JOHN ORR
INTERVIEW SEPTEMBER, 1983

Let's say union it is now o . What was the name of your
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union first, layed—off°professaenal—workers?

United Office and Professional Workers. Not at all . They
organized the UAW...

Girls.

What year did they organize that?

I don't know, 1940 I guess.

So right at the same time that--

There are two girls still down in that local that were there...
Marie?

Marie and Tilly.

I didn't meet her.

Well, Marie was a longtime chairman I think. I guess she still is of
the Girls Office Worker's Committee. She was my secretary.

oh really. Yeah, you could tell talking to her that she had a lot of
experience...

oh boy.

Well, they were organized by the United Office and Professional
Workers so they were never a part of UAW factory workers?

They are now.

They are now.

Now wait a minute. No. Even down town in Solidarity House they are

not UAW members. They have an Office Workers Union of their own.
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Is it an offshoot of the United Office and Professional Workers?
Yeah.

Do you know why it happened that way instead of the United Auto
Workers Office Workers?

Well, it would have been a company union, wouldn't it?

Well, doesn't UAW have its own branch for salaried workers?

Yes.

Yeah.

But different types of salaried people. Engineers or they are into
doctors and professors and everything else now. They've got some
universities almost signed up for teachers and what not.

So was that United Office and Professional Workers Union a pretty
effective union for the women in the offices?

Well as an officer I always used to think we'd be fair. 1In fact the
férmer officer that did most of the negotiating for our local union
with them whatever we had on the bargaining table with the company he
would give to the girls and tell the company to shoot it at that, you
know. So our girls had a contract far in excess of any comparable
girls anywhere. 35 hour work week was initiated.

Oh yeah.

Oh yeah.

Okay. Well can you tell me a little bit about the type of work that
you did in the River Rouge, when you came to work here?

Well, my father worked in the motor building on a crankshaft line.
Now he never weighed more than 135 pounds in his life and he used to
come home at night so darn exhausted that he would just about go wash

up come down and eat and he would lay on the couch and listen to Amos
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and Andy and Kate Smith who were the tops in radio at that time; up to
bed, to get ready for work, and my mother kept saying; "you two boys,"
I have a brother a year and a half older than me," are never going to
suffer what your father did. When you are 14, I'm going to take you,
or 12, the application age was 12, to Henry Ford Trade School," which
she did. As each of us reached the age of 12, we went up to Highland
Park, adjacent to the Ford factory in Highland Park on Woodward
avenue, to the trade school.

why did your mother take that route in sending you to a trade school
to work at Ford's? Was it sort of assumed that you would be at Ford's
at some time?

No, she didn't mind us going to Ford's but she didn't want us working
on a production line like her husband, coming home so physically beat
every night.

So‘she was just giving you a skill.

She knew some skilled tradesmen among her friends and what not who
lived a normal life. Now my dad had a hard way. See I'm foreign
born. I don't know if you know. I'm from Canada. I came over here
at the age of 9 and the way we came, my father led an aborted Alberta
strike in a rubber plant back in Nariton, Ontario. We lived in a
house that was built by the rubber company. He was a bootmaker and
not a tiremaker. This was a bootmaker outfit. He started a union
then that subsequently has become the United Rubber Worker's Union.
And he organized it pretty well and they decided to go on a strike one
day and the plant was built in four stories and he worked on the top
making boots, and at a given signal they were supposed to go from the

fourth floor down the stairs, no elevator, and each succeeding floors
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join in the walkout. Well, I'm too young to remember all the details,
but when he and one other guy started down the isle the other workers
started looking at each other and some started to follow, bosses were
looking, they ran back to their job and my father and this guy started
down the stairs; the other guy got to the first step and he ran back
and went to his job and my father walked down and when they saw him
alone at the third floor, second floor, nobody joined. He walked out
and walked home and our home was owned by the rubber factory. Well,
they offered to reinstate him if he would sign allegiance to the
company, swear that he would never again join a union, organize or
walk out, and he refused. So he was just about blackballed in the
rubber industry in Canada. He came here and got in the auto industry.
What year was that he was organizing in rubber?

