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EDITOR’S NOTE: 
There are no such things as incontestable historical facts. 
Ultimately, history is the analysis of people’s observations, ideas, and prejudices about selected 
parts of the past.  The most important responsibility of any local historical society is the 
collection and documentation of these materials, focusing especially on the specific set of topics 
and events which make each community unique.  
 
One way that Frankenmuth Historical Association fulfills this obligation is by publishing a 
booklet dealing with some aspect of Frankenmuth history in conjunction with its Annual 
Meeting.  The topic is usually, though not always, the history of the local business which 
sponsors the dinner for a given year.  This year’s sponsor is Weiss Equipment, Inc., which is 
celebrating seventy-five years of existence in 1992. 
 
In the process of gathering the materials for this booklet I conducted two tape recorded 
interviews.  On August 15, 1991 I interviewed Ray Weiss and former employees Walter Frank 
and Carl Bierlein.  On December 20, 1991 I again interviewed Ray Weiss, his brother Gilbert, 
and former salesman Elion Baker.  The purpose of these interviews was to gather material 
necessary to construct the chronology of events which follows, as well as to elicit information 
concerning various topics of interest related to the business. 
 
It is my belief that those who directly experienced the past are best equipped to relate it to those 
of us who haven’t and so in preparing his work I have chosen to rely heavily on transcriptions of 
the tape-recorded interviews in an attempt to let those who were there tell the story in their own 
words.  My thanks go to Ray, Gib, Walter, Carl and Baker for sharing their memories so 
generously, as well as to Al Knoll, who helped conduct the interviews.   

Stewart E. Lauterbach 
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The information presented in this booklet was compiled from transcriptions of tape-recorded 
interviews, written notes taken from unrecorded interviews, written notes provided by Ray Weiss, 
and clippings from past issues of the Frankenmuth News and Sales Action – a newsletter 
published by International Harvester. [The 1992 version of this history is now out of print and 
has been converted to this format for educational and research purposes. Information obtained 
from this booklet should include a reference to the source: Frankenmuth Historical Assn.	  
Photographs courtesy of the Weiss family.] 
 

 
Originators and owners from 1917 to 1951,  
Ferd and Emma Weiss. 
 
Weiss Equipment had its beginnings on May 26, 1917 when George Leonard Ferdinand 
Weiss (b. 1889) purchased fifty percent of the business and stock from his partner, Otto Roth, to 
acquire sole ownership of their farm implement business.  The business had been started in 1914 
by Otto Roth and Otto Rau in a building at the corner of Main and Genesee Streets where the 
muffler shop is located now.  This building was owned by Otto Roth’s father Christoff, who built 
wooden farm wagons and watering tanks.  In January of 1916, Otto Rau left the partnership to 
enter the drayage business.  At this time, Ferd Weiss worked for Henry Reichle who also sold 
farm equipment out of a blacksmith shop located where the St. Julian Winery is now.  When 
Otto Rau left the Roth-Rau partnership, Otto Roth began looking for another partner.  Since the 
senior Roth’s water tank and wagon business required all of the space in his building, he set up 
Otto in partnership with Ferd Weiss in the Reichle blacksmith shop.  This partnership was 
formed mid-year of 1916. 
 
Ferd started work at $40.00 per month and received a $10.00 per month raise when he married 
Emma Nuechterlein in October 1915.  The Weisses had three children, Anita (b. 1917), Ray  
(b. 1921) and Gilbert “Gib” (b. 1926) who were all eventually involved with the family business. 
 
1917 was an eventful year for Ferd.  His main suppliers were the International Harvester Co., the 
James Manufacturing Co., and the New Idea Farm Equipment Co.  In addition to fencing, 
fertilizer, and horse drawn equipment, Weiss Equipment served as the local Maxwell and 
Studebaker auto dealer.  In 1917 Ferd sold seventeen automobiles to residents in the 
Frankenmuth area.  On August 30, 1917 Ferd sold his first tractor, a 10 h. p. Titan 10-20 to his 
brother Jacob Weiss.  Soon after, he hired George Fischer as a full time employee.   
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George Fischer and Ferd Weiss 
in original timber frame building (1925). 
 
