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Q: Today is the 15th of October 1998 and today we are talking with Roger Hess.  We are 
at the CTV Studios and we are recording the Pioneer Portraits.  As we start, Roger, why 
don’t you tell us how you and your family came to Rosetown.   

A: My grandfather started his business in 1906 in Cleveland, Ohio, and he had a 
daughter that passed away from influenza at that time and he decided he didn’t want to live 
in the east anymore so he came to Minnesota.  He started a 12-chair barber shop down at 
445½ Wabasha street. Then he built another shop at the Ag campus with 14 chairs - he had 
38 barbers working for him.  He said I didn’t want to live in downtown St. Paul area and he 
moved to Rosetown because he thought that was a better place for him to live. But he 
wanted his manufacturing plant at the same time.  He bought a two room kind of a shack 
and he moved his wife Matilda and my father Otto Hess, his brother Frank Hess and Alfred 
Hess and he started building his business and start working with his barbers and kept on 
manufacturing in the basement.  He made Hess Hair Milk which is a product for gray hair 
and dandruff.  From that point he kept expanding, expanding and building and building, 
adding onto the house. Then in 1921 he decided that he didn’t want to work in the barber 
field anymore so he sold his shop or gave his shop to his son.  He went on the road, put his 
bottle of Hair Milk in his car and started driving. So shop to shop throughout the whole 
United States the first trip he was gone one day less than a year.  The next trips he started 
making very slow trips. He would six months at a time. So at that point his business started 
growing and growing.  My father came into the business and he was doing all the shipping 
and receiving and filling and things like that.  They hired neighbor kids around the 
neighborhood whoever he could find to help them.  At that point they got big enough to 
build a bigger building.  In 19 – they moved to Roseville in 1917 -- in this two room shack as 
I was saying when they rebuilt and lived on McCarrons Lake or just off of McCarrons Lake.  
Then in 1936, we moved into Roseville or Rosetown and I’ve been in the business since I 
was 21.  My grandfather was 96 when he died.  My dad took over the business in 1933 or 34. 
I took over the business in 1963. And now my two sons which are Roger and Frank and 
they are now running the business.  We have about 26,000 square feet in our buildings now.  
We completely did nothing but manufacturing for the first--till 1973. We manufactured 57 
different items all for the hair all for the barber shop.  While we went into the long hair, and 
the people didn’t cut their hair and they didn’t wash their hair, so I decided at that point I 
would get out of the manufacturing part of it, manufacture only the main product, Hess Hair 
Milk, and went into distributing to all the barber and beauty supply items.  Anything from a 
barber chair to a tweezer.  Every beauty shop or whatever a barber shop uses, we have it.  
And in the last many years we’ve just kept on adding on.  My wife Mary Ann, and my two 
sons lived in Roseville all their life.  We all five generations, we have five generations now, 
and all lived within one block of our company which is on 1911 Rice Street and where it’s 
been all these many years.  Basically that’s the type of business we’ve been into now.  In 
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1974 I ran for Roseville City Councilman and was a councilman from 74 to 78.  Now I am 
partially retired and partially still working.  Any other questions you could ask I will happy to 
answer them.   

Q: I am curious about when your grandfather started the business in 1906?   

A: 1906.   

Q: How common was it then to have to manufacture supplies?  I don’t know anything 
about the barber business.  

A: Well what he did he manufactured in his home in Cleveland, Ohio.  It’s a mixture that 
was done very simply at that point.  It was done in 5-gallon buckets and put into gallon jugs.   

Q: Did most barbers do this?   

A: No, just his.  He used his own product.  There were some other companies making 
not like ours but making products for barber shops.  We didn’t go to a full line - we had our 
Hess Hair Milk and Hess Hair Shampoo from 1906 until - I think it was 1919 or 1921. Then 
he added some shampoos and some face lotion.  And afterwards we manufactured 57 
different items.  Then I made the wrong mistake and went out of it when the long hair came 
in and that was the big thing.   

Q: Was he a chemist?   

A: He was in Germany.  He started in Germany or actually in Switzerland.  He was born 
in Germany but in Switzerland he went over there to - when he left home at 11 years old he 
worked in a barber shop and he worked in the back of the barber shop.  In them days in 
order to become a barber you had to start with putting shaving cream on the person’s face 
first, then you’d just dry shave them without a blade, and then you had to learn everything 
from there.  It took about 3 ½ years to become a barber and a hair dresser.  My grandfather 
went into the beauty work doing beauty hair too and women’s hair.  He put a women’s hair 
in a battle ship over in Germany on a world contest and he won a great big loving cup.  But 
then he moved him and his wife - they had one son Frank Jr. and he moved over here and 
then they had their other two children here.   

