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Now & Then in Ripon ... Looking back with the Ripon Historical Society

Ripon & Berlin business partners build early automobiles
“The Standard Catalog of 

American Cars 1805-1942” is 
written by researchers and histori-
ans at Krause Publications in Iola, 
Wis. It also is the sponsor of and 
home to one of the largest vintage 
car shows in the United States. 

The catalog reflects Krause’s 
vehicle knowledge, experience 
and collected information. 

Listed within the catalog’s 
chronology of early automobiles 
are Ripon and Berlin business 
partners who built cars that were 
driven in the two communities. 

About the business 

partnerships
Deibler & Johnson Automobile 

Co. started assembling cars in 
Berlin in 1900 by manufacturing 
its own car parts on a small scale. 

The Deibler family owned a 
bicycle shop in Berlin, which may 
have contributed to their expertise 
in machine shop and manufactur-
ing parts, plus assembly. 

Deibler & Johnson organized 
a stock company that could have 
been owned by a number of in-
vestors. Motor Age Magazine’s 
Summer 1908 issue quoted that the 
“Deibler & Johnson partnership 
would eventually go into the au-
tomobile manufacturing business 
on an extensive scale.” 

One of the partners, Ed Deibler 
(1868-1947) of Berlin, completed 
building a car in 1908 and then he 
had the business name changed 
to “Russell-Deibler,” no longer 
“Deibler & Johnson.” 

Russell-Deibler Automobile 
Manufacturing was in business 
from 1908 until 1909. Frank Rus-
sell (1869-1924) was a business 
owner manufacturing gloves in 
Berlin. Early-automobile enthusi-
asts, in addition to their day jobs, 

the two decided that they would 
build cars together. 

Their first hand-built auto was 
a small two-seater “touring car,” 
completed in 1908. Their second 
automobile was a more ambitious 
116-inch wheelbase four-cylinder 
40-horsepower, Rutenber engine, 
four-seater car that was finished 
and in use late December that same 
year. The larger four-seater car 
was reportedly sold to the mayor 
of Ripon. 

Russell-Diebler realized its 
business could not be a seri-
ous endeavor due to the scale of 
handiwork and machinery needed 
to complete cars — although the 
Berlin Evening Journal newspa-
per stated in 1909 that “Russell 
was selling his own personal 
40-horsepower Pope-Toledo car, 
a four-wheel front-engine automo-
bile that he had purchased and was 
manufactured in Ohio, because 
he (Russell) preferred driving his 
very-own self-manufactured cars 
(instead).”

At that same time, Russell was 
developing another six-cylinder 
car concept, but his automobile 
activity came to an abrupt halt. 

The reason being, Russell in-
vited a Ripon auto enthusiast, 
William Schaefer (who had built 
one car of his own), to assist with 
a carburetor problem. 

While working together Russell 
and Schaefer accidentally broke a 
headlamp bulb near a gasoline car-
buretor and oil-soaked workshop 
floor which caught fire, causing 
Russell’s Glove factory to burn to 
the ground in 1910. 

Russell ceased work on cars 
and instead focused on rebuilding 
his glove factory business at the 
corner of West Park Avenue and 
North Capron Street. 

Personal lives  

and interests 
Deibler was born in Berlin and  

his family lived at 107 Webster St. 
and later moved to Washington 
Street. Deibler spoke German 
and English, and as an adult was 
known throughout Berlin for walk-
ing around with a live parrot on his 
shoulder. 

The U.S. Federal Census lists 
Deibler working as a school teach-
er and a bike shop clerk. 

In 1893, he married Verne El-
mer (1867-1947) and lived with 
her parents at 425 East Ceresco 
St. They divorced in 1920. Deibler 
moved to Chicago where he died 
in May 10, 1928. He is buried in 
Oakwood Cemetery in Berlin. 

Niels Johnson (1841-1905) 
started his own machine shop 
and foundry specializing in metal 
works, blacksmithing and repairs. 

Immigrating from Denmark, 
Johnson served in the American 
Civil War starting in 1861 and 
mustered out with a disability in 
1863. 

Relocating to Ripon, Johnson 
operated a machine shop. In 1880, 
he returned to Berlin to open yet 
another machine shop business 
at the corner or Park Avenue and 
Water Street. Niels and his family 
members are buried in Oakwood 
Cemetery in Berlin. 

Russell was born in Poygan, 
Wis. The oldest of three children, 

Russell attended Berlin schools. 
His first business job as a news-

paper delivery boy for the Berlin 
Journal in 1882 paid 60 cents per 
week (which equals $18.06 today). 
He then became a grocery store 
clerk, earning $10 a month (which 
equals $333.72 today). In 1891, 
he became a partner and eventual 
owner of the Russell Glove manu-
facturing business. 

