|

E)

—3

3 3 4 3 3

JAMES VERNATTER

Q

» 10

Why don't you tell me Jim exactly what you do as a union official in
the plant?

Well my job is to the police the shop itself. To enforce any osha
masha laws rules and regulations

What is Osha Masha?

That is the Occupational Health and Safety Administration which is a
government. My Osha course is an arm of that branch of government. It
is run by the state. I enforce those and I also try to help Lance
Perikam (?) through working with the management sometimes through the
union on grievances. Ahd that's really about the extent of what my
job consists of. |

Yoﬁ're the health and safety representative for the UAW Local 900?
Right.

When did you get the job, and how did that come about? What are some
of the problems you have tackled?

Well I first went on the job 1975. And like most of other positions in
the union, it's politics. It's supposed to be a non-poitical position,
but it's almost impossible. See I get involved sometimes in union
politics. 1In the first year I was on the job, I maintained my records,
my weekly records. I had three thousand and some safety complaints
that I submitted to the company.

Three thousand and some submitted to the company?

Right, in one year. I filed I believe Rick it was six hundred and some
grievances. Now over the years due to a lot of hard work, and with
assistance from other people, the year of 86, (in fact I'm just now

putting that report for the year-end report), I had one grievance and a
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hundred and seventy four safety complaints items.. So that shows you
from 1975 to the year of 86 the improvements we made through the
assistance from the International Union and the state.

That's amazing!

It sure is.

What are some of the changes, some of the grievances you had when you
first got on?

Well, you been a painter I think at one time, the same booth has been a
constant battle at the Michigan Truck Plant. Now this was an ongoing

thing to try to keep those booths maintained and a good atmosphere. So
due to the threaten of the strikes and constantly badgered them with
with grievances and bringing the International in and the state and so
on. We've seen a big improvement in our paint booths, I think. And I
think the employees who works in those booths see it too. And I am
proud of that because to me the painters in any plant, are exposed to
more dangers than any body else due to the chemicals and what they're
working with. That's one reason I like to put a lot of emphasis and
work into the paint department.

What kind of changes went in the paint booth? How did it change?

Well when we first started with it, maintaining the booth was something
that was very seldom done.

What did that mean?

What that means to clean the booths, keep it in good balance so the
paint will fall. It won'tlhave the overspray. And those things wasn't

done until pressure really come down on them. What the company failed
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to realize was, it not only endangers the employees, but it also made a
quality of product not to good. ‘'Cause anytime the paint doesn't fall
the way it's suppose to in that booth, the overspray gets onto the
unit, then the paint finish is not as good. So through the years of
working on that, and they realized when they got going, they improved
the quality of the produce. Plus, it made conditions for the painters
alot better. We've seen alot of changes, but they still got a. lot of
changes that needs to be done.

What kind of changes other than in the paint area?

Another one I'm proud of... When I say proud you have to know what
I've gone throught to accomplish these things. It's there welding
booths in the body shop. Now for years those guys breathe the exhaust

fumes coming from the welding. And galvanized steel is a much more

toxic metal than what the other would be. So this year, no last year,
we were successful in getting a forty some thousand dollar welding
device put in there with an exhaust suction on the bottom of it. So
when the fumes come off it draws it back through the gun head into an
exhaust system and puts it out. But it took years of fighting and all
they want to do is give us a man cooling fan. But now were proud of
that one.

How long did they have the technology do that and refuse to do it?

I would say other locations had known about it for quite some time.
Three years, five years?

I'd say at least five years. But see how we learn about these things

is through our meetings. We have annual training twice a year. And we
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meet and people gives you brochures and things that they represent
different companies. And you pick up a lot of things and go to reading
on it and you can see some of the things you need. That's how we
learn about a lot of it.

Who comes to these meetings?

All the health and safety representatives from Fords.

Union and company?

Union and the company. And then, we have outside vendors what we call

vendors. They deal in safety features and this is how all this stuff

comes about.

What are the areas that you think need a lot of improvement over the
next... 'Cause in terms of welding, more of that has gone to robots.
Paint booths; we're one of the few plants that still has human beings
painting.

They are gonna more or less go automated.

They are gonna go automatic in the number of years ahead. What was the
one grievance that you had this year?

