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Tape 1/Side 1
00:00:00
Question: I'd like to start out this interview session by having professor Skiles briefly describe his childhood and early years of schooling in St. Louis. Answer: JS grew up in St. Louis and attended school there from kindergarten through college at Washington University.
00:00:57
No question: JS graduated from high school in 1945, towards the end of WWII.   Because it was wartime, JS found himself in an accelerated summer program in which he took a full semester’s worth of course work.  He was in class all day long six days a week.  He obtained his bachelor’s degree at Washington University in three years and was the first member of his family to attend college.
00:02:57
Question: You chose Washington University because it happened to be a local university? Answer: JS had an academic scholarship at Washington University and lived at home to save money.
00:03:21
Question: At Washington U, you majored in electrical engineering, when and why did you choose this course of study? Answer: JS chose to major in electrical engineering because he always had been interested in electronics and enjoyed tinkering with ham radios.

00:04:18
Question: Did any courses, fellow students, or instructors influence you at Washington University? Answer: Dean Langsdorf at Washington University influenced JS to a great extent.  Langsdorf was a good teacher and a ham radio aficionado as well.  JS talks about the influx of returning war veterans at Washington University and how this made for an engineering school divided between students who were very young and innocent and those who were older and more mature.
00:06:36
Question: You worked for the Student Engineering and Electric Company while at Washington U, what was the nature of this company? Answer: JS worked for a local engineering firm right after graduation that served the electric utilities division of the city of St. Louis.
00:07:37
Question: You went to University of Missouri? Answer: JS attended the Missouri School of Mines & Metallurgy, which is now the University of Missouri-Rolla. The School of Mines offered him a full scholarship, and he ended up living just ten miles from where he grew up.
00:09:28
Question: Were there any specific courses, fellow students, or professors who influenced you at University of Missouri? Answer: JS taught electronics courses while a graduate student at the Missouri School of Mines & Metallurgy. He enjoyed teaching and feels this influenced his later decision to enter academia as a career.
00:10:38
Question: Why did you choose University of Wisconsin? Answer: JS chose to attend UW-Madison for his doctoral work because of its reputation and because the UW COE offered him a full-time teaching position, which, in turn, paid for his tuition and expenses.
00:10:55
Question: What did your dissertation research focus on? Answer: JS’s dissertation research focused on electric field phenomena.  He feels that Harold Peterson, former chairman of the Electrical Engineering Department, was somewhat of a mentor because of his interest in power systems.  Peterson was instrumental in bringing computer technology to the UW COE.  Professors Thomas Higgins and Vincent Rideout also proved quite influential.
00:13:11
Question: You served as a full time instructor during your doctoral work at University of Wisconsin, what courses did you teach? Answer: JS taught circuit theory, electromagnetic field and electric machinery courses as a doctoral student in the UW COE.  He was a full-time instructor, which, he says, is an appointment that has since disappeared from the COE.  Most graduate students today only teach part-time. Full-time teaching was the major source of financial support for graduate students in those days. Today, says JS, many students are funded by both federal agencies and private industry.
00:16:35
Question: Once you received your Ph.D., what other work opportunities faced you at the time? Answer: Once JS earned his doctorate he was faced with the decision of working for industry or staying in academia.  JS says he was one of the few UW Ph.D.s who was hired by the UW COE—it usually hired new faculty from other universities.
00:19:42
Question: Could you discuss Dean Wendt for a moment? Answer: Dean Kurt Wendt was not a research leader nor a very well known educator, but JS thinks him a supreme administrator.  Wendt was very decisive and really stood behind his faculty.  He also had strong contacts with private industry and government.
00:21:55
Question: Could you discuss subsequent deans? Answer: JS describes former COE Dean Robert Marshall as a man who was greatly interested in international affairs, such as setting up Monterey Tech.
00:22:55
No question: Current COE Dean John Bollinger is an astute politician and has managed to develop solid private industry relations, says JS.

00:23:53
Question: Could you discuss what your work with GE involved? Answer: JS worked for General Electric in the summer of 1956.  He went to GE to acquire experience in working with analytic power systems and computing.
00:25:27
Question: Could you talk about your work at the Los Angeles Space Technology Lab? Answer: In the summer of 1960 JS worked for the Los Angeles Space Technology Lab, where he helped design missile guidance systems.  It was classified work for the U.S. Government.
