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Jill Jordan: What factors or events of your childhood influenced you to pursue a career in
politics?
Arnold Olsen: Well, it wasn't any particular desire to be in politics when I was a youth, but I was
very active in high school in dramatics. And the other factor, I think, was that I was a delivery
boy for a drugstore and for grocery stores, and later I was a newsboy and a newspaper route
carrier. So that I come [sic] to know generally every neighborhood in Butte and the people that
lived in them. I became active in politics before World War II, in supporting other people for
office and that broadened my acquaintance. The decision about running for attorney general
[of Montana] was the first office I ever did seek. It was made by myself and my friends in 1948.
JJ: What was your childhood like growing up in a mining town?
AO: Well, nothing unusual. Butte was a very bustling place. I was born in 1916. Butte was really
a cosmopolitan city. There was every national ethnic group and, as a matter of fact, a large
Chinatown, in addition to Finn Town and various parts of the city that were almost 100 percent
Irish, some parts were 100 percent or very nearly English. Then all the other ethnic groups
scattered about town in various neighborhoods. It was a very exciting city then, far more than it
is now. And far more exciting than any city in Montana now because of the many ethnic groups
and the many kinds of celebrations that they all had or that they each had. And to be a
newspaper person—that is a delivery person—and being acquainted in all the neighborhoods
brought me to acquaintance with all of the many foreign groups.
JJ: Being from Butte myself, I'm curious as to what schools you attended.
AO: I went to the Lincoln School, and McKinley, Washington Junior High and Butte High School.
JJ: Did you participate in sports while you were in school?
AO: No, I didn't.
JJ: You mentioned dramatics?
AO: Well, I did in dramatics, and that was for about three years in high school. It was very hard
for me to sandwich in that kind of extracurricular activity because I was very busy, always
having a job after school. Probably that's the reason I didn't participate in sports at all because I
always had a job to go to after school.
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JJ: What was your father's occupation and how did he feel about you going into politics? Did he
have any influence?
AO: He had some influence. He was a tremendous admirer of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. That
way we were naturally oriented Democrats. He was an iron worker, a member of the Iron
Workers' Union. They were structural steel workers, the iron workers of those days, and here in
Butte - we called them roadmen [?]. All the steel and gallus frames that were erected in Butte,
my father was foreman on the erection of every one of them. But in any event, he had a wide
acquaintance too because he worked in at every single one of the mines. That was very healthy
place for anyone who was going to start in politics.
JJ: What was your father's name?
AO: My father's name was Albert.
JJ: How many sisters and brothers did you have?
AO: I have two brothers and one sister. My sister recently, last year, passed away. My brother,
Ralph, is four years older than me and my sister was two years older. Then I have a younger
brother who is nine years younger.
JJ: Are any of them in politics?
AO: No, I'm the only one.
JJ: When did you marry and how many children did you have?
AO: I married [Margaret Mary Williams] in 1942 and we have three daughters.
JJ: Are any of them in politics?
AO: Well, they've all been in politics for other people, of course, first of all for me. Since then,
they have been very interested in local, state and national political issues.
JJ: How did World War II affect you?
AO: Well, I was time out for about three years and nine months of my life. However, during that
time, I got married and my wife did travel with me to Corpus Christi, Texas, where I became an
aviator and an officer in the Navy.
JJ: Did you go overseas?
AO: Yes, I went overseas to the Pacific. I was about a year overseas.
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JJ: Where at?
AO: In the Pacific. I went all through the Islands of the west Pacific and Okinawa and Japan. I
was in Japan just about 10 days after the surrender of Japan—more like five days after the
surrender. We went into Sasebo, a large naval harbor, a naval station, as a matter of fact it was
a submarine base where they constructed submarines. Then after that went to Nagasaki and
then home.
JJ: What was your most memorable experience while overseas?
AO: Well, I just can't bring to mind which it was. I look back on it now there were several
exciting times. But generally, aboard ship is boredom.
JJ: But generally?
AO: Well, it was exciting times, a few times when we were in some naval engagements. They
are none of the experiences that I [unintelligible] to recollect, you know.
JJ: How did you earn the citation of Distinguished Service from the World War I veterans?
AO: Well, that was because I worked so hard for them in Congress.
JJ: You received that twice, didn't you?
AO: Yes. Time and again we attempted to get better Veterans Administration service for World
War I veterans.