Rick I have to go back and look at my reports. What I see is the
biggest danger facing our people, and I'm speaking about our plant, is
skilled trades. Our work group out there they are age and seniority.
These guys get more or less in a habit of doing things their way. And
this year alone, Fords has had six fatalities out of the big three

that's Chrysler, Ford, and General Motors, there were twenty one.

Fatalities in skilled trades...
Fatalities. 1In the last ten years there was fifty And most of this

was contributed do to the fact of not locking out power equipment.
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What does locking out power equipment mean?

That means to kill all power on 'em. It could be neumatic, it could be
air, or electric. There's different stages they go through to make
sure everything is done properly. But for some reason, even out of all
the bulletins and the safety meetings we have and the safety talks,
they fail to do that.

Who is they? The company or the foreman?

No, no I'm talking about the skilled trades themselves.

That is your union brothers. Why do they do that?

My personal opinion is from what I've observed, they take that risk to
gain extra time to read a paper, take a nap, or whatever it may be. If
they can pick up five minutes that's five minutes they've got for
themselves. It only takes one mistake.

What kind of education programs have you run, and how do you deal with
that kind of thing? With workers getting in the way of their own
safety, it's not the company.

Well what we have to do Rick, and what I'm doing on this bulletin
coming out, it's hard for someone to not realize what the contents of
this thing is for what I'm about to say. But, once we've talked to
people, and training has been provided, and they just arbitrarily
neglect to take the precautions they'rebtaught to do, and my position
is this: If it takes disciplinie, and I'm not against that. I whole
lot rather have a person angry at me, than have to go to his family and
tell them about the fatality we've had in the plant. I hope it don't
come to that. But you know yourself how some people are.

Who is going to discipline them, you have to do the discipline?
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It will be Ford Motor Company.

But Ford Motor Company, they would like it to get done fast too? You
know what I'm saying?

We're putting pressure on 'em. When I say we I'm.talking about the
International Union along with the safety reps. Putting pressure on
divisions to come through the ranks to the location we're in and force
management at those levels to enforce safety precautions.

That is a hell of a thing to have to do. When you think where things
have come from right? The union now has to get the company to keep
people safe, where it used to be the opposite.

That's right.

What do you think is happening, why is that happening?

Well one thing that has made it possible is the Osha Law. But now I
have to say with all honesty,VI do know on the Reagan Administration,
that this law has been weakened. 1In fact, we have forty percent less
compliance officers that we had at one time before he took office, than
what we have now. Without the officers out there to police it, you
know their inspections are 1limited, and that's one thing. But what
cause so many fatalities I know the International Union and all union
reps. are concerned and we should be. We've got to do something to put
a stop to this. Now the company has set aside five and a half million
dollars. These monies are for training, there's approximately
thirty-three thousand tradesmen. They're gonna go back through again,

they're gonna teach 'em the proper procedure of lockout, and how to do

things safely. Now that's how concerned they are about it. Every



B |

T8 T3

[ ‘g

T3

T3

a3 3

3

—3 3

3

skilled trades person will receive that training.

What is the obstacle you have from the company?

From what I pickup in our joint meetings with the division staff, and
I'm talking about the corporate safety director, I believe those people
are dedicated. I believe they really want it. But when you get back
to the local level, the majority of management on your local level,
they put production first. Now if you can interject safety after
that's fine, don't interfere with production. That's their attitude.

So it's a problem with the immediate supervisors and the immediate
production general foreman?

That's where the problem's at.

That seems what folks say about the E.R. Program too, that the top has
much more principles of committment to the safety questions.

Uhm...

Let's take it a step back. You're the person who says you may not like
what I've got to say, but I'm gonna say it. I don't think that's your
exact words... How did you get started in your new politics?

Well, my father was active in union, in the United Mine Workers. I
seen the struggles that they went through, and coming from a poor
family, I'm talking about material things, but a lot of 1love, it
saddened me to see how people were treated. So I try to pick up the
fight for the working class people. So that's how come I get involved.
Where were you raised?

The Eastern part of Kentucky in the coal fields.

What county?
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Pike County.

Pike?

Yea.

A lot of guys from Pike in the plant. Your dad worked as a coal miner?

Thirty six years.

Is he alive or passed away?

He died with black lung.

What do you remember when you were five years old, what is your first
memory of your dad in the coal mine?