00:27:01
Question: Could you comment on some of the older faculty when you arrived in 1951? Answer: JS mentions former UW electrical engineering professor Ralph Benedict as one who represented the older, pre-WWII faculty.  He was the main link with the Department’s past. But JS says the older, pre-war faculty were not much of an influence on the Electrical Engineering Department’s post-war operations and projects.  The lack of older faculty after WWII was due to the hiring freezes brought about by the Great Depression.
00:31:04
End of side.
Tape 1/Side 2
00:31:50
Question: The War served as a catalyst for technological advances? Answer: WWII served as a catalyst for technological change in the U.S. and therefore the Electrical Engineering Department’s curriculum was revamped to meet these changes.  There were, for example, suddenly a host of courses devoted to electronics.
00:32:21
Question: What were some of the key issues that faced the Electrical Engineering department and how were they resolved? Answer: JS says one of the main issues that has faced the Department over the years has been budget constraints.  Another key issue has been who to hire.  Department chairmen, he notes, have had to decide which area of research they wanted the Department to focus on.
00:33:06
No question: JS gives solid-state electronics and power electronics as examples of research areas that the  Department chose to specialize in.  Accordingly, says JS, the UW leads the nation in these fields.  Professor Henry Guckel, for example, has become a worldwide leader in developing micro-electronic devices.
00:37:41
Question: Were there any particular issues that faced the Department in the late 60's? Answer: JS served as Department chairman in the late 1960s, when America was divided over the Vietnam War conflict.  He says the main problem facing the department during this period was budget cuts.  JS says engineering, agriculture and business students did not get involved in student protests and that most of the protesters were liberal arts majors.  So, in essence, the Electrical Engineering Department was not particularly involved in the student uprisings.
00:41:25
No question: JS refers to Harold Peterson as “the real power man.”  Peterson initiated then carried the COE’s power systems division to national prominence.
00:43:23
Question: Your research dipped into power electronics, could you comment on that? Answer: JS mentions professors Reitan and Lasseter as faculty members who also have worked to maintain the reputation of the UW power and power electronics divisions.  JS helped start the power electronics program in the UW COE.  JS then took over Professor Peterson’s role as collaborator with Professor Roger Boom in the Superconducting Magnetic Energy Storage (SMES) project.  JS designed the power-electronic interface between the SMES storage coil and power transmission devices.  Currently, JS and Boom are preparing an article for the Encyclopedia of Electrical Engineering, an effort which JS describes as the “swan song” of the SMES project.
00:45:03
Question: Can you describe your research for electric power systems a little more, and their instrumentation and control? Who funded most of your power research? Answer: JS and Dean Wendt once met with the Electric Utilities Research Foundation and this organization eventually endowed a COE professorship, which is referred to as the “Wisconsin Electric Utilities Professorship.”  Harold Peterson was the first WEU Professor and when he retired JS became the WEU Professor. The Wisconsin Electric Utilities Commission funded much of JS’s research into power electronics.
00:46:16
No question: The NSF funded JS and Professor Vincent Rideout to design hybrid, that is digital/analog, computers.
00:47:07
No question: Professor Marleau and JS started the Computer Instrumentation and Control Laboratory (CICL) in the UW COE.  JS particularly enjoyed this lab because he saw students working with their hands to build computer devices, something JS thinks is rare in today’s engineering education which relies so heavily on computer simulations.  JS emphasized that the students who worked in the CICL were in great demand by industry for the skills they had acquired in this lab.
00:49:37
Question: How is it that you managed to stay focused on power? Answer: JS emphasizes how important power electronics can be in making power transmission efficient.  It is an area of research at the UW where breakthroughs are still being made.
00:51:07
Question: Another area of research you seemed to become interested in was energy conservation, what research did you conduct in this area and how was it funded? Answer: JS and fellow Professor Arthur Tiedeman surveyed many power plants throughout the state and gave suggestions as to how the plants could operate more efficiently.  In a sense, this was JS’s work in the area of energy conservation.
00:54:15
Question: Why is it that the program hasn't been as successful as some others?Answer: JS thinks high capital and production cost of the SMES is the main reason it has not been utilized by power companies.  He says SMES has been proven to work but that utility companies have since come up with more efficient methods for exploiting surplus power, and therefore have less need for SMES units.  JS is optimistic that SMES will be implemented by power companies in the near future.
00:57:56
Question: The work on SMES was all done at University of Wisconsin? Answer: JS mentions a small Middleton firm called Superconductivity Inc. that uses a very small SMES unit in some of its instrumentation.  The patents that the UW team acquired for SMES technology have since run out, says JS.