JJ: After your four years in the service, what did you do up until the time you were elected
attorney general?
AO: I practiced law here in Butte together with Frank Rowe. I was elected to attorney general in
1948 and took office in January of 1949.
JJ: What influenced you to run for attorney general?
AO: I think that I really wanted to do something about the law enforcement and about veterans
being represented in the government. I was a World War II veteran, and that was the year for
World War II veterans to make their influence felt in government.
JJ: After completing your term as attorney general in 1956, how did you spend the following
five years before you were elected to Congress?
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AO: Well, it was four years. I was out just four years. During that time, I practiced law in Helena.
JJ: Was it private practice?
AO: Private practice all alone.
JJ: What were your reasons for running for Congress?
AO: Well, there again, I wanted to have an influence in the national life of the country. I was a
great supporter of John F. Kennedy and I wanted to be a part of bringing the country out of the
doldrums that we had suffered during the Eisenhower years. The country was suffering a kind
of stagnation and I felt the call to participate with many other supporters of John Kennedy in
that effort.
JJ: What role did your wife play during your political career?
AO: Well, she many times did much of the campaigning. She, of course, had children to raise
and they were small, so that she wasn't able to put in a lot of time on the campaigns. But as the
children grew older, Margaret became more and more involved and I must say a great support
to me because a good solid home is a very important factor for a person in politics. She gave me
that and continues to, of course. Anyway, time and again when I couldn't be somewhere, why
Margaret was there and represented us in an excellent manner.
JJ: What do you feel was the most important contribution that you made to Montana at the
time?
AO: Well, there is a long list of them. I think in the field of education. Many programs of aid to
education at the college level. That was one of the first programs of President Kennedy. Then as
we moved along we had many education programs for high schools and for grade schools. We
had the Head Start Program for small children, special education for handicapped children. In
that time, in that 10 years, I think very nearly all of the federal programs for the for aid to
education materialized.
Here specifically in Montana, on public works, such things as Libby Dam, a major flood control
project and a giant in energy production. It has a potential of four or five times its present
status as the storage of Libby Dam is used in downstream power generation. Also in those days,
as late as 1966, in order to have a four-lane interstate highway, you had to justify it by traffic
and population. However, by the Highway Safety Act of 1966, I obtained an amendment that
provided that all of the interstate system must be four-lane. In my district alone in western
Montana, we got more new miles of highways than any district in the country. As a matter of
fact, we got more new miles of highways in western Montana than any state in the United
States. We improved the postal service. People take it for granted, of course. In my time I got
32 new post offices to serve many towns and villages in western Montana. The Model Cities Act
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provided for 10 model cities in the United States and I obtained two of them for my district.
One Model Cities program in Helena and one in Butte. The first vocational technical training
school in a high school sponsored by the federal government was placed in Butte. It was the
first one; it was a model. Of course now, they have been established everywhere.
I strongly supported the Community Development Act, which was originally the Area
Redevelopment Act. That brought great assistance to particularly Butte and other depressed
communities. Just say it for the record that I really am so oriented to my present job which I
have had for five years as district judge here, that I haven't prepared myself mentally for this
kind of an interview on outstanding things in Montana. There were so many, really.
The old Clark Canyon Reservoir south of Dillon as well as Libby Dam that I mentioned.
JJ: What do you consider to be the high point of your decade in Washington?
AO: Well, I think the high point was, oh, I think, the first increase in the minimum wage since
1938. When we were successful in getting the minimum wage past a dollar, we got it to $1.25.
That was really a tremendously high point. The Higher Education Acts and the Medical
Education Acts, the Civil Rights Acts, the outer space effort and particularly the placing of
Americans on the moon. That was just a tremendous program. I took my middle daughter to
Florida for the launching of that flight to the moon. We witnessed the men leaving in that
capsule. We flew back home to Washington, D.C., and we went down to Cape Canaveral it was
called then, now Cape Kennedy, and we were back home in Washington by the time they
landed on the moon.
Well, I wanted to mention the Peace Corps and Vista, Volunteers in Service to America. Food
stamps for the needy and it’s become a wonderful program for the consumption of surplus
agricultural products and a welcome program for the needy. As a matter of fact, food stamps
failed in Congress several times. Together with a Mrs. Sullivan from Missouri, I sponsored an
amendment to an Agriculture Act and that's how we got food stamps passed. We got the
support of the farm representative, representatives, from rural America, supporting the
Agriculture Act. We got representatives from the big cities supporting the food stamps and with
a combination of the two, we were successful in passing an agriculture act and a food stamp
act.