Well, I remember him coming home. They had no bath houses, and you had
to take your showers or baths at home, the company didn't provide
those. You'd see him come in and you'd see the grease and the grime
all over 'em. And you'd know what type of work he was doing, and it
made you appreciate more.

What do you mean?

Well, you'd really have to see the inside of a mine Rick. And even
today now it's been automated to a ceytain extent. But the job is
still very hazardous. 1It's very hard manual labor. And when you come
home and all you can do is barely get in, you know a man's exhausted.
And the sad ﬁart was, our people in that part of Kentucky, their
education was limited. Well the mines was operated, of course, by
corporations, they had what they called a company store, we did all of
shopping at that store. And what I mean by uneducated, they couldn't
properly balance their books or figure out their bills. And some of

those mines would go for years 1literally, and never draw a nickles

worth of money, because the store was taking everything they made.
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It was like sharecropping?

Absolutely. My dad worked for years and never drew a payday. All he
got was what he got from that store.

What would he get from the store?

Well, he would get his necessities, 1like his food and they even sold
'em coal for their heating through the store. Come school time they'd
allow you so much money for school necessities, you know clothing and
stuff. And if you spent too much, you had to take sick and couldn't
work. If they was allowing you say eight dollars a day, they'd cut you
back to two-fifty a day. Because they didn't know when you was comin'
back to work, you had no insurance. So you had to try to live on
two-fifty a day. And most families had large kids, large families, and
you can't feed five or six children on two dollars and fifty cents a
day, even then you couldn't.

What year were you born Jim?

1941.

The United Mine Workers came right around there in 1936 or 382

Somewhere close around 38 or 39.

Was your dad active in the mine work?

My dad told me, Rick, when he took the.oath of office for the union,
they were so strict he had to do it in an outhouse, which is a toilet.
Some people wouldn't know what an outhouse is. But they gave him the
oath of office in a toilet, and they had guards watching. Now another
thing that impressed me, and alot of people don't realize, that they

was a woman, in West Virginia, she led those men. She encouraged 'em
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to organize.

Really?

Absolutely.

Do you remember her name?

No I don't. But I heard dad speak of her on many occasions and that
really enthused me to know that a woman would take part. But she
actually led 'em and she helped 'em.

So they demonstrated a real respect, there wasn't this women should
stay at home and not get involved in politics?

No.

What office did your dad hold?

Only thing dad ever was in the union, was just a union member.

So when you mean sworn in, you mean the actual...

Take an oath of office you know, like they swear us in the U.A.W., and
that's all he ever did.

What were the benefits of being in the union in those days as the time
went on from the forties, and the fifties?

As you know, John L. Lewis was our president. He originally started
with the U.A.W., A.F.L.C.I.O.. And he took the United Mine Workers.
And I doubt seriously if you can £find anybody thatvever worked in a
union mine, that would have a bad thing to say about Jphn L. Lewis. BHe
impro&ed the working conditions for the people. The pay rate was
better. They eventually got hospitalization. And things just got
better for them in general. And that's one thing I look up to John
Lewis for, he realized the struggle that those people were having. He

fought for them, he shared their beliefs, and shared their sorrows.
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What do you think drove people to stick together, not they all like the
union in the beginning right, they had to fight to get that union with
each other as well as...

Rick, I believe what made people stick together was a common goal. If
you look today, and we've got it in our own local, our own unioﬂ;
people get their hands on something, and I'm talking about material
things, like money; they seem to forget where they come from and leave
those behind. 1In other words, I've got mine and you get yours. Well,
see that's society today all over the world, that's one thing that's
hurtin' us, it really is. And I don't know how a person can be a union
person, much less a union official, not be concerned about he welfare
of your mankind.

So this is in your blood you were raised this way.

Absolutely.

What about your brothers and sisters? I assume you have some.

I've got one that's a salary personnel for Volkswagon.

Where, down in Pennsylvania?

He's in Texas. Now out of all the kids; there were eight boys, and
four girls in our family, he is turned in my opinion from the way I
read 'em, anti-union. Where I get that from, the companies taken him.
And there again, the monies that he has received. And I guess you can
just call it being brainwashed in my opinion. He's more company
orientated now than he ever was as far as union.

Are you still able to get along as kinfolk?

Well, we still talk. We try to avoid, you know, union matters.
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What about your other brothers and sisters? Are they living down in
Kentucky still, are they here?