George Fischer lived next door to the shop, which was very handy.  Ray remembers hanging 
around the store as a youngster of ten or twelve, and giving George a hard time.  George would 
invite the boys (Ray and Gib) home to his house for lunch if they happened to be at the store at 
lunch time to keep them from getting into mischief.  On another occasion Ray remembers 
George sending him across the street to the Ernest Geyer ice cream parlor for ice cream, as a 
means of getting rid of him.  George told Ray to charge the ice cream to Weiss Equipment.  Ferd 
put a stop to this practice in short order. 
 
Ray also remembers that George seldom got to eat his lunch undisturbed.  Farmers would stop 
by any time after 12:00 p.m. and George would have to leave his lunch to take care of whatever 
was needed - - making a small repair, or selling a farmer a part - - only to return to eat until the 
next interruption. 
 
In the early days most of the equipment was shipped knocked down and assembled at the 
dealership.  Ray remembers helping George set up some of the horse drawn equipment and 
putting together the hundreds of pieces belonging to a planter or a binder.  George apparently 
wasn’t one to start with the instructions, preferring to put the parts that he didn’t recognize into 
the corner until needed.  Sometimes equipment was even delivered with a few odds and ends 
missing, until someone read the instructions and found out where the “spare” parts went.  In the 
old days assembly of one machine could take between thirty and forty hours. Today the 
equipment comes from the factory approximately 60% preassembled, requiring only three or 
four hours to complete. 
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Charley Bertsch, George Fischer, Ferd Weiss, and Albert Weiss in 
Grain Binder Days, 1930. 
 
Another early memory that Ray has is of accompanying his father on service trips.  On these 
occasions Ray would be allowed to drive the pickup truck in the field while his father was 
following a binder which was malfunctioning.  Ferd had difficulty walking in the field, due to a 
hip injury suffered in a gravel pit accident.  He appreciated Ray following in the pickup until he 
corrected the problem. 
 
In 1928, having purchased the property at 127 S. Main from Ed Fechter, Ferd built the block 
building which is now the St. Julian Winery. 
 
 
Popular tractors sold in the 1920s: 

  Regular Farmall 
 

McCormick-Deering 10-20  
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Walter Frank and Carl Bierlein hired on at Weiss Equipment in 1934 and 1937 respectively. 
When Walter started he earned $12.50 a week.  Carl earned $1,028 in 1938, working nine hours 
a day, six days a week.  Back in 1917 when Ferd was getting started he would draw $20.00 every 
two weeks on a somewhat irregular basis. 
 
Walter worked with George Fischer for about half a year before George quit and passed away in 
1935.  Walter worked on tractors, and binders and other machines, while Carl worked primarily 
on combines and balers.  Initially, Walter performed most of his service work on the 10-20 
regular tractors.  Even though the 10-20 was no longer available in 1934, a large number had 
been sold between 1924 and 1928.  International Harvester introduced the regular Farmall in 
1924.  Initially this model was not popular because farmers thought it would tip over due to its 
tricycle-like wheel configuration.  The 10-20, produced at the same time, enjoyed more 
popularity until 1928 when customers began to accept the Farmall.   
 
The Farmall was first manufactured with steel wheels.  It was followed by a smaller, lower horse 
power unit called the Farmall “12”, designed to do row crop work.  This unit featured a two-row 
mounted cultivator with a hand lift and was available with rubber tires in 1934.  Rubber tires 
gave the tractors better flotation and maneuverability.  Other innovations unique to the Farmall 
were automatic steering brakes which helped make shorter turns in row crop work and use of a 
steering mechanism which caused the cultivator to stay on the row with the turn of the steering 
wheel. 
 

 
1939 Farmall “A” Tractor Demonstration with  
Gib Weiss, Customer, Walter Frank and Ray Weiss 
 
In 1939, a new series of tractors was introduced.  This included the famous models of Farmalls -- 
A - B - H & M with innovations including electric lighting and starting systems, and a line of 
mounted equipment which could be raised and lowered with the use of a hydraulic system.  
Another feature was a power loader for loading manure by fork bucket into the manure spreader 
- a job previously done by hand. 
 