Q: He moved to Minnesota?   

A: Yes he did.   

Q: And then as the company is growing here he decides to give it to his kids more or 
less?   

A: Yes, he gave the barber shop to his son.   

Q: What had his wife died?   

A: No, no, Matilda was out here.  His wife and the two other boys moved out here and 
his other son stayed in town then.   

Q: But he is gone traveling on the road for one day less than a year - did she get to go?   

A: No, grandma stayed home.  Grandma stayed home all the years he was on the road.  
He was on the road from 21 until he was 84.  He was still traveling when his wife went with 
him to California. He was still traveling the road when he was 81 years old.  He wouldn’t 
quit.  He loved being on the road.  He wouldn’t be gone a long time you know a week or 
two weeks but he always drove all over the country.  He drove in this country when there 
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was no roads.  In the 20’s they had no highways, they had no roads, he just - and he slept in 
his car and put his hair milk in his tent.  That’s how -  they didn’t have any hotels there was 
no place to stay in them days so he stayed whereever he could.   

Q: Okay, now you said that the first manufacturing was done very simply, basically in the 
house.   

A: Right in the house.   

Q: How has it changed over the years?   

A: We had all automatic bottling.  Everything was done automatically. It was all rotating 
machines up until I closed that part of it down in the late 70’s.   

Q: Rotating machines meaning that?   

A: The fillers were all rotating fillers.  They filled all the bottles automatically and labeled 
them and capped them automatically.   

Q: Put them in the cartons the whole?   

A: No, they put them in the cartons by hand but the filling, labeling, and capping was all 
done by automatic machines. But I went out of that.   

Q: When did you start, when did the company start dealing with women’s hair?   

A: We did - as soon as we went into the shampoos and the hair tonics and the hand 
creams, massage creams, that type of thing - about 1933 or 34 somewhere in that area.  

Q:  In the depths of the Depression?   

A: Yep, that was when he built his business.  Our business flourished more in the 
depression time than it did any other time because in them days if you had gray hair and you 
wanted to go look for a job, nobody would hire you.  This is a gradual hair wash and it made 
it back to its natural color without dying it and the people just used it and they could get a 
job because they looked much younger.  That was the main reason for it.   

Q: And now there are Grecian Formula?   

A: Grecian Formula is one of them, yea, that’s one that took it over.  They had big 
advertising campaigns.  We had interests in staying in the barber field. And that is where all 
of our merchandise was sold out of.  It was sold out of all barber and beauty shops for all 
these years.  My grandpa always wanted to stay with them so basically that is where we 
stayed.   

Q: How did they how did the sons do in the barber business down on Wabasha?   

A: My uncle was a good barber and he stayed in the barber business till right before the 
war - 1941 or 1940 I think he quit the barber business. Because there just no where to go 
then so he quit it in the 40’s.   

Q: And now barber shops cut hair for women and men.   

A: That’s right.  They have unisex shops now.   

Q: No pure barber shops.   

A: No.   

Rem
em

be
rin

g R
os

ev
ille

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



 

 

Q: You are the oldest business in Roseville?   

A: As far as I know we are the oldest manufacturing and the oldest business because as 
far as I can see there was nothing except the taverns of course on Rice street.  There were a 
lot of taverns but basically as far as manufacturing and retail sales, we were the only ones in 
the 17’s.   

Q: What about, well I would think even for taverns you have to be among the?   

A: Yea, there are a couple there is one on Rice Street next to us that was owned by a 
fellow named Al Milsted.  He moved in there in 19 -- I think it was 1919 or 1920 and 
Graphs Tavern started at the same time right in that area.   

Q: Tell us a little bit about growing up in Rosetown?  What it was like to have parents in 
the manufacturing business when everybody else was a farmer?   

A: Well, it was my closest friend lived on County Road B and oh - it would be about 
Western Ave now.  There was let’s see in my the first part of school, when I went to school, 
it was a one-room school and then it got real big and we had two-rooms -- we had 1,2,3, and 
4 in one room 5, 6, 7, and 8.   

Q: Which school was that?   

A: It was District 29 McCarrons Lake School.  Then we went to -- each class was a row -
-like they had for the teacher had.  In my graduating class was six kids.  And I graduated in 
1946.   

Q: Just before the consolidation of the districts then?  

A:  Right.   

Q: Just before the schools all got to the?   

A: Right, Emmett T. Williams was the principal I mean the superintendent then and 
before that was I can’t think of his name a nice a real nice fella too, though, and Mr. 
Williams was a very, very nice man.   