1923 I believe this occurred. And we came to, he came first and then
seﬁt for us. I came here my citizenship papers show January 25, 1924
and I was 9 on January 2. At any rate my brother and I both went to
trade school. He went at age 14 and I followed a year and a half
later at age 14. There were many good things to say about Henry Ford
Trade School but there were a lot of things that the old man was given
credit for that weren't quite true. Maybe he meant well. I don't
know and that was always the thing that kept the Ford workers from
organizing till 4 years after GM and Chrysler were organized. "If
only the old man knew he would do something about it. It was the
lesser bosses and whatnot that impose all these indignities and all
this mess."

Was that just because of the way his image was portrayed over the

media~--?
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Yes.

And the project that he embarked on?

I think so, ves. At any rate, I thought I was being impossed on, and
I went to Henry Ford Trade School. It was very good. I started at
15¢ an hour but that is not wages. That was a scholarship they paid
you.

How long did that last?

Well, you worked four years. You worked in the shop end of the school
two weeks and then went to school one week. So we got very little
schooling and I have always been ashamed of my grammar and what not,
on that account because we had so little of it.

About age 12 you finished your regular school--

No, I was in Cass Tech High at 12 for 2 years. And I went in the
Henry Ford Trade School at 14 until the age of 18. At any rate they
opérated in violation of the law because schools were allowed, trade
schools were allowed, with industry, if the products they made were
not used in the industry that was sponsoring that school. Well, it
was so blatant what he was doing. Are you familiar with production
lines where the trolleys run, conveyers run along on trolleys and what
not?

Well, I have an idea in my head. I have never seen it.

We had a trolley repair department and if you ever saw kids work
repair, gﬁ my God. I myself worked on valves and they were from stead
valves with gates that big, that operated in the powerhouses and what
not to little things so big. Very little on rubber valves like you
change a washer at home and most of them were metal. Some were so

small and then when you had to send them to take the marks out where
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it was quite evident where the leaks were and you had to sand those
out. Hit them with a red lead and blue lead, black lead into each
other so they made it. It was a male and female part you know. Your
fingers were like sandpaper. I'd came home with blood oozing out of
them. I got bitter in there. Although I learned a lot, I'll have to
say. I was learning to operate lathe I don't know if you are familiar
with machine shop parts, lathes and milling machines and what not and
at the age of 18, 4 years we spend in the trade school, at the age of

18 into the factory on a factory .

Was that an automatic job?

No. Everybody that came through the trade school didn't get into the
factory. It depended on whether they needed, you went in there as an
apprentice. I was an apprentice toolﬁaker. My brother was an
apprentice 5;5 aker. But I was up to then, we got an increase if we
keét up with our shop work and our school work, a penny every six
weeks or whatever the term was. But at any rate when I went to the
employment office at Gate 2, now you probably heard about Ford in the
middle 1915s or 'l6s establish a five-hour workday, or five-dollar
workday. That's just so much poppycock. You had to go through so
many qualifications. They had a sociological department set up that
examined your needs for the money whether you were clean living. If
you had a boarder in the house, because that boarder was actually
taking care of the woman of the house while her husband is at work.
They had so many. They could come in your house anytime of the day
and what not. At any rate I was making 41¢ an hour is what they

called a scholarship and never called it wages. Because you weren't

supposed to work in a factory around any moving machinery until you
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were 18. We were students and on a scholarship. If you forgot your
badge on payday, for instance and you needed it, many times my brother
was layed off and my father was layed off and we really needed the
money, I'd listen I would notice the treasurer of the trade school
would give some guys a check and some not. And I'm wondering what is
it, I didn't bring my badge and I'm here they told me if you make
proper application and look great you get it. So I got close to it
and the treasurer looked at one kid and he said, what do you want, and
he said, I want my paycheck I forgot my badge today and he says come
back monday when you got your badge to get your paycheck. The next
kid said, I want my scholarship fund and I forgot my badge today and
they told me you could issue a paper badge for me to get through the
rest of the day and issue my check. Yes sir. So I flashed that.
Scholarship fund. At any rate going into the factory at the-age of 18
in.1933 they said well we got to raise your wages you're nog:a full
fledged factory toolmaker apprentice. They raised it to 42-1/2 cents
an hour. Within three months I was cut to 32-1/2 cents an hour and
was consoled with the fact that journeymen too?hakers were only making
30 cents an hour and Dearborn welfare families when the adult was
working at Ford's and they got a dollar a day working at Ford to
supplement what they got from welfare.

why did the company originally pay you 42 and then drop?