Carl remembers spending a lot of time working on adjusting the early balers of the late forties 
such as the 50-T.  The early balers used the same knotters as the binders, which were very 
sensitive to differences in moisture and humidity, and which needed adjustment as these 
conditions changed. 
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When business was slow Ferd would send Walter and Carl out to sell fertilizer and see if they 
could turn up any prospects for machinery.  In the winter they trucked wood and logs to and 
from the lumber mills for the farmers. 
 
Each year Ferd would watch the weather very closely and when the land was dry he would call 
an order into the supplier in Detroit, and a freight carload of 125 pound bags of fertilizer would 
be shipped to Gera the next day.  The cost was $22.00 per ton and the fertilizer was a low 
analysis such as 2-12-6. 
 
Walter:  And we would deliver it out to a farm and and we were so careful to put in on a dry 
board.  And the farmer came running over from the house and say, “What are you doing?” And 
I’d say, “We’re putting the fertilizer on the board.”  He says, “No, No, No.  The fertilizer costs 
too much.  I want it on the wet ground so that it gets damp and it won’t run through the drill so 
fast.”  Another thing that they’d do when we’d come with maybe ten bags of fertilizer on the 
truck was to say, “We’ll throw the oats on there.  You haul them out to the field.”  So you’d haul 
them out and set them along the fence rail.  I remember setting them out along the fence row so 
when they’d come along with the drill the bags would be there. 
 
Ray’s brother Gib remembers delivering fertilizer during his high school years. 
 
Gib:  We moved a lot of fertilizer.  I can remember my shoulders and my legs aching, but it really 
built muscles.  Sometimes we had it in our warehouse, but sometimes we had to drive to Saginaw 
or Detroit to get a load.  We’d deliver it to the farmer and carry the fertilizer, bag by bag, into 
his barn or granary.  When the elevators started taking over we dropped out of the fertilizer 
business in the late forties. 
 
Equipment, fertilizer, fencing and fence posts were shipped to Gera by freight car load and 
hauled to Frankenmuth where it was stored until needed. 
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  Machines were received by Rail till 1972. 

Later, deliveries were made by truck.   
 

Equipment orders for less than a carload would be shipped to a central spot where it was 
unloaded, sorted to match the dealer’s orders, then loaded into each dealer’s truck.  Sometimes 
orders for four or more dealers were combined in a car load.  However, invariably some dealers 
wouldn’t show up to help unload and sometimes there were shortages.  The last rail shipment 
Weiss Equipment received was a shipment of modern 400 air planters in 1971.  Today 
everything is shipped by truck direct to each dealer.  In 1937, a metal building addition, which 
was used as a service area, was added to the East side of the block building. 
 
During World War II, Ray and Gib served in the U.S. Army, returning home in 1945 and 1946 
respectively.  At this time equipment was hard to get.  Each county was given a certain allocation 
of machines, and purchasing priority was handled by the same office that handled gas rationing.  
If a farmer was fortunate enough to receive a purchasing permit, he could take it anywhere, but 
the permit didn’t guarantee that the dealers would have the equipment in stock. 
 
Ray:  During the war you couldn’t buy anything by the carload, just individual units.  You were 
allotted tractors one at a time, which were sold to the highest priority customer.  I remember 
when I came back from the service that the machine inventory was less than $2,000 on the 
income tax report.  It was quite a problem to determine who was going to get this next tractor 
you received.  The problem was trying to satisfy our customers as best we could.  In those days 
there were a lot more dealers around.  Birch Run, Vassar, Millington, Saginaw, Clio, all 
International dealers.  Also, there were a lot more farmers around at that time. 
 
In addition, returned servicemen had preferred priority to buy equipment over non-servicemen.  
Ray remembers that Ed Pickelmann was one of the first to return and buy a tractor with this 
preferred priority. 



	   7	  

 
Upon returning from the service both Ray and Gib went back to the family business.  Ray had 
planned to join the family business all along.  Both he and Gib had worked along with Walter 
and Carl during high school. 
 
Ray:  Then we hired some additional service people and I began to do more office and sales 
work.  Gib and I gradually took more responsibility as Dad started slowing down his activity.  I 
did a lot of the selling when I came back.  But the first years I worked in the shop and did a lot of 
trucking.   
 