Later, Russell’s brother owned 
the W.C. Russell Moccasin com-
pany, which still is in business to-
day at 285 SW Franklin St., Berlin. 
Russell and his family members 
are buried in Oakwood Cemetery 
in Berlin. 

Schaefer (1857-1926), owned 

a Ripon garage, and started the 
Berlin Foundry Corp. in 1908.

 Later known as the Schaefer 
Manufacturing Co., with financial 
backing from four individuals, 
Schaefer built engines for trading 
vessel boats on the Fox River. 

Schaefer and his family mem-
bers are buried in St. Patrick’s 
Catholic Cemetery in Ripon.

The Ripon Historical Society 
is the oldest continually operating 
historical society in Wisconsin. It 
is open Fridays and Saturdays 10 
a.m. to 1 p.m.

For more information follow us 
at Facebook/riponhistory or www.
riponhistory.org.

BERLIN’S FIRST-EVER motorized car, owned by Ed Deibler, drives around the city in 1903. This appears 
to be a park-like background, including a dirt road with wooden sidewalks.   Berlin Historical Society photo

THIS POSTCARD PHOTO shows the Russell Glove Co. burning in 
1910 due to an accident while working on a hand-built automobile. 
Forty-two thousand gloves and mittens were destroyed in the blaze.
                  Berlin Historical Society photo

BICYCLES AND TWO-SEATER automobiles are displayed in front 
of the S.B.D. Deibler family bicycle shop in Berlin. Ed Deibler, 
aspiring automobile builder, worked here while also assembling 
hand-built cars.    Berlin Historical Society photo
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Your Local Real Estate Experts!
Our agents specialize in the Green Lake area market. 
In fact, our team is trained by local experts that know 
the Green Lake market best. We utilize a full-time in-
house marketing manager to stay on top of the latest 
technology trends and ensure your property is featured 
across the web, social media networks, print media, 
and more! You need a local expert by your side when 
selling your home—Emmer Real Estate is just that. Give 
us a call today at 920-294-4747!

Your One-Stop 
Real Estate Resource

Residential • Commercial • Farms • Vacant Land

‘Your 
Trusted 

Real  
Estate 

Resource 
Since 
1986’
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Buy with confidence.
Sell with success!
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$445,000
• 3 bedroom, 2 bath • 380+/-ft of water frontage on the 
south shore channel • Great Views from the flat level yard 
• Includes above ground pool, hot tub, and storage shed

LAKE PUCKAWAY HOME

$1,205,000 - LAKE HOME ON BIG GREEN
Open, inviting floor plan with stunning view of Big Green Lake. Located on a quiet 
roadway. Gourmet kitchen, large great room, spacious patio for entertaining. +59’ 
of frontage with sandy bottom as far as you can see. Fully-furnished, turn key.

SOLD

$1,150,000 
• 4 bedroom, 2 bath • 62 +/-ft of beautiful Green Lake Frontage 
• Open Concept living/dining area with views of Green Lake  
• Additional two story garage with tons of room for storage!

BIG GREEN LAKE HOME

$1,499,900
75ft of prime flat Green Lake frontage • 3 bedroom, 1.5 
bath • Massive 18x27 deck with beautiful views of the lake 
• two-sided fireplace for relaxing • new pier included

BIG GREEN LAKE HOME

$304,900
• 2 Bedroom, 1 Bath • 60ft of Beautiful 
Lake Puckaway Frontage • Flat, Level 
Lot • Open Concept Living

LAKE PUCKAWAY COTTAGE

$1,999,000
• RARE FIND • 31+ acre family estate, with manicured trails 
throughout • 450’ of Little Green Lake frontage • Multiple 
building site locations • Prime hunting land for deer & turkey

LITTLE GREEN LAND ESTATE

$639,900
• Includes a 3 bedroom, 1.5 bath home • 210 ft of flat Little 
Green Lake frontage • Currently operating as a bait shop/
boat & slip rentals • Includes 48 boat slips & lots of inventory!

LITTLE GREEN LAKE COMMERCIAL PROPERTY

$669,900
• 3 bedroom, 3.5 bath •62.5 ft of beautiful Little 
Green Lake Frontage • Double-sided fireplace • 
Covered porch overlooking the stunning lake views.

LITTLE GREEN LAKE PROPERTY

$250,000-$325,000 • 1-4 BEDROOM CONDOS
Tucked away on a historic golf course, these condos are the perfect place to relax and 
enjoy a maintenance free life! Tranquil and peaceful is the feeling you will have when 
entering these homes. Featuring an open concept living area, stainless steel appliances, 
vaulted ceilings in many, and oversized bathrooms—these condos are sure to please!

GREEN LAKE CONDOS