Well, it was the depression. Thirty-three was still the depression.
And you came in at 32?

Thirty-three.

Thirty-three?

With the factory.
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Yeah, with 42 cents they paid you and then they cut it after that?
Yes.

Just because everybody was getting wage cuts?

Uh huh. The day I got layed off, I received 50 cents an hour on my
pay because Roosevelt had introduced the NRA, I don't know if you are
familiar with that, National Recovery Act and that was a minimum pay.
So I got layed off and got a raise in pay. But we had suffered a lot
of indignities. You must have heard it so many times. Do this, do
that, no if you protest it was either Miller Road is the nearest
street, that's where the employment office was, hit Miller Road. Or
sometimes they didn't even tell you to do it or else just fire you.
Quite evident. It was so evident to most of us or not enough of us at
the time I should have said. But you couldn't buck that outfit alone.
So we were happy to hear about the UAW coming on the scene organizing
and that was late '36 agd '37. They told you they organized Chrysler
and GM in '37, I'm sure you heard of the sitdown strikes and all this
and that. It still took four more years to convince the Ford workers
to join the union.

So who came into the shop as UAW organizers?

Most of it was done from within. Because the city of Dearborn passed
an anti-handbill ordinance, professional unionists couldn't even come
in the city gates and pass out literature and what not, it was against
the law. I'd just go to city gates and pass out literature and what
not, it was against the law. I'd just wait for them to come in, it
was always known when they were coming. Off to jail they went. So
that law was ruled unconstitutional and that let more in and they had

started having organizational meetings. I would give a lot of credit
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Coal mines.

to the mine workers because it was a lot of layoffs in the mines and
most of those guys headed for Detroit because the automobile business,
for awhile was booming and they hired in there.

Which mines were laying off?

-

~,

ﬁh;ch miRés\Yere laying of£?

_Coal mines.

In Pennsylvania?

Pennsylvania, mostly, veah. You will find among the old-timers many
of the original organizers in Ford were from their’ coal mines. I'm
sure you have heard of Percy Llewellyn who died in April of this year.
He was from the mines?

He was a member of the United Mine Workers but he never worked down
below. He worked upstairs on the depo. I gave the eulogy at his
fuﬁeral and I told the story that he told me. I belong to the mine
workers but I was never down in the mines in my damn life, he said. I
didn't put that coal down there and I'll be goddam if I was going down
there and dig it. No, he worked upstairs as a check weighman working
for the union checking the bosses weights. He was the foremost in the
mine. I remember working in the plant there.

Do you remember the names of some others who were in the mines. Oh
yeah, Mack Cinzori. How do you spell it.? Is that Cin?

Mack, that's his first name. That's his legal name. Cinzori. Mack
Cinzori.

Oh yeah, I have seen that name.'

I'm sure you have.

Did he actually work in the mine?
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Yes, he did. Oh yeah. Hey, they all did except Percy as far as I
know.

So they came in around the early 40s or late 30s into Ford.

Late 30s, yeah. The union got some concept of the in the
plant they established organizing locations in different parts of
Detroit, never in Dearborn to begin with because you couldn't show
there. Ford had their police department so locked up. He appointed
them, he appointed the chief and the mayor and everything else. And
on the border of Detroit where Ford it boardered Dearborn, you found
out about it by the underhand or current talk where the union hall was
went down and signed up. I went down and signed up in 1937 and I
immediately bitched because it was $1 initiation fee and $1 month
which was quite a chunk of money.

Was this the AFL you were with?

No; This was the original UAW.

CIO?

Yes. There was an old bank building down Vernor highway in Detroit.
Who were some of the earlier people who were organizing at this stage
in UAW?

Oh there were so many.

Or some of the more important ones.

