regional Arts Center

Sundays at 2pm
Free of charge and open to the public | Refreshments provided

February 28
An exploration of science and art. Objects to be discussed: Camera,
Pearl Buttons, Wedding Dress, and Bottles.

March 6
An exploration of Hmong living traditions. Objects to be discussed:
Pleated Skirt and Knife.

April 3
An exploration of objects manufactured for utility purposes. Objects
to be discussed: Trunk, Cigar Box, Biscuit Tin, and Paper Fastener.

April 10
An exploration of Ho-Chunk living traditions. Objects to be
discussed: Hand Drum and Lacrosse Stick.

April 17
An exploration of feminine objects. Objects to be discussed: Leona
Undergarment, Fur Muff, and Signature Quilt.
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Biscuit Tin
History
Giles R. Montague was a prominent businessman in La Crosse.
A few of his businesses included La Crosse Marble and Granite
Works, La Crosse Carriage Company, and La Crosse Knitting Works.
He started the La Crosse Cracker and Candy Factory in 1894, on
206 S. Front Street, and sold the company to Nabisco in 1899.
When Nabisco announced they would be closing the local plant
in 1905, Montague repurchased the company and expanded its
operations at 417 N. Third Street. This is where the La Crosse
Tribune is located today.

From the collection of the
La Crosse County Historical Society
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Sponsored by City of La Crosse Planning
and Development Department

Ben Alberti
Artist
Ben Alberti is an artist and continuing student in La Crosse with a
bachelor’s degree in printmaking. He is currently working on an
Associate Degree in Graphic Design at Western Technical College.

“

The Montague biscuit tin represents the booming candy and
cracker industry that flourished in La Crosse from the 1880s
until the Great Depression. “Abundance” depicts the climate
that existed during this time and the flurry of activity and
modernization which must have captivated a city that still
had one foot in the pre-industrial age.

”

Abundance
Woodcut
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Bottles
History
Bottling soda in glass started in Wisconsin in the mid-1800s. The
bottling business was a large one – La Crosse alone had at least
seven bottling companies. Embossed-glass labels on returnable
bottles assured they would be returned to the right company. This
was part of the experience of drinking soda. However, in the 1920s
and 30s this practice of returning bottles became harder for bottling
companies to control. Unembossed, one-time use bottles became
more common for cost-effectiveness. Since then, although recycling
practices are growing, we continue to dispose most of our bottles
after only one use.

From the collection of the La Crosse County Historical Society

[

6

]

Sponsored by Caroline Morris and Judson Frye

