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A
s a child, Ralph Witty recalls always watching the Fourth of July parade
in his hometown of Linton. Shortly after beginning what turned into a
40-year plus career with General Electric, he became involved with the
Linton-Stockton Chamber of Commerce.

The person in charge of the parade, part of the town’s annual Freedom
Festival, had an out-of-state commitment one time and asked Witty if he

would take over the organizing duties for that year. Thirty-five years later, Witty is still coordinating
the largest Independence Day parade in the state. 

The local chamber’s board of directors has granted him the title of president emeritus for
his many efforts on behalf of the organization and the community. Witty, however, has no plans
for slowing down. This year is the 100th anniversary of the Linton parade, and Witty remains
active in business despite his “retirement” about four years ago.

Witty talked with BizVoice about business and the volunteer job that he performs with passion.

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: TTeellll  uuss  aabboouutt  yyoouurr  ccaarreeeerr  wwiitthh  GGeenneerraall  EElleeccttrriicc..

RRaallpphh  WWiittttyy:: “I retired, after 34½ years, when the plant here in Linton closed in 1994. (General
Electric had been part of the community for more than 40 years). I was the plant facilities manager
here. After that, I went on the road as a contractor for GE – in Arkansas, Tennessee, Texas, Mexico –
working on different facilities projects.”

BBVV:: WWhhaatt  aarree  ssoommee  ooff  yyoouurr  ccuurrrreenntt  bbuussiinneessss  iinntteerreessttss??

RRWW:: “A partner and I formed Industrial Resource Services. We do some engineering work, fabrication
and machining. We work with GE and Crane (the Naval Surface Warfare Center). Those are our
two customers. They keep us busy most of the time.”

Witty went on to describe some of the projects.

“With GE, at its Owensboro, Kentucky plant, they have a large industrial electrical motor. We
make some things to aid in their process. We also bid on some work GE has with some special
tools they use. We bid on 18 and got all 18. We’re able to turn them around real quick when
they need 10 of these or four of these.

“At Crane, we worked on a sonar buoy launcher (a device used for listening in the ocean), made
some parts for nuclear subs, including brackets and seawater valves.”
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Ralph Witty:
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Organizer of Small Town’s Big Event
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As many as 40,000 people
descend on Linton each Fourth
of July for the largest
Independence Day parade in
the state of Indiana.
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Ask the fewer than 6,000 Linton residents who see their town grow
to 40,000 for the Independance Day parade each year, and many
would probably say Witty has the full-time job of event coordinator.
He credits GE, in the early years, for encouraging their people to
be involved in the community.

BBVV:: HHooww  hhaass  tthhee  eevveenntt  cchhaannggeedd  oovveerr  tthhee  ppaasstt  3355  yyeeaarrss??

RRWW:: “When I first started, the parade had about 50 entries in it. We’ve
grown to close to 200 every year. Every year we have some different
things, some new things. The parade is just part of the Freedom
Festival, which is a continuation of the 34 days of June celebration.
This year we have more community events associated with that.”

The 34 days refers to June’s 30 days plus the first four days of July
leading up to the parade. Actor and musician Phil Harris was a
Linton native. He always remembered his hometown, with the Phil
Harris Scholarship Festival part of an annual weekend celebration.
A collection of memorabilia from Harris and wife Alice Faye (a
movie actress of the 1930s and 1940s) remains housed in Linton.

BBVV:: WWhhaatt  mmaakkeess  tthhee  ppaarraaddee  aanndd  tthhee  FFrreeeeddoomm  FFeessttiivvaall  ssoo  ssppeecciiaall??

RRWW:: “It’s an event the whole community gets behind. We’ve held a nucleus of people together
over the years. There are probably about 20 meetings a year. We start planning the next year’s
event after this year’s ends. In fact, we were planning 2004 and 2005 at the same time.

“I’ve always been one who likes to get people together – interacting with each other. You see people
working, coming up with ideas. There are others who do the hard labor to get all the work done. 

“We’ve had several governors (Orr, Bayh and Kernan) serve as the grand marshal. We have a lot
of Shrine units, and this year we have a unit from Ohio. The Van-Dells musical group will be
performing a free show at the City Park as part of the festival.”

BBVV:: WWhhaatt  aarree  ssoommee  ooff  tthhee  mmoorree  mmeemmoorraabbllee  ppaarraaddee  ssttoorriieess  oovveerr  tthhee  yyeeaarrss??

RRWW:: “The only thing that ever really worries me is the weather. People spend a lot of time and
money building their floats. We’ve only had to cancel one time because of the weather. That morning,
we said we would try again at 1 that afternoon. Everybody
came back. We were surprised the turnout was that good.”

BBVV:: WWiitthh  tthhee  FFoouurrtthh  ooff  JJuullyy  ppaarraaddee  aanndd  FFrreeeeddoomm  FFeessttiivvaall
eenndduurriinngg  ttrraaddiittiioonnss,,  wwhhaatt  iiss  nneeeeddeedd  ttoo  bboooosstt  tthhee  aarreeaa’’ss
eeccoonnoommiicc eeffffoorrttss??

RRWW:: “This area predominately used to be mining. General
Electric was here 40 years. They all used to be good paying
jobs. The big thing on our minds right now is the (potential
Crane) base closing. There’s the 4,000 people who work
there plus all the contractors. 

“We’re trying to build a tech park, but we have to have
Crane here to do that. The young people now, they graduate
from high school and go get an education – or don’t go for
an education – but they keep on going. There’s not much
here for them. The tech park will be great.”