I've got two brothers 1living and two sisters. And they are both in
Kentucky, and my two sisters are in Michigan. All the rest of 'em has
died and gone on.

Let's keep talking about when you were coming up. You stayed back in
Kentucky for...

I grew up in Kentucky.

What was it like growing up?

Well...

What was the day like when you were twelve years o0ld?

You had no bicycles or anything of that nature. If you did anything at
all was push a rubber tire around. And we had a swimming hole, but the
girls wasn't allowed 'cause no one had a bathing suit. You either went
in your pants, or you went skinney dippin', you know, we had skinny
dippin' back then. But it was a good life, and the reason it was I
believe, because there was less T.V., there was more socializing with
your neighbors. And I enjoyed, even though it was rough, but like I
said earlier, we had a lot love in our family, we never went hungry, we
wore a lot of patches on our clothes. But it seems like when you have
that in a home, the other things are just secondary.

How old were you when you started coming up? Did you finish school
down there?

Yes. My wife and I went through elementary school and high school

together.
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Oh really?

Yea.

Tell me more about that?

But she and I went all the way through school together. I was one year
ahead of her. She never dated anyone else, neither did I. So we had a
boy back home, I guess struck, and she and I was never really hitting
it off. Just trying to get on you know. So I went to him just out he
blue and told 'em, I said you leave her alone. So we got out of high
school and I come to Michigan and got a job in Kalamazoo, Michigan. I
got a job putting a gas line in for... I forget what gas company it
was. So I worked a few months and went back home and got married. I
went back to visit really. So my mother said you need somebody with
you, you know, here in Michigan to take care of you. So we went to
Wise, Virginia to get married in one day in Wise, Virginia.

Just across the border?

Yea. I said I'll come back and get a place and I'll come back and get
you. I come back Rick and the next week I got laid off.

This is about 1958 during the recession?

Yea, right. So I was laid off from the construction job, so I went
back to Kentucky. I lived with my mother and dad and I drew
unemployment 'till I got my 1last check, which there was no work
available there. I said well I'm going back to Michigan. So I had a
'51 Mercury, we put what we had in it, which wasn't very much, and we
headed out. We've been here ever since. I went back one year, I quit

in 1963 or '62. I went back and worked one year down there, drving a
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soft drink truck. It was pretty good in the summer, but you couldn't
make anything in the winter because it paid strictly commission, no
salary. So I come in one evening, I told her, I said pack your stuff,
we're coming back. And that's how come we come back to Michigan.

What did her family do?

Her dad was a miner. And her mother was just a housewife. That's all
she ever did, no outside work. And there were two girls and three boys
in her family.

Did your mom work outside the home at all?

No. She didn't have time with that many children.

You drove up 75, was 75 built coming up in '51?

No. 75 wasn't in. We brough 23 all the way. And at that time,
Telegraph was a three-lane highway. And I believe they call Telegraph
Bloody Telegraph at that time. So if you past it was in the center
lane, if you happen to pull out in the wrong time, somebody did at the
other time, there was a head-on collision, that's the reason they
called it Bloody Telegraph.

When you came up in '51, where did you live?

Over in Detroit.

Which parf?

On Lincoln in... Right off of Trumbull. Lincoln and Mercury.

A lot of southern whites moved up to that area.

Right, right.

Let's get an official statement here. Should be called folks coming up

from Kentucky hillbillies, southern whites, or it doesn't matter what's
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said about them. How do you feel when folks refer to your heritage?
Well, I take pride in it. Knowing what's there. And I do know what
the northern people, and you can find this in all races of people, they
kindly frown on what I've read on southern people coming to the north.
And you could say the same thing as far as black people or Arabs or
whatever it may be. And I still believe there is a lot of resentment
from the people who was born and reared here in Michigan towards
southern people. I believe that. But see, we didn't come here at our
choosing, we come here because we had to.

When you say you had to, did you get a good job when you came up here
and lived over in the Cass Area?

Well, I worked in the service station. I recall it very well. Six
days a week, I took on fifty-four hours a week.

This was in 19517

Right '56, '57.

Oh it's getting later, I'm sorry, it was a '51 car and 1957.

Yea. So at fifty-four hours a week I was getting by that was about

it. Well, my rent was thirteen fifty a week for an apartment. The

wife and I it was only two, so we made it okay.
What did you do on Sunday, your day off?