While Ray and Gib were in the service, their sister Anita worked in the office two or three days a 
week.  Her position became a full time one in 1944, and she continued to work full time until 
1984.  Anita and her brothers formed a partnership in 1951 to purchase the business from their 
father, and though she sold her interest to Ray and Gib in 1965, Anita continued to serve as 
secretary to the business until 1978.   
 
In 1946 Weiss Equipment added a wash and paint room to the east end of the 1937 addition, 
which had special wiring and a special ventilation system to meet painting facility standards.  In 
1948 they constructed a steel warehouse on North Main Street.  It is currently the paint and body 
shop at the Mike Young used car lot.  Carl, Gib, and other employees put up the roof after the 
frame was erected by the building firm. 
 
During the late forties and early fifties, service work became more sophisticated as advances in 
areas such as electronics and hydraulics required the use of specialized testing equipment and 
trained servicemen.  The manufacturers set up training schools and required servicemen to attend 
them. 
 
In 1950, there were seven International Harvester dealers in the territory:  Millington, Vassar, 
Birch Run, Reese, Saginaw, Chesaning and Bay City.  Over the years, many of these dealerships 
closed.  By 1970 only Reese, Frankenmuth and Bay City remained.  Bay City closed in the early 
eighties.  To meet the needs of a larger territory and specialized repair work Weiss Equipment 
expanded its sales, service and parts staffs. 
 

 
Entire Work Force, 1955 (left to right): 
Carl Bierlein, Ray Weiss, Arny Kern, Ferd Weiss, 
Glen Reinbold, Ralph Weiss, Anita Rau, and Gilbert Weiss. 
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With the growth of the service staff, Gib focused on the parts department to set up a manual 
inventory control system which later formed the basis of the current computer system. 
 
Gib:  That’s one of the big changes from the fifties, from there on in we emphasized having parts 
on hand.  We believed in that concept and stocked a lot of parts thereby drawing a lot of 
customers.  The manufacturers also made it easier for you to stock a lot of parts through their 
ordering procedures.   
 
Today Weiss Equipment stocks over 24,000 different parts which include popular parts for some 
tractors sold in the thirties and forties. 
 
Gib:  In the seventies, controlling inventories by computer technology was the modern 
management tool.  It tracked your sales in certain areas, to stock the proper parts at the proper 
time.  In 1972 we went on to a central computer system at International Harvester in Chicago.  
The first couple years we typed reports on paper and sent them every day.  A few years later we 
were connected to that system via a terminal on a phone line. 
 
Ray:  That system included our entire bookkeeping system including sales, parts and service.  We 
received monthly financial statements and inventory reports.  We stayed on this system until 
1984 when we purchased our own in-house system.  This resulted in having our own instant 
inventory and bookkeeping system, as well as connecting us with dealers all over the nation with 
an on-line communication system.   
 
In the late 1930’s to 1956 – an interesting part of our business was IH truck sales.  This was not 
a large volume of sales but the then famous IH trucks were very popular with our farm trade.  
Our biggest problem was display space and servicing of these units.  Our service was not geared 
for truck service.  Norm Meyer, the local Oldsmobile Dealer, took over the IH truck contract and 
sold those for several years.   

  
International Harvester truck 
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Freezers and refrigerators were sold 
1948 to 1955. 
 
From 1948 to 1955 Weiss Equipment also carried International freezers and refrigerators -- 
“White Goods.”  International manufactured refrigerators and freezers as an offshoot of their line 
of milk coolers. 
 
Ray:  Milk coolers changed because milk handling in cans changed to bulk handling systems.  So 
International produced freezers and refrigerators until 1955.  White Goods was a highly 
competitive business; therefore, when International sold their plant, we quit handling them.  
There were several other dealers in town who handled refrigerators and freezers.  Fechter 
[Hardware], Nuechterlein [Electric], Oscar Rau.  The only reason we handled them was 
because it was part of the International Line. So when they quit we quit too.  We weren’t really 
equipped to handle that line. One day you handle manure equipment, and the next day you 
handle refrigerators for households.  It wasn’t really compatible.  We sold quite a few of those 
units in those years, and a lot of them are still in operation.   
 
Walter Frank remembers dismantling one of the early milk coolers back in the forties. 
 