You know some of the ones that emerged in leadership aren't exactly
the ones that were doing the organizing work at the time. Well the
more important ones, of course, from the mine workers John L. became
president of the CIO, John L. Lewis of the Mine Workers. He lent
organizers to the UAW to work at Ford and the guy that was given

directorship of the Ford organizing drive from the mine workers, was
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named Mike Widman, Mike Widman. And the UAW as an organization had to
have a co-director. They wouldn't let the mine workers come in and do
it alone. His name was Dick Leanord, Richard T. Leonard. Later he
became the Ford Department director of the UAW, regional director and
vice president. But they were professionals if you call them, they
were working for $35 a week but they were working fulltime for the
union. It was guys in the shop they never got a.penny that were doing
the real work, Mack Cinzori for instance. He was only apprentice, his
neck was out so far organizing, so was mine but let somebody else tell
you about that. And Percy's he was fired for union activity. He was
beat up by the cops. It was over 2,000 when we got recognition by the
company finally in 41 there was at least 2500 National Labor Relations
cases. People fired for union activity organizing and what have you.
Twenty-five hundred.

Waé Bill McKie an important figure?

Yes, yes, yes. An "avout" Z§197 communist. That was part of it.
Everybody liked Bill and they hated communism. Well, not everybody
hated communism. They knew what he was. He never pretended. And as
a matter of fact after the Taft Hartly Law came in Bill was back in
the plant he was elected local trustee and had to resign because he
could not sign the anti-communist affidavit to retain local office.
And he said he'd he damned if he'd dis-avow his communist affiliation.
why was he well liked in the shop?

He was a lot older than most of us and he talked sense and he lived,
you know he wasn't trying to organize a union for his own financial
benefit or this and that because if ever a guy lived frugal it was

Bill McKie. He never owned a car, to my knowledge in his life and he
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used to get his bundle of paper and peddle them in the neighborhoods
and whatnot. I remember one time a guy saw him going and thought he'd
give him a lift. He stopped at the curb put his window down and said
hey Bill, can I give you a lift. Bill said no I'm in a hurry and he

went plodding down and . But in the tail end of

1940 we were pretty well organized. I forgot to tell you now that I
started to make the confession, in 1937 I joined and whatnot but I
dropped out because I had subsequent layoffs, couldn't afford to pay
and thought it was too much and I had already given indication where
my feelings were and whatnot. I didn't rejoin until the early part of
1940.

They didn't have some kind of provision for reducing the dues for
layoff?

No. Now today when they are organizing a new plant you don't go in
an& make those people pay initiation fees and dues right off the bat.
You hold that in abeyance until you get them a contract. But they
didn't do it in those days. Well they do today. I think Emil Mazey
was responsible for that. As a matter of fact when a plant goes on
strike now for the initial contract maybe the workers in three haven't
paid a penny in and initiation fees or dues, but if they go on strike
in support of a new contract or a first contract, they get on the UAW
strike fund. But not in those days. Those dues were only $l.

Lack of resources?

Oh . And yet when they organized Ford they had some 80,000
members in the Rouge plant alone. My God you were dealing with

$80,000 a month. You got rich overnight. Well, you wanted to talk
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about democracy in Local 600. I don't know quite what you had in
mind.

Let me just progress one step at a time. The next thing is just
describe the unit that you were a member of.

I served an apprenticeship as a too%ﬁaker in 711X it was in the
foundry machine shop. What you know now as the tool and dye unit then
used to be just the tool and dye building. It was a tool and dye
building with about 4,000 people in it who build.all the new tools and
dyes but then there was a tool room and a dye room in every building
where there was many machine operations because they had to put those
new tools, they did some construction work, yes quite a bit in the
larger ones, but they had to put those tools and dées into machines
and whatnot and make them operable and then maintain them.

About how big of a group of workers would that be?

Well, for instance there were 1200 in the dgé room in the Dearborn
Stamping plant. It was then known as the Press Steel building. I get
confused with these names now. In the Rolling Mill where they used to
make the forgings and the frames for the cars, there were 1100.

Just in the d;e room?