I actually had to work on Sunday.

You had to work?

I had a day off during the week.

What did you do on your day off? Did you go to Belle Isle? What did
folks do?
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We went to Belle Isle's quite a bit. More so when Debbie was born. We
tried to spend a lot of time with her over there, and we also took the
zoo in when we could. But that was about the outside activities all we
had. ‘'Cause you know it didn't cost anything to do it, and we couldn't
afford anything else, so that's what we done.

Why don't you share with me your work experience moving up until you
hired in at the plant? Or into the auto industry?

Well, I started out in a service station, then I went to construction.
And that's one field I really enjoyed.

What did you like about it?

Well I like the outside work. And to me you work with a class of
people. What I mean by class of people, they wasn't snobbish, and they
was just common labor peoples, more or less people of your category.
They were very helpful. They would take me and I'm talking about
people that had thirty years with the company, I had worked for Mancini
Construction when I started. They would show me things and advise me.
I really appreciated it, and I'm talking ébout black people now and
whites. They wasn't just one certain group of people. They more or
less took me under their arm, they taught me how to get through the
ropes. And that's set with me, because for people t§ be- concerned

about you and want to help you. It was a good ekperience. And then, I

got laid off...
Black and white, immigrants, everybody?

Right. I got laid off in construction our job worked out, and what

they do on construction, if they don't have a job waiting behind, then
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they got to bid on...

Can I get a cigarette from you?

Yea, I didn't know you smoked.

I don't, but this is nice and relaxing, once in a while. So you did
the construction.

I worked on construction. The job finished so they was hiring at Ford
the Truck Plant and that was in '64. So I got a call one night and
they wanted to know if I wanted a job. My wife's uncle was salaried
down in Louisville, and was up here on engineering assignment. So I
went to Plymouth for an application. He took it in. So they called
me, the same night the company, I'm  talking about Ford's, my
superintendent on the construction called and we had a job on Thirteen
Mile and Mound, I believe. So I said I'm gonna try Fords for a while.
So that was in 1964, February. And I went in, I said I'll stay until
the overtime runs out. That was my plan. So I started on the line as
an assembler, and then in six months times they put the afternoon shift
on. I went on inspection which was alot easier than assembly work. So
I kept waiting for the overtime to leave so I could go back to
construction.

Why were you waiting for the overtime to quit?

Well, it was an opportunity to make some extra money, and maybe manage
to have a little bit, maybe get a home or whatever, 'cause we wasn't
working overtime in construction. It was strickly eight hours a day.
It was a new experience and I wanted to try it. But my intentions were

always to go back to construction 'cause that's were I wanted. After I
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went on inspection, time just keep slipping and slipping; we were
working twelve hours a day, there was no limit on overtime at that
time. Next thing I knew I had three years, five years, and then seven
years, and then our kid was born, so that put a damper on the whole
thing. I had to look at the benefit package and what I had in
additional responsibilities. So that's how I stuck at Ford Motor
Company. I had no intentions on staying, but I'll have to say this,
I've made a good living since I been there and I've met alot of good
friends. The works been hard at times, but it's been worth it.

What was it like that first day you hired in on the line?

Well Rick when I first hired in they wasn't running production. They
were running just gradually.

But that was a new plant?

Yes, and it really wasn't bad. But they give me one of the worst jobs
I believe they ever had. And that was putting the fire wall pads in.
So you know you've seen the job probably performed. I six foot two,
and I've got to bend over under the I.V. panel to get up under it.
That's the instrument panel?

Right. So that's the job they put me on. I don't know why, I really
think Jane's uncle had something to do with it. He either wanted to
see if I was willing to work and stay, or if I wasn't. But I hung with
it.

How did you squeeze in under there?

It wasn't easy. You had to lay in a certain position and everything

else.
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I'm amazed. Part of me writing a book is I'm amazed that human beings
can do what they do in the plant day in and day out. I can't do it. I
do the best I can, if folks want to question that, but I am amazed at
what human beings can do. From sanding the way they sand so hard. You
know to get in all these positions. At six foot two you had to get in
underneath and put that pad up under the board.