Walter:  Ferd asked Carl and me to go out and junk those things and wreck them.  And we didn’t 
know anything about Freon, so we took the wrench and started to tear it apart.  And wheesh, the 
pressure in the system escaped and the wind carried the Freon around the building along the 
north side, and ruined Hick Leslie’s flower bed.  Everything was burned.  He couldn’t figure out 
why his plants died.  We didn’t know either. 
 
Walter left Weiss Equipment in 1952 to take over management of the local Oliver dealership 
from Elmer Zehnder when Elmer got sick.  Other competitors over the years included Rummel 
and Schaefer who was the John Deere dealer and H.J. Schluckebier who handled Case equipment.   
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1952 – Early mechanical beet harvesting. 
One-row machine with trailer tank loading truck. 
Jack Weirauch, Fern Weiss, and Marvin Scharrer. 
 
From about 1950 to 1953 custom beet harvesting for farms around town was a sideline for Weiss 
Equipment. 
 
Ray:  That was when beet harvesters were just coming on the market and most farmers didn’t 
grow enough beets to afford a machine.   
 
We would try to sell machines to someone who either had enough acres to support an expensive 
machine or do custom work with it.  To start the use of these automated machines we agreed to 
have Ferd control this custom work project.  Since it was difficult for him to walk he didn’t mind 
riding the trailing hopper of this machine.  He would line up farmers to contract harvesting their 
sugar beet crop complete with hiring other farmers with trucks to haul beets to the processing 
plants.  Dad worked long hours on this project.  He would have somebody to operate the tractor 
and he would ride the trailing hopper to watch the operation. 
 
In those early days, the beet harvesting machine would top the leaves off the beets and then 
elevate the beets onto a belt for sorting.  When conditions were exceptionally muddy the spike 
cylinder sorting the beets off the belt could clog or miss picking the beets off the conveyor belt.  
This required somebody to pick these missed beets off the belt and deposit them into the tank.  
This was Ferd’s job and also from this vantage point in the operation he could see how well the 
machine was topping the beets.  If this was unsatisfactory he would halt the operation to correct 
the problem.  The design of these machines has really changed; the present day machines 
harvest four rows at a time and have large rattler beds to tumble the beets for cleaning dirt off 
them. 
 
A lot of times, after working all day, Gib and I would go out and operate the beet harvester at 
night.  I remember being down at Ed Pickelmann’s in the river flats.  This took place down the 
hill from the road.  We could harvest the beets and load the trucks. Then you had to get a 
crawler tractor to pull the trucks up to get them on the road.  That still happens under severe 
conditions today. 
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Weiss Equipment promoted grain dryers in a similar fashion in the early sixties. 
 
Gib:  Farmers wouldn’t buy the dryer because they couldn’t afford one for themselves.  So we 
decided to make a gas -fired dryer available for custom drying.  Farmers would bring loads of 
corn and grain in for drying to a point where they could store it in their own storage bins. 
 
Ray:  The elevators at that time were just getting started in drying.  And there weren’t too many 
around here that did custom drying. 
 
In December of 1961 Elion Baker joined the Weiss sales staff.  Baker had previously worked for 
dealerships in Vassar (1944), and later in Saginaw.  Baker moved to Weiss Equipment when the 
owner of the Saginaw dealership died and his wife closed the business.  Baker brought with him 
many industrial and commercial contacts. 
 
Baker:  I sold five tractors for Weiss Equipment before I ever worked for them.  I had a deal with 
the C&O Railway for tractors with underslung mowers.  You could cut anything you could bend 
down, with the front axle.  I had the order but Avery’s was closing up.  So, I talked to Ray and 
went back to the C&O Railway and asked them if I could change dealers.  I told them what was 
going on.  He said, “Sure, go ahead.”  So we supplied them with five machines from Weiss 
Equipment.  That was a good start for my new job. 
 
I spent most of my time on the road.  In prime time I had about 600 customers.  I tried to contact 
all of them at least once a year -- some of them more than that.  I had a list and I checked them 
off.  Well, I ran my outside business like a business.  Because when I came to Weiss’ I probably 
had as much experience in the business as Ray and Gib did.  And I brought a lot of customers 
from the Saginaw dealership.  In all those years I have to say I had only three repossessions. 
 
Although officially retiring in 1982.  Baker still helps out part time at the Cass City store. 
 