Just in the die room within that building. In the foundry they had a
large machine repair contingent and flask(?) repairmen and
patternmakers because patterns were always associated with foundry
operations.

So about how many men were in your tool and d;e division of the
machine foundry shop?

When the union could, well at one time we were 100 and something but

!
no hold it, they started that new tool and dje building because we
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were all doing construction work within our own buildings. When they
started the new tool and dfe building, they did the bulk of the
construction work and drained the men and work from those buildings,
now my tool room went down to less than 300 people from a high of
1100. So we were mostly a repair gang.

What was the year that they opened the tool and d}e shop itself?

I think it was the latter part of 1939 or 1940’. We started the lend
lease with England. With lend lease you know with the destroyers (?)
to Britain and this and that we were preparing for a war don't let
anybody kid you. Ford said he could build airplanes on a production
b;sis just like he did autos. And my brother worked in that he was a
d&e maker leader one of the youngest over in the new tool and d}e
building, and they brought in blueprints there wing fixtures and
whatnot for these engine bombers. And he was one of the whiz gids
selected to go to San Diego and learn assembly methods there. Ford
sent a crew of his own out theref They spent months and months there
while they were building. The ;illow Qun bomber plant. You weren't
very far from there, where you are staying. It's now a GM assembly
plant, but it's the original Ford Willow_éun bomber plant. See he,
when he came back he immediately went on supervision because those
guys were down there to learn and then come back and supervise others
that's why he was . But you said you had heard of me being
part of the organizing, I was when the, before the NLRB election in
April of 1941, I had over two-thirds of the, and I wasn't alone, and

all those guys down the street there, I damn near invited them up

three of them volunteer organizer and whatnot. We had over two-thirds
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of the members signed up in the UAW. And I can't tell you how many
members were signed up in all the others or not because--
Your tool and qie--
My department in the machine shop. No I wish that record had been as
good in the tool and df; building as a whole. They were mostly red
apples. They were far from that record. I was negotiating wages and
some working conditions before the union was recognized. We took, at
a given signal one day we all lit cigarettes, that was someting new in
the Ford Motor Company. Different things we used to do to
demonstrate, you know. Always under threat, but the movement had
grown so much. Now these bosses they just wanted to get by, you know.
They were getting production or their work out, boy they tolerated
more and more all the time.
Well, why do you think that the men in production in the foundry

‘ :
machine shop were receptive to the union whereas the tool and d§e shop
you mentioned was not so much so?
Well, working conditions mainly. It was the newest and largest tool
and q}e room in the world. Bar none. And they were catered to.
There weren't too many. There were some including Mack Cinzori who
was an apprentice there at the time. There weren't too many that
emerged as ourselves, from that original group that emerged as union
leaders.
And how did those conditions compare to yours in the production?
Well, we could see what was going on in production, Holy mackerel. I
knew then when I left the trade school and went in the factory, I was
more impressed than ever what my mother meant by saying, "You boys are

going to be tradesmen not production workers because, they were like
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animals, my God. Even today everybody thinks it's easy in a Ford
factory, even today if you can get a trip through the Ford assembly
plant and see those guys, they are like robots themselves--putting
nuts on, putting bolts on, doing this and that. How the hell they
stand the trade art it would drive me nuts. I couldn't have ever
worked in there on production. They do it. Sometimes you ask a guy
why and he says, I'm not doing that, I'm building a home or a cottage
or something. He says my mind is far away. He's just doing this
automatically. I don't know how they can robotize themselves like
that. But anyway, we were surrounded by good union people, the
production workers were the ones who knew they needed a union. Don't
forget by that time we had many examples of what we were suffering.
The production workers in some phases of work in Chrysler and GM were
making more than the tool and d}e makers in Ford. Not all, but some.
Buf you never knew how much the guy next to you was making. It was no
set wage scale and this and that like there is now. So he could be
making more and he wasn't about to tell you because if he was making
more he didn't want you going to the boss and saying I'm as good as
this guy, so there was jealousies all over the place but when I took a
wage survey in early '40 and found out that, oh we were way underpaid.
The UAW did a wage survey?