Right. Well now when I was working on construction, we were pouring
sewer systems on Eight Mile and Dequindre. Now the finish of that
tunnel was five foot four inches, and I'm working down in the tunnel
all night bent over. But now there again, when I worked on that job,
after about three or four months, they put me on top, helping on the
top operation. And that's one reason I wanted to go back to
construction because I like the outside work. I like the people.

Being in the tunnel was like being in the mines?

Right, right.

As an inspector you worked in different departments.

I started in trim and then I went to chasis. I the end of the garage
area back to paint. Then back to the garage.

When you hired in how did the foreman treat you?

Rick when I hired in there, it was a question of how the foreman
treated us. 1I'll have to say we had a very radical group of people.
They were all young people. And if you didn't like something, you told
the foreman. And the reason that was, at that given time it was hard
to even get people to work. The work force wasn't there for them. And
I remember even before I become a union member, they tried to give me

additional work on my job. And I just flat out told them ﬁéy, I'm not
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doing it.

You just refused?

Just refused.

Before you had your ninety days?

Before I had ninefy days. And that was that was ever said about it.

Now, they might be fifteen-twenty people quit a night, and they might
fire that many. It was constant thing. Bringing new hires in. They
didn't want to get you upset where you'd walk off on 'em, 'cause there
was nobody to take your job you see. And that's how we got away with
it. But I'll say this, our union then, in my opinion, was more vocal
than what they are today.

What did the union do to be more vocal if you can remember?

Well, they come around, to give you an example...

You can use names, I'm not gonna use names, but it helps to tell the
story I think.

They come around one year, in that factory year was '64 and one in '65
model. They told us they shutting down for changeover. Well, being
from the south and my parents still living, I wanted to go back home to
visit as often as I could. So on a spur of the moment they come back
right before the shutdown and cancelled it. So I told them I made
plans, I'm going south. Well you can't. Tony Carrillo (?) was our
plant chairman. So I had Tony to come down and I told him, I said look
I've plans to go see my mother and dad. Now they've cancelled the
shutdown, I said I'm going, and I expect to be taken care of. So Tony
got with some of them, he got it set up for me. But I believe the

reason that was Rick, I was always very outspoken in union meetings and



3 T3 T3 3

3 T3

3 T3 T3

21

whatever.

Did you have union meetings then?

Oh yes. And I don't think Tony run into any problems. So he got it
set up to where I could go and come back when I got ready. But our
people then, I have seen them you know just flat out refuse to do a
lot of assignments, and get away with it.

How did you get involve as a union official as the years went on?

Well I attended quite a few of the meetings. And again, I wouldn't
care who it was, and I'm that today, sometimes it gets me in trouble,
but that's just the way I am. If I disagree with what they was saying,
I get up to speak against them. In 1967, we had a contract
radification meeting. The union was over on Van Born Road then at
157. So being the Wayne Assembly Plant and the Truck Plant is the same
local, I felt our people should get the same thing that they had. They

had additional prep time for their welders and spray painters, and they
also had a nickle more on the hour than what we got.

They also had what?

A nickle more. They brought from the old Lincoln Mercury Plant over on
Livernois and Warren. So I asked them about it, they didn't get it for
us. And I asked for our membership to reject it. I said why should we
be treated as second class citizens? We're in the same local, we're
entitled to the same representation. So the members supported me in
it. But unfortunately our international service rep., he got up and
told us, that's all your gonna get, you can voted it up or you can vote
it down, but when you come back, you coming back to the same thing.

Now that's the way they talked to us. So naturally the guys accepted
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it.

So it was always difficult as early as sixty-five...

Sixty-seven.

Their was conflict between the 1local being a 1little militant and
radical, and the international forgetting it.

And another time we had a wildcat. And one of the goodest union mans I
guess I've ever met. He's from local 600. The man's dead now, I can't
recall his name. I regret it after I said it, but they were trying to
get us back to work, and I got and told the man to him, his contact,
and the whole bunch to stuff it. I shouldn't of said that, because he
was only doing his job, I realize now what the guy was doing. But
being outspoken like I was, then people encouraged me to get more
involved, and that's how I come about it.

What did you wildcat over in sixty-seven or sixty-eight?

Most of our wildcats at that time was because of the paint department.
There was one every week. The guys would walk out. And depending what
day of the week it was, we would make it a little longer. And if it
happened to be on payday night we got our checks, if that happened to
be when it was, we'd go on home. If it wasn't, we was lible to mill
around the shop or whatever. But there was a wildcat every yeek,

S§ over health and safety, over overspray questions?