By the way, that was one year after we had failed to pass an Agriculture Act and I don't
remember which year it was. I don't have the date handy. That's the way it happened. I
remember one year we failed to pass a farm bill. The following year, why we attached the food
stamp act to a farm bill and passed them both in one bill. I think the particular high point was
the establishment of the vocational-technical training for high school or post-high school
graduates. At that time only about 20 percent of our youth would go on to college. Maybe 25
percent, and so to get them some post-education after high school, we established the
Vocational Training Act. Then the Wilderness Act was passed in 1964. This was a great gain to
the protection of federal lands in Montana and in the West.
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Oh yes, and we passed the first air pollution control, first water pollution control, first
appropriation for air pollution control and water pollution control. And there were many major
expansions and improvements in Social Security. I think it was during those 10 years when we
established federal assistance to library services. We passed an amendment to the Constitution
outlawing the poll tax, which was a great impediment against the poor and Blacks voting in the
south. We passed the Constitutional Amendment to outlaw the poll taxes so that everyone
could vote without the poll tax. That was the first step and it was after that we passed the Civil
Rights Act. The Community Health Facilities Act, and the Communication Satellite Act. There are
so many things now, so many communications now by satellite. You often note that your
television comes to you by satellite. The Communications Satellite Act was passed during those
10 years.
All of the big arguments that you are hearing about food and drug safety, we passed the first
improvements in the Food and Drug Safety Act since 1938. As a matter of fact, what we did in
the ’60s were the first great extensions on what had been the New Deal. I dare say that there
hasn't been in the past nine years—in the past 10 years—there hasn't been a new idea passed.
Most of the new ideas of this half of the Twentieth Century were passed in Congress in the ’60s.
JJ: Were you able to work closely with the late President John F. Kennedy?
AO: Yes, as close as someone can with the president. He hasn't all that much time for individual
members of the House or of the Senate. I was present at the White House on numerous
occasions when we would have meetings of those of us who were the strongest supporters of
Kennedy's programs. We would discuss how we were going to pass them. Of course, later we
carried on the same program, meeting with Lyndon Johnson. Because I was on the team with
Kennedy, I just naturally was a strong supporter of President Johnson. Being a supporter of the
president, a person is more involved in what is proposed by the president and what indeed his
program becomes. I was very fortunate that we had two fine senators, [Mike] Mansfield and
[Lee] Metcalf, who were also involved with both presidents.
JJ: What did you do after leaving office in '71?
AO: We came home.
JJ: To Butte, or Helena?
AO: We came to Helena. Two of the girls were still in college at the University in Missoula. I
commenced practicing law again in Helena and I remained there until I was appointed to this
job in March of 1975.
JJ: And that was district judge?
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AO: Yes, state district judge of the Second Judicial District. There are 19 judicial districts in
Montana. Silver Bow County is the Second Judicial District. Many of the judicial districts have
more than one county. However, the Second is Silver Bow County. The 18th is Gallatin County,
the 19th is Lincoln County. Those are the only three judicial districts that are just the single
county. In Missoula, you have the Fourth Judicial District. I think there are four counties in that
district.
JJ: Do you enjoy your career right now?
AO: Oh, very much. I have enjoyed every minute of it.
JJ: What do you think the future has in store for you?
AO: Well, I don't have any idea. I am very vigorous in being a judge and very vigorous in
participating in the judicial conference. It's getting to be a mixed bag in Helena. I don't know
what the future holds. Whatever challenge there is, I am eager about any challenge.
JJ: Are there any comments you would like to make about yourself in Montana that we haven't
covered in this interview?
AO: Well, that Montana has been very, very good to me and to my family and we are very
grateful for how well we have been supported by the people of Montana and Silver Bow
County. We have been very fortunate, and we just feel a great obligation to Montana and to
the country for all the opportunities that have been given to me.
JJ: How would you like to be remembered?
AO: This is the real truth. All my life, what I'd like to be remembered about is that I was a kind
and generous person, that I worked hard and successfully at helping a lot of people.
JJ: Thank you for your time.
[End of Interview]
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