They sent sheets in there to all the stewards on the job and in
departments, you know, and took a survey that way. But you had to go
to the individual worker and ask him what he was making whatnot in
order to complete the survey. Some were reluctant to tell you, some

were so ashamed. Oh my God. A guy, I was an apprentice by that time,
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may be making a $1 or $1.05 an hour. We had journeymen in there
making 95--95¢.

Does the international have the result of that survey, do you think?
They did have, now whether they've got it now or not. Well they
knew--well certainly their leaflets and everything showed how much
less Ford workers were making, yes they have it.

This was in 1940 you say?

Yeah. Oh, earlier than that but I think they were more or less
guessing before that because this was as I remember the first big
survey they ever took. And boy that's when a whole lot of us got in
trouble because we were really going behind the NLRB then. Our right
to organize and do this and that and our leaflets was going beyond
interviewing Ford workers and asking questions like that, you know.
How was that so? What other things were on the--

Whét was wrong?

No what else besides asking the wages were you doing 4€ with the
leéflets and the questionnaires?

Well just going up to a worker on company time and ask him to join.
Ch.

Most places you had a paid company lunch period. You weren't even
free under the law to do it during that period because you were on the
company payroll. And even when they had the half hour lunch period
unpaid, well they'd still grab you for doing it but a lot of the NLRB
cases came from there or were from such incidences as that, where the
law said we were free to do it. Ford had another problem that
Chrysler and GM didn't at the time. We probably had the largest

percentage of, the decent word to say then was Negroes.--Negro
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employees and the any of the others, and they were infiltrating jobs
that were only held by Whites throughout the years and very few of
them were in GM or Chrysler's. They had been relegated to foundry
work, Shoveling sand, pouring steel, cleanup jobs in the other
production buildings where those dangerous things .

Finally Ford started to put a few in the tool and d§e rooms as models.
And demonstrated infiltrating the assembly lines and whatnot with
them.

Well, what do you think his incentive to do this was.

Help break the union, I think, because most of them looked at Mr. Ford
as their emancipator, not Mr. Lincoln. He was lying them on jobs that
they had never had before. They never did have a vote or never did
give a breakdown on how the Whites voted and the Blacks. The NRLB
doesn't conduct the elections like that. But we could have told if
théy would give the figures by buildings because we knew the buildings
that were predominately Black like the foundry.

The production foundry? How did they vote in that?

Nobody ever revealed it.

What's your impression?

I say about 50-50. Because the overall vote in Rouge plant was two-
thirds for the UAW. Of course it probably wasn't all Black either.
Most of the Whites were foreign born Italians, Maltese.

Did you think that the role of the Blacks changed over the years from
them being more pro-Ford and against the union to something else later
on?

Yes, it did for several reasons. It's hard to explain. There were

new avenues opened to them, you know, positions of leadership, even if
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it was a job steward in his own department it was something he had
never attained, in his life before or on the bargaining committee,
bargaining for several thousand of his subordinates, Chairman of the
building and what not. Oh yeah they seized upon that because
regardless of what Ford put in the production, introducing in the
production other things, they did not introduce him into salaried
personnel. So there were very few job opening on supervision or on
that order. The Shelton Tappes you're talking about, this is an aside
from the issue, he is elected recording secretary of the local union
in 1942. That was the first year we attained local union autonomy.

In other words the right to elect our own officers and whatnot. We
were under UAW directorship. He started issuing buttons and they
showed up at the foundry. While I was job steward there was district
committeeman, bargaining committeeman, chairman and then he started
iséueing other buttons. Buttons are important, you know.

Why is that?

You mean something. You belong to something or you are somebody, you
got to go read them. He not only issued buttons for the committeemen
and getting credentials, there would be an alternate committee. There
would be a guide and an alternate guide and what not. And most of
those guys had their bosses sold that they were full-time union reps.
And that was to the extent they could get away with it. If anybody
wore a badge, man, he was a wheel.

Did that catch on at any of the other shops?

No, hey the Ford wheels found out about that. They knocked that out
pretty quick. It was much cheaper, I'll tell you in 1946, it was much

cheaper for the company to go to full-time pay committeemen than it
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was to allow the job steward system to exist the way it was because a
good job steward could invent more reasons for being off a job, invent
greivances or do something else to get off the job. Oh, there were
abuses, I don't hide that. So when the company went to full-time
committeemen, paid by the company.