The lawn and garden department was started in 1962.  Since that time it has grown to account for 
about 30 percent of the overall business.  This department includes small industrial equipment 
such as 35 h.p. multi-purpose tractors, loaders, and large mowers. 
 
Ferd Weiss died in 1964 at the age of 74.  He had quit working at the store regularly two or three 
years earlier due to a heart problem, but during his last years continued to come to the store and 
sharpen mower knives and do little odd jobs. 
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Crowded display at 127 S. Main Street with limited parking  
prompted us to look for expansion. 
 
Ray’s son, Al Weiss started his career at Weiss Equipment as a high school co-op student in 
1967, where he spent most of his time in the parts department and helping in Lawn and Garden 
sales.  In 1968-69 he attended Delta College and continued to work at the dealership as part of 
Delta’s co-op program.  In 1970 he continued his education at Central Michigan University and 
graduated with a degree in Business Administration.  He returned to take over the Lawn and 
Garden department and also covered the in-house sales for agricultural equipment.  At this time, 
Al’s sister, Connie Lindow, joined the office staff as secretary/bookkeeper on a part time basis 
until 1978 when her position went full time.  She is currently the company Office Manager.   
 
Al was with the company for the next major expansion.  In 1975 the Ed Trinklein Farm was 
annexed to the City of Frankenmuth and a 60’ x 200’ block warehouse was constructed on the 
north side of Schleier Street on two acres of land purchased in 1971.  The plan was to eventually 
build a complete new facility with service, parts and office space under one roof.  This would 
result in a more economical and practical operation.  The Schleier Street warehouse was 
originally built for storage, but as the business expanded, part of the space was used to set up 
equipment.  Because it wasn’t well insulated a vinyl curtain was suspended to help conserve heat 
in the set up area. 
 
In 1978, Terry Weiss, Gib’s son, returned from the service to work in the business.  Terry 
handled all of the advertising, worked in Lawn and Garden sales, did budget control work and 
served as the personnel director.  
 
In the Fall of 1979 work began on the present building at 450 N. Main which was completed in 
1980.  St. Julian Winery purchased the property at 127 S. Main, and Mike Young purchased the 
1948 steel warehouse and the lots in front of it.  During this time, Ray’s son, Rodney, completed 
his service with the Navy and joined the business to help get things moved to the new facility.  
After spending the next few years working in all of the departments, Rod took over the Service 
Manager’s position upon Bill Gilbert’s retirement in 1984. 
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Cass City location. 
 
In 1982, the business expanded its operation to Cass City when the local Jamesway-Butler 
distributor in Sandusky went out of business.  Jamesway-Butler approached Weiss Equipment 
with the idea in order to keep an outlet in the thumb area.  In 1984 Weiss Equipment purchased 
and remodeled the Enos Farm Supply building from Dick Enos.  The idea has worked out well, 
since sales of dairy and beef feeding equipment in the Frankenmuth area had been dwindling 
over the years.   
 
That same year Terry Weiss sold his interest to Al and Rod Weiss.  At that same time Ray and 
Gib started thinking about retirement.  A purchase agreement was drawn up and third generation 
family members Al and Rod Weiss are now the current owners of the corporation, and bear 
responsibility for its future.  Ray and Gib are currently semi-retired; however, they both still hold 
offices in the corporation and lend a helping hand whenever required.   
 
Ray comments on the seventy-fifth anniversary of Weiss Equipment, Inc. 
 
Ray:  The last seventy-five years of this business have seen many changes.  Farming has 
developed from the small 60 acre family farm which relied on horse drawn equipment and might 
have a small herd of dairy cows, to development of equipment and techniques which no one 
could foresee.  Weiss Equipment has withstood the depressions and enjoyed the peaks of the 
agricultural implement business.  No doubt the future holds even more changes as farming 
becomes super sophisticated and as more technical advances are developed.  I am confident, 
however, that the next generation will take these changes in stride just as we did. 
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Top: Ray, Anita, Gib were owners from 1951-1965; Ray and Gib until 1986. 
Middle: Sales, Parts, and Service Crew – 1977. 
Present owners and their families: 
Bottom, left: Sheila and Al; Matthew and Brent. 
Bottom, right: Rod, Mary and Tyler. 