Absolutely.

Heat in the booth?

Yea.

So when did you first run for union office? I got there in

seventy-one.
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It was shortly after the sixty-seven contract radification. I'm just
guessing, Rick, the best I recall was around sixty-nine. I run for
election committee. I served on that. And then in 1971 or somewhere
around there, I run for the planf committee, so I served on that. It
was a very difficult job at that time. And through politics, and just
being involved with this type of thing, I was led by some other people,
and I'm not blaming them 'cause you make your own decisions as you go
through life, but sometimes you can be influenced. I got with a group
of people that was anti-this and anti-that.

What is this and that?

Well they was labeled, after it was all with, as racists. And there
probably was some racism to a certain extent. So being associated with
them I was put in the same category. You cannot serve a membership, if
you can't serve a membership a hundred percent. You can't select a
group of people and say this is the ones I want to represent. But
unfortunately, I was tagged with that, which wasn't true. It took me a
long time to overcome that. So once I did, I went back in and started
over again.

Let's take a few minutes on it because I know that is a sensitive
topic, but it's something that happened in all the plants. As the
sixties turned into the seventies, and blacks got more active and had
more opportunity, other folks held onto certain positions... Racism is
not new in the country, and wasn't new in the U.A.W., but our plant

experienced it right around sixty-nine to seventy-four or seventy-five

period in the union. I know because I got out of the Newsletter, I
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don't know if you remember, but we had put out a Newsletter, I think in
seventy-three or seventy-four, when Jimmy Coleman was running against
John Popovich and everybody agreed to put out this newsletter to say we
wouldn't support Jimmy Coleman because he was incapable of what he was
doing; and wouldn't support John Popovich because at that point I
thought being a member of the Moose Club represented something. When
it came to put out the Newsletter, I was the only one that distributed
it because everybody else said they didn't want to get involved. So
that was an active issue. How did that get expressed? The racial
tensions around the union politics?

Well how mine comeabout, Jimmy Coleman was president. Jimmy Fugate was
our plant chairman. Well there was always a friction between Fugate
and Coleman. They was very seldom on speaking terms what you could
say, friendly terms. So we felt, I did especially, that our membership
was being neglected because of that. As an individual, I liked Jimmy
Coleman, I thought he was a good man. 1In fact, he's the man who give
me my job that I have now. But I disagree with him on some other
principles. So what we did, we resigned our positions as union
officers to try to put more load on him about settlements prior to an
election. We felt if we got a new administration, the thing would fall
apart. We was going go back and him on and beat 'em and take the
president's Jjob. But it didn't work, that's how the racism part come
up and got in the middle of it, 'cause we left him high and dry with
nobody to help ‘'em. And we were wrong in what we did, now, the

membership suffered, it wasn't the politics, it was the membership.
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We had those walkouts in the paint department during that period.

Right. Now that's how it all comeabout. And I was in the middle of it
and that's how I got the label. It took me a long time to leave it, to
overcome it.

How do you think you overcame it? Because I know eventually Charlie
got elected, and you were very supportive to when he became plant
chairman in his new position, because you had been more experienced at
that point. What was some other ways that you overcame that reputation
that view?

Well, when everything didn't go the way we expected it to go, Jimmy in
returned, new politics again, and make 'em both work in the Wayne
Plant. We had two different groups of people besides Jimmy's group.
I'm talking about caucuses. So he wanted to merge in rank in file, and
at that time, I'm trying to think was their name was.

Progressive?

I believe it was... So they wanted to merge with us. Naturally you
know you're more powerful in numbers. So we met. Stuart Martin which
is a good friend of mine that worked for years with me. We went to the
meeting so we brought some names we wanted to bring with us, which was
Bomar, and some of the others. We had a guy there he was against it.
He said he wasn't bringin' in, he didn't want no blacks. At that point
in time, I got up and I told 'em, I cannot be part of an organization
like this, I don't want no part of it, and Stu and I left. Well word
got around of what we'd done, we done it with good intentions, it

wasn't politics, this incident, it was our feelings, 'cause we like
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Bomar. Bomar helped us, but they wouldn't accept 'em. So when that
happened, we walked out and word got around. And Coleman in turn come
back and a vacancy in Health and Safety was available, and he give it
to me. So naturally having a past handles had giving me, I was more
determined to go in there and work and represent the people and prove
myself. That's the only way I could see gettin' back, and that's
exactly what I've tried to do from that day on.