What was the difference, were there fewer than there when they were
stewards?

Yes.

How did the company save?

Well they figured one full-time committeeman for each 250 men.

And how was it under the steward system?

Oh my God, every department regardless of size had a department
committeeman and he always had an alternate and just whatever they
could get away with. So we had some good ones and some bad ones, you
knéw. Some of the loafers decided that was a good way to get off the
job. I can't for the life of me say that they were all good union
people.

How did the plant set up at Ford's, being the biggest employing unit
around with all those different buildings and how did that affect the
interaction that workers had? Did they socialize or talk with each
other from their different building units, or did they mainly keep
within their own buildings?

No. They kept within their own buildings because there was no way
they could socialize or fraternalize during the work day in there, and
we held local union meetings at Cass Tech, we always get a big hall we
try to hold local union meetings, and really it was democracy out of

the window because there you would have 18 different buildings coming
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in there, each with maybe a common peeve but each with a separate
peeve too, trying to get attention, the others for support, and
everything else. They were so unwielding that they formed a General
Council. Each building had its own autonomy like the foundry machine
shop had a President, bargaining committee, their own officers, a
limited autonomy, of course, it was a limit on what they could do. A
portion of the dues were given to them, that was to maintain an office
in the local union, that paid expenses and chairman and whatnot. And
a General Council deal was figured so that all the, well I'd say there
was 18 units at the time I believe that figure is fairly close. Based
on their population elected deligates to this General Council just
like the states here send delegates to the Congress proportionately.
Was that a big honor to get elected to the General Council?

Yes, but what you found was, it was a nonpaying job, so the meetings,
moét of the times during the war we were working six days a week, the
meetings were generally held on a Sunday. That meant probably given
up your only day off during the week and as I said voluntary. I would
say a good portion of the General Council to began with was secondary
leadership. Because the guys that had organized were in top
leadership. Their wives and family were so sick of them going out
nights organizing and doing this and that all for the union for
nothing. I think they had heat at home, no more jobs, not another day
of the week, or whatnot, so the real dyed-in-the wool guy he was
there, he ran for election, and was there. That was one job where all
of the top leadership in the buildings worked there.

How does that compare with the executive board?
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The Executive Board is comprised of 9 or 10 local officers and the
president of each unit.

So they were paid to attend, while they were attending their meetings
they were being paid?

The chairmen of the buildings are paid for. They are on the company
payroll. And they get their necessary expenses from the local union.
So they don't work in a shop anymore after they have become president
of their unit?

Oh they are required to ring a time card in the plant. All the rules
say at least once a day they got to ring in the morning or in the
afternoon. Once a day they have to have a card ring.

Do they actually do production work or--

No, no, they are full-time for the union. They are in there
overseeing the contract and overseeing the stewards that operate in
thé various departments. And each of those whatever the units are by
number, I don't know may be down to 14 now, each of those have
separate local unit agreements.

Did they have those way back in the 40s?

Yes. In the latter 40s yes because we never had plantwide senority
for instance and each building had to go in there and establish an
occupational group senority system.

Do you think that there are much differences between agreements worked
out between the units and the company? From unit to unit--

Not on wages. They weren't allowed to negotiate wages in the latter
stages. That was done by the national Ford Department. We get

uniform wages nationally.
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So seniority was worked out with the individual in units, anything
else?

Oh yes. Working conditions. Some buildings had continuous Sunday
operations for instance. At the glass plant you can't cut off a
ribbon of glass Saturday and Sunday and start on Monday. The ribbon
of glass runs all the time. Those furnaces run all the time and
somebody has to be there to do them. So that's what you call
continuous sevenday operation. The same with steel. You note that
steel, you're in a malleable condition and send it down those rollers
and make necessary steel plates or sheets. You don't shut that off
during the weekends.

Do you think any of individual units were able to negotiate stronger
or better contracts?

Than others?

Yeéh.