Q: What about other activities though, you lived over on Rice Street your closest friend?   

A: Right.   

Q: Meaning physically close or?   

A: Physically close - the first house.  That was the first house in our area.  That was a half 
of a mile away.   

Q: At least.   

A: At least yea.  But the thing was - we all kinda got together we all hung in about met at 
the same place after school.  We would go down to Dean’s Tavern - it was a little grocery 
store and ice cream shop.  We would meet there and then we would go down to McCarrons 
Lake and we’d swim of course every day.  We were in the lake every day.  In the winter time 
we had our own hockey rinks.  We made our own hockey rinks out there and we all played 
hockey or we played ball.   

Q: What about ice cutting on McCarrons Lake?   
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A: Well they did that up until 1946 was the last year I think they cut ice.  The greatest 
thing I remember on the ice cutting, they had - they were cutting the ice and used a horse to 
shave the ice and clean it and they cut it by hand saws but they had some electric or gas saws 
too.  But anyway, they were shaving and the hole was all dug out and the horse was dragging 
a fellow on the whatchacallit. So then Al Milsted, who I was talking about before, had this 
bar and they also had a garage. So he brings out his tow truck out there and he put the belly - 
a strap around the horse but instead of taking and mounting the strap separate, he put it 
right to the chain as he lifted the horse he squeezed and killed the poor horse.  It was 
something that they didn’t think about when he lifted the horse.  It just crushed him.  The 
fella’s name was Leduser was the fella that cleaned the rink, that cleaned all the ice up.  That 
was probably one of the funny not funny but one of the things that I remember about the 
ice cutting on McCarrons Lake. And before my time they had a big fight between Citizen’s 
Ice Company and People’s Ice Company.   They were going to take and put a wall of sand 
between each side of the lake because they didn’t like the other guy cutting ice.  And Mr. 
Wicks of Wicks’ Park which is on where Mr. and Mrs. Schloesser live now - there use to be a 
oh he had little buildings there that he rented and he had a small concession stand there in 
the summer time but he rented cabins for the summer.   This is like being out into a big trip 
coming from St. Paul to Rosetown because there was no transportation.  My grandfather 
walked for the first year out back and forth to the carline which was Rice and Ivy.  But 
anyway they had this store and everything there well Mr. Wicks was renting boats.  He went 
to the Legislature or someone to get the fight to stop these people from filling the lake -- 
otherwise he couldn’t rent his boats out.  It got to be quite a thing and it finally did end up 
People’s Ice Company at one end of the lake cut and the Citizen’s Ice Company cut at the 
other end.  Where Mr. Schroeder’s house is now on the lake - that is where the ice houses 
were.  There were 4 big ice houses and they used to take the ice out of there all summer 
long.   

Q: What side of the lake is that?   

A: That would be the south side.   

Q: South side or the lake, okay.  And 4 of them?   

A: Four big ice houses there, yep.   

Q: Two for each of the companies?   

A: No, no the ice that was Citizen’s, People’s Ice was where Jimmy Dean has his home 
now but that one went out of there way before I was there.  They went out like in the 20’s.   

Q: What other activities, what other things happened around that area?  We haven’t had 
very many people talking about that area.   

A: The area, like I say, there wasn’t nothing out there other than farms so there wasn’t 
really anything going on.  Few people that lived on the lake were like the Renler’s, and Dr. 
Ashelby, and Dr. Wenzel, and Dr. - I can’t remember the other doctor’s name but they had 
homes on the lake they had the big homes.  Dr. Ashelby was one of the ones I remember 
real well and we use to give him a lot of trouble at Halloween time.  He used to have a 
beautiful horse and buggy that he was so proud of and we took the buggy apart - he was 
gone - we took the buggy apart and put it on his roof.  So he knew who did it of course 
because who else is around there. So we had to take the buggy back down the next day.   

Q: What about the water works, we’ve heard a lot about the water works recently?   
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A: Well, when I was a kid there was a beautiful park over there called Thompson Park.  
All of us young fellows all hung around there at that time.  In the evening we would go 
down there and just sit around and talk or else play ball or something but they had a 
beautiful park there you could roast wieners.  They had hot dogs they had everything and 
they closed it in I suppose the 50’s.   

Q: What side of the reservoir is that on?   

A: It would be north of the main buildings.  Where they have the dog training now, it 
would just east of that.  The Park is still there, they just don’t use it.  I don’t know why they 
don’t use it but the City said it was people wrecking too many things and they don’t want the 
water getting contaminated because all the main water goes through there.  They cut the 
park off.  It was a nice park.  That was the only park out there.   

Q: You said the carlines came out as far as Ivy?   