01:01:31
Question: Do you care to comment on any of the controversy that surrounded SMES for a while? Answer: JS begins discussing environmental impact studies that have been done for potential SMES operation sites.
01:02:10
End of side. End of tape.
Tape 2/Side 1
01:02:10
No question: JS says environmental impact concerns about SMES mainly have involved the strong electromagnetic fields surrounding a SMES and the potential harm they have on local wildlife and flight navigation systems, which rely on compass readings.  JS is not sure of the potential dangers of strong electromagnetic fields but he cites a few studies that show them as being fairly minimal.
01:07:30
Question: In general could you discuss the research climate in the College of Engineering at the University of Wisconsin? Answer: JS thinks that UW-Madison definitely emphasizes faculty research.  He mentions organizations like WARF which funds young UW researchers in the early years of their careers.  JS says WARF is somewhat of a pioneer in this regard.  He is not certain whether other universities have similar funding devices.
01:10:12
Question: Can you comment on how your specific research fit into the national picture at the time? Answer: The Wisconsin Power Electronics and Electric Machine Consortium has a worldwide reputation for its high-caliber research.  The demand is so great that the consortium has to turn away many talented students from around the world.
01:12:37
Question: Throughout your research career would you say that most of your funding came from private industry? Answer: JS says most of his research funding through the years has been from private industry, such as the Electric Utilities Research Foundation.
01:13:34
No question: JS says the SMES project was particularly engaging since it involved UW scientists from many disciplines such as geology, physics and meteorology. JS enjoys working in interdisciplinary projects.
01:15:25
Question: What courses did you teach the most frequently in the College of Engineering? Answer: During his tenure at the UW COE, JS taught many courses in the Electrical Engineering Department.  Some of these include: Computer Applications of Instruments and Controls, Electric Circuits and Navigation Guidance Systems.
01:16:26
No question: JS says that class sizes in the COE have become increasingly large over the years and this has made it difficult for faculty to familiarize themselves with students.  He views this as a threat to quality education.
01:17:30
Question: I know you created quite a few courses also, would you like to comment on that? Answer: JS “created” a few courses like Navigation Guidance Systems, Computer Applications of Control and Instrumentation.  Students in the computer application course built things like rudimentary telephone answering machines, computer controls for hi-fi stereos, and the like.
01:20:48
Question: Has there been a trend in engineering education in increased abstract simulation and computer generation? Answer: JS says that as computers have become more sophisticated engineering students rely more on computer simulations of prototype devices rather than on actually building and testing real devices.
01:21:54
Question: Did you notice any difference in the quality of students you taught over time? Answer: JS says that the foreign students who enroll in the UW COE tend to be highly selected and the best students from their home countries.  JS mentions the 1950s as the time when he began to notice more foreign students, mainly Indians and Iranians, in the COE.  Most were enrolled in graduate school.  Over the years though more and more foreign students attend the UW COE undergraduate program.  These students are mainly from Taiwan and China.
01:28:16
Question: You served on a number of committees, do you have any comments on your service on any of these committees? Answer: JS mentions the UW Graduate School Research Committee as one committee he enjoyed serving on.  As a member he was able to meet faculty from diverse disciplines and became aware of some of the fascinating research going on in other departments on the UW campus.
01:31:26
Question: You served on the Campus Energy Conservation Committee, what was that about? Answer: JS discusses the Campus Energy Conservation Committee and its function of making sure that UW-Madison buildings were well insulated and used their power supply judiciously.
01:32:26
Question: Do you recall any of the major issues that confronted the University committee during the time you served? Answer: JS begins to discuss his service on the University Committee.
01:33:28
End of side.
Tape 2/Side 2
01:33:32
No question: JS explains how the agenda for the UW Faculty Senate is set up by the University Committee, on which JS served on from 1984 to 1987.   Former UW Chancellor Irving Shain sat in on many University Committee sessions and helped the group form agendas for the Senate.  JS believes the effectiveness of the University Committee hinges to a large extent on whether or not the chancellor is active in the Committee’s decision-making.
01:35:24
Question: Any general comments on the effect of the University Committee on UW? Answer: JS always tried to keep abreast of retirement issues facing the faculty.  He ended up testifying at a number of UW legislative hearings aimed at insuring that retired faculty members received adequate retirement benefits.