To begin with. Yes. Some were able to get a paid lunch period,
others weren't. But the worse of it is in those days they never got
it in writing. Some of those agreements. When the company cut them
off, after a few years, those unis went to arbitration, Dr. Harry
Shulman was the Umpire for the Ford UAW at the time.

What was he a doctor of?

A doctor of law. He was Dean of the Yale Law School wasn't he?

I've read some of his decisions--

Yeah he was one of the wheels in the National Labor Relations Board
when they started a War Labor Board, oh he was quite a figure. Have
you ever read any of his--his umpire decisions are in bound volumes.

Yeah I have seen those.
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Master pieces, most of them. You can learn from them at any rate.

But that was when he made one of his famous quotes when these guys
from different buildings come out and say we had negotiated paid lunch
period. Where is the agreement. We don't have one, it was a verbal
agreement. That's when in one of his opinions, and he said an
unwritten agreement isn't worth the paper it's not written on. He
threw them all out. Percy Llewellyn was chairman of the motor
building at the time and he had one on writing and I don't know how
but that was included in 2 '

Percy Llewellyn's shop had a strong unit agreement?

Yeah. Yes and no. I worked in a building where there were tool
makers on the floor. The company wanted to establish classification
of fixed repair, I said no way. That kind of repairs, and I knew the
background on those, and, he made it. Fixed repair they wanted to pay
a dime an hour less. Motor building allowed them to have that
classification. The only building in the whole plant where fixed
repair, the guy who maintained tools was allowed. So that was why
there had to be some semblance of control over what one building, one
building couldn't go in there and undercut what another one was doing.
Even today you know that the national agreement with Ford is hold by
the international union, not the local union. The local unions have
agreements but they can't contradict the master agreement. They can
supplement and add to it, they can't subtract from.

How about other aspects of the labor-management relations within the
different building units. Do you think that they differed?

Well, people are people. Some bosses tried to get along, they tried,

they were taken to school. Others carried on the fight, they were so
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bitter anti-union nobody was going to tell them how to%un their
department and whatnot. And that fight went on for so long and the
union was really at a disadvantage because, contract was signed, the
initial contract was signed on June 20, 1941 and if we weren't at war
we were the closest thing to it because Pearl Harbor happened

December 7. And the UAW was one of the first unions to rush into a
no-strike pledge. So some of these foremen just ran hog wild. Some
of the superintendents, what could you do about it, you know. You
couldn't use the strike. Oh we had many wildcat strikes all right.
International union couldn't authorize them and sent you back to work.
Well can you remember where some of these belligerent foremen, vs. the
more easy going foremen, which buildings they were in.

Well, of course I was restricted. I only worked in the foundry
machine shop tool room. But they still floated in the breeze, like
thé higher ups. Well, maybe this will be a point. Henry Ford I, the
original was a strong Mason, I don't know if you knew that or not. So
throughout that time Masons became the head of most of the buildings
and so the secondary leadership. When Henry Ford II assumed the
presidency, he was released from, what was he, in the navy?, in the
early 40s to come back and take over chairmanship of the Ford Motor
Company because it was in a hell of a mess. He had already turned
Catholic and married that O'Connel girl that he married. Well you
would be surprised when he became head of that thing. The foreman and
superintendents had switched to Catholicism. They went from Masons to
knights of Columbus. You wouldn't think that went on. It went on.
And of course that entered into politics in the union too, you know.

The Masons against the Catholics. Henry McCusker, you talk to, was
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one of the officers in the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists.

He worked in the plant.

Did Ford II's assuming the presidency lift the Association of Catholic
Trade Unionists to a higher position?

Yes. No question about it. Because until then you never heard much
about them.

You don't think they had much power before Ford II came in?

I never knew about it.

How about Paul Ste. Marie, was he involved with it?

He was from the tool and dﬁe building and he was after we got our
autonomy he was the first elected president of the local. But some of
the things he did because the UAW then as now was just as dedicated to
backing Democratic candidates and--

So how about other types of characterizations of the different
building units, could you characterize some as having more skilled
workers or having more blacks?

Well the tool and die plant was certainly the most in the
Rouge plant and most highly skilled. Because when you get into the
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