A: Rice and Ivy.   

Q: So to get downtown for shopping?   

A: Yep, walk.   

Q: You would have to walk that far?   

A: Yep, my dad went to St. Bernard’s grade school.  I don’t know why he didn’t like 
District 29 but he didn’t so he went to he used to hitch hike behind the trucks that went by 
and rode his bike down there.  Then my grandfather when he was less than a year and he 
had a car and he drove back and forth.   

Q: Where did you go to high school?   

A: I went to Washington High School.   

Q: And how did you get there?   

A: I biked and later on I got a car.  The day I got a car - I got the car to get back and 
forth.  We had a bus service out there and it was really bad. I mean the buses most of the 
time broke down or he would be two hours late.  He would come whenever he wanted to 
and it got to be a bad situation.  I didn’t ride the bus.  I rode it until I was sixteen.   

Q: You said Mary Ann is also from this, from Rosetown?   

A: No, my wife, Mary Ann, is from St. Paul.   

Q: Oh, she’s from St. Paul.   

A: My two sons of course were born and raised here. Now my I have four grandchildren 
I have Rebecca, which is Roger Hess’s his daughter and my son Frank has a girl in St. 
Thomas College and one at St. Odelia’a and one at Totino-Grace.   

Q: All over the place?   

A: Yea, but they are all still in Roseville.  One block from where my grandfather started 
his business.   

Q: Why don’t you tell us a little bit about your time on the City Council?   

A: That was very enjoyable.  I went onto the council to try to -- better try to keep more 
business like manner running the council and I think we did a pretty good job.  I think we 
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had some good people on the council. I had Tom Curley with me, Gale Linebarger, Dick 
Brennen, and June Demos.  Tom Curley has passed away.  Dick Brennen has passed away.  
And Cam[eron] Anderson, excuse me he was another one that was with me at the same 
time, he’s passed away.  They all were generally doing the same thing - trying to go into the 
same thing but we got some bad directions.  Tom and I had some very bad arguments at 
every council meeting.  I was at one end and I was at the other because of our name 
situation.  Well at least when we got through the council meeting we would walk out and 
have a good time together.  We never carried it on and I don’t think any of the rest of them 
did.  They all understood why we were arguing about it but we tried to compromise 
somewhat.  But it’s hard you know you can’t do what you want and you can’t do what they 
want.  It’s gotta give and you gotta take and you gotta work hard to keep things at an even 
keel.  I think our city councils after that have done a good job but they worked very hard at 
trying to keep our taxes down and trying to do the right thing for our people.   

Q: There was something else I was going to ask you and now I’ve - it has slipped my 
head.  Oh, I know what it was, looking you lived in this area all your life?   

A: Just about.   

Q: What is the change that you most welcomed in all that time?   

A: Well, education change has been one thing.  I mean our school system at that point 
was very small.  It’s changed a lot I figure a school system is very good for a long time. I 
think they went a little bit low right now because of the fact I think that they have to adjust 
for so many people.  And the adjustment I think is taking our education down a little bit.  
Our Roseville seems like it’s a good school.  They have a good school system, we have some 
good people doing their job and our city council has been doing real well right now.  And I 
think that all of them things make the style of living better than anywhere else.  I mean you 
can go to any community and they are not as up as we are.  The communities don’t seem to 
- they seem to look to long before they do things.  And Roseville has been outstanding.  
They have been trying to go ahead and look to the future and all the councils and in the 
school systems.  So I think this is part of the main thing that I like.   

Q: On the other side of the coin of the best change, what would you have liked to retain 
from the old days?   

A: Well, I guess we don’t ever want to go backwards but you know this big road 
program that we put in many, many years ago when I was on the council, we wanted to do 
the same thing.  I like the old roads the way they were.  The trees the way they were.  We put 
in these beautiful curbs and gutters and I know they have to do it but I would like to see it 
just the way it was.  I was one of them that voted against it, of course.  But I think that we 
just got overwhelming and it’s hard to - it isn’t we are not the old little city any more now 
we’ve got the curbs and gutters just like they have in downtown St. Paul.  And I like the 
atmosphere better the way it was.  The curb was there but there wasn’t an actual curb and 
gutter and I know we have to move the water and I know we have to do the street work but 
it took our it changed our whole City.   Our city now is bigger than regular downtown St. 
Paul in that matter.  That’s what I liked.   

Q: Is there anything else that we should talk about?  Anything else that you would like to 
share?   

A: Nothing that I can think of right now.  Nothing that I can think of right now.   
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Q: Okay, Mary, I think we are done.  Thank you.   

A: Well, thank you very much. 
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