01:37:15
Question: Do you have any comments on your activities and leadership in research facilities? Answer: JS enjoyed his position as supervisor of the AC-Network Calculator Lab.  He felt it was very beneficial to students since the lab demanded so much hands-on work.  JS says that the AC-Network Calculator Lab was like a mini-control room for a power plant, and, in this regard, was ideal for simulating real-life situations one might face as an operator of a power-generator plant.
01:39:41
Question: Your committee service stretched all the way out into the entire UW system. Do you have any comments on your committee service here? Answer: JS discusses his work on a statewide committee called The Steering Committee for Strategic Planning for Engineering and Technology Education in the UW System.  This committee was responsible for examining engineering education in the state and for deciding which UW campuses should receive funds to initiate engineering programs, like UW-Stout and UW-Platteville.  He felt like service on this committee was like “walking a tight rope” because representatives from all the UW campuses wanted some of the limited funds.  JS also says that as representative for the state’s flagship engineering program he felt some resentment from other campus representatives.
01:46:33
Question: How effective was the Faculty Senate in dealing with issues of faculty in your mind? Answer: The Faculty Senate is somewhat of an unwieldy organization, says JS.  He thinks it demands too much faculty time and that the Senate could benefit from a full-time staff.  But all in all, says JS, UW-Madison is better off with this form of faculty governance, even though real power remains only to those who control the UW budget: the chancellor and college and school deans.
01:50:24
Question: Could you comment on the nature of your consultation work? Answer: JS talks about his work consulting private industries like Allis-Chalmers and Astronautics Corporation of America.  He served as a consultant for the electronics team at Allis-Chalmers and helped them with their digital computer applications.  For the Astronautics Corporation he did classified work consulting on aircraft control and guidance systems. Currently, JS is doing consultancy work for some technology firms on SMES applications.  
01:54:02
Question: When we first talked you mentioned an interesting story of working with the Navy? Answer: In the early 1960s, JS collaborated with UW Meteorology Professor Reid Bryson on a project for the U.S. Navy that examined the ice-freezing dynamics of frozen lakes in Northern Canada.  JS designed some recording instrumentation and Bryson designed an infra-red depth sounder that operated aboard naval aircraft exploring sub-arctic regions.  The Navy was looking at these frozen lakes as potential runways in case of Cold War military conflict with the former U.S.S.R.
01:58:44
Question: When and why did you decide to retire? Answer: JS retired in 1989 because “I just wanted to,” and he felt the retirement package, which he helped support, was very generous. He misses the day-to-day contact with students and fellow researchers.  He has some funding left from the SMES project and continues to consult industry about potential SMES applications.  He feels that consulting demands too much of his time though because he has to keep abreast of all the new engineering research literature.
02:01:52
Question: When we first met you discussed that you had several interesting hobbies? Answer: JS has a private pilot’s license and has enjoyed flying all the way up to the arctic ocean at the northern tip of Alaska.  The UW electrical engineering faculty has occasionally gathered together to canoe the boundary waters of Canada.
02:04:38
End of side.  End of tape.
Tape 3/ Side 1
02:04:38
Question: Could you discuss your involvement in the Philippines? Answer: The UW COE had a four-year (1984-88) educational and professional development contract with the University of Philippines at Manila.  JS taught seminars at the University of the Philippines that covered specialized topics in university- industry relations.  Merton Barry served as administrative director of the project, while JS served as the technical director.
02:07:07
Question: You and professor Barry got some press here in Madison for being involved in a hotel fire, would you like to comment on that? Answer: JS tells the story of a Manila hotel fire that trapped JS and Merton Barry.  JS smelled smoke from his hotel room and called Barry to warn him.  JS managed to get out of the hotel but Barry was trapped in his third floor hotel room. He ended up tying his sheets together and tried lowering himself to the parking lot below.  His sheets ripped and he fell into a loosely held catch-net that the Manila firefighters had stretched out below.  Barry was uninjured but stayed in a hospital for a few days to treat complications from smoke inhalation.  He left the hospital in good condition and he and JS returned to Madison.
02:18:18
Question: Do you want to briefly talk about your experience in Moscow? Answer: In August of 1991 JS traveled to Moscow to meet with some Russian industrialists about potential SMES applications.  While there the now-famous coup attempt was made against then President Gorbachev.  JS said everything in Moscow became chaotic and he couldn’t get through to his wife via telephone to tell her he was all right and the coup attempt was over.
02:21:43
Question: Do you have any closing comments you'd like to make? Answer: JS closed the interview by saying he has no regrets about spending his career at UW-Madison and that he has been “totally happy” with his life serving students and the interests of technology.
02:22:16
End of side.  End of tape.
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