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Madison’s Mortenson retires after 47 years of serving residents

by Ethel Shelstad
Madison Western Guard

Forty-seven years in the same
job is a compliment to the dedica-
tion of the employee and to how
much he enjoys his job. On July
1, Buddy Mortenson completed
47 years of employment with the
city of Madison line department.
His last day of employment was
June 30, but he thought he would
come to work for a while July 1 to
put in his 47 years.

Mortenson grew up at rural
Marietta, graduating from Mari-
etta High School in 1960. While
still in high school, he worked for
Sherod Electric.

“I’ve always liked the power
business,” he said.

His career started the next day
after graduation when he had a
summer job for the city of Madi-
son. In October of that year, he
went for six months of National
Guard training, returned in April
and resumed his employment
with the city in the line depart-
ment. In July of 1961, he became
employed by the city full-time.

Ole Barts from the state of
Minnesota provided safety train-
ing for Mortenson as a lineman.
He also completed numerous
courses from the University of
Minnesota studying to be an elec-
trical engineer. Over the years,
he took many home courses and
completed many tests to become
a journeyman line supervisor.

Buddy continued doing line
work under Luke Molde from
Montevideo, who was the elec-
trical engineer for the city until
1980.

“He was our consultant, and I
learned a lot from him,” Morten-
son said. Doug Jones was the en-
gineer now. “If I had a problem, |
would call him.”

In the 1960s, Buddy and an as-
sistant lineman did work on the
boilers and pumps in the Madi-
son Light and Power Plant as the
city was still producing steam for
power. This included stockpiling
coal, unloading lime and soda ash
and scooping snow—they did it
all. He spent time in the under-
ground tunnels which connected
many of the businesses: St. Mi-
chael’s School, American Legion,
VFW, the armory, Madison Pub-
lic School and some residential
houses west of the school. The
city ceased using the power plant
in the mid-1970s.

Mortenson recalled in 1971,
the first substation in the city was
built by himself and Peterson
Construction by the cemetery.
“At this time, we switched the
town to 4160 wye, which is high
voltage.”

In 1983, Don Fernholz was
hired as assistant lineman, and he
is being appointed by the city as
the lineman supervisor, and the
city is in the process of hiring an
assistant lineman.

Mortenson used to work
in the Madison municipal
power plant, and the
steam tunnels that ran
from the plant to area
businesses.

Bud Mortenson, left, and
Harold Hodge showed
off a collection of
historical items during

a visit to the Madison
utility headquarters.
The two men worked
together for over 40
years.

MMUA file photograph

In 1999, Mortenson and Fernholz
built a new substation by the fire
hall.

“I really enjoyed building the
substations—the challenges of
doing the work. They were the
biggest projects we did. The elec-
trical engineer would lay out the
plan, then we would order the
parts and wire and put it together.
We had to figure out the circuits
and load factor. We tried to build
them, so they will last for 30-40
years.”

The two linemen were on call
every other weekend. Mortenson
recalled the big snowstorms of
1969 with trees on downed lines.

“We usually got called out
when it was bitter cold in a snow-
storm or during a thunder and
lightning storm, usually in the
wee hours of the morning.”

As a send-off, Mortenson said
they were kept busy picking up
trees from the storm a few weeks
ago.

The linemen were responsible
for all the electrical connections
in Madison and out to the former
Wesley Williamson farm to the

north, Jack Bormann’s farm to the
south, the golf course and the new
development to the west and out
to David Ludvigson’s grain bins
on the east. They kept busy trim-
ming trees and installed all the
new street lighting when the main
street project was completed.

Mortenson noted over the
years, the electrical system in
Madison has improved, with a
computerized system which is
upgraded each year.

“When | started working as
a lineman, there weren’t many
housing developments in Madi-
son. Some of the electrical lines
are underground—the apartments
on the former football field and
in the development by the golf
course.

Mortenson said he has “worked
with a lot of nice people” in-
cluding superintendents Charlie
Myra, Arnie Hammes, Howard
Mortenson, Fred Johnson, and
the current superintendent Harold
Hodge, who assumed that posi-
tion in 1977.

Buddy married Gayle Morten-
son in 1964, and they have three

children: Todd, who is married to
Becky, and their children, Lucas
and Paige; Tracy, who is married
to David Kemen, and children,
Brady and Marissa; and Randy,
who is married to Rebecca, and
their children, Payton and Dayne.
They all live around Madison.

When asked what he has
planned for retirement, Buddy
laughingly said, “She has all kinds
of little jobs for me,” about Gay-
le. He plans to help his sons with
farming and do more hunting and
fishing. In addition to working
for the city full-time, Buddy has
also farmed; first with his dad, the
late Claude Mortenson, and then
with Gayle’s father, the late Joel
Moen, then for himself, and now
with his sons.

“The people in Madison have
been super—everybody’s been
good to work with. If we had any
problems, they were glad to help
us out. I will miss the people 1
worked with—if they have any
problem, I will be glad to help
out,” Mortenson said.

These 2004 MMUA photos show Madison’s main street, above, and armory, at left. At the far end of the
main street is the Lac qui Parle county courthouse, built in 1899. The armory is home to Battery B of the
Army National Guard. The city contains a number of architectural treasures. The infrastructure needed
some work, however, and this spring Madison was selected to receive a $16 million financing package from
the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Rural Development Program.The city will use the funding to
replace its water, sewer and storm water lines using a $12.78 million low-interest loan and a $3.46 million
grant awarded from Rural Development.