How do you see the racial tensions .now? When you talk about racial
tensions, you talk pretty much within union politics, we're not talking
yet inside the line and stuff, which we will get to.

Rick, it's there and it's there because a lot people interject things
that's really not a reality. I don't know if they want it be that way,
or if it's Jjust because they don't really understand the principle of
things.

What kind of things do they interject?

Well, now to give you an example. Our plant chairman now is Archie
Kinney which is Caucasion, of course Charlie was black.

That's from the hills?

Right. Now when Charlie was there, Charlie did things he had to do to
serve the membership. And I believe Charlie was a good plant chairman
and good union man. So there was a friction when Charlie left between
Larry, which is plant committee man and Archie; on who would get the
job. Well Archie wanted out, he got the job. So since then Archie had

to makes some differences, changes in assignments to cover different

areas because of the problem we're having. It's nothing new, it's
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nothing nobody else has ever done, but Charlie did it, they all done
it. They had to do it at times. Now because these changes were made,
and because Archie was successful in beating Larry out of the job,
there's still friction. And some people are interjecting racism into
that. It's unfortunate, but they still do it, and I've come to one
conclusion, if my record and my actions don't speak for myself, then I
cannot convince nobody any different, it that's the way they want to
feel.

Do you think that it's lessened, you don't think that someone 1like
Archie represents what someone 1like Jim represented in terms of the
racial kind of stuff.

No.

That. didn't change from these last fifteen years?

Absolutely. |

How do you think the union has changed?

The union in my opinion, Rick, from what I...

You said there used to pe meetings? I know I've stopped going to the
meetings these last four or five years, but even when I went the first
ten, half the time there was never anybody there.

From what I new in the past, and what I see now, and I'm speaking my
personal feelings. Our leadership, when I'm talking about leadership
I'm talking about international, they're relying too much on
legislation to do the.job that we could do for ourselves. Now to give
you an example of what I'm talking about, they want to elect certain

people to office, and I'm talking about state offices, which there's
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nothing wrong with that, YOu've got to have political people there to
help you when you need help. But tooc many of these same people that
are monies, and I'm talking about union monies, have gone to help, has
turned their back on us when actually we need their help. But yet, I'm
not talking in supporting anyone party; Democrat, Republican,
Independent, whatever it may be. The same people that's turned their
backs on us because the wrong person runs against 'em come election
time. Up until recently, they still go back and support that
individual.

Can you give an ekample you're thinking of?

Well for state offices, we had one guy over there in just this past
election, in fact, I can't recall the name that I read in the paper,
they wouldn't supporf 'em... Not enough pressure on our 1local
politicians and our federal politicians to get laws where they would
benefit the people. Now I''ll give you an example; they know how the
national labor relation board is set up, it's been that way, I guess
from the time it was instituted; but we've done nothing to change it.
Now we've got Reagan's appointees on it, they're anti-union as far as
I'm concerned when it comes to labor matters. They've proven that,
fheir records shows it. But we've never done anything in the past to
changé to that board, to get it to work to elect a position, where it
would better serve the people.

You're saying like the labor board should be elected.

Absolutely, absolutely. Let 'em answer to the people that they're
actually making rules for. If you don't have to answer to nobody, you

do want you want to do.
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Whoever appoints you?

Right.

Well you started saying that the union is spending too much of it's
time supporting people in office that don't do what they're supposed to
do. What's the strategy for the union; it has an electoral strategy,
and then it has the shop floor strategy right? Clearly the internation
spends much more time on the legislative strategy. Do you think that's
good or bad, or what do you think would be a shop floor strategy?
Because folks also don't seem real involved, they don't seem real
interested. Your high seniority of workers try to see what we can get
towards the last fifteen years in the plant.

Rick, I think we're we, and when I'm saying we, I'm talking about the
union, and a higher leadership in particular, and then we can blame
ourself on a lower level, as not educating our people. They don't
realize what they got, where it actually come from. They can't
comprehend that people sacrificed; lost their homes, their jobs, and
some of them even lost their lives; they think everything they've got,
that it was a gift to 'em from Ford Motor Company. Until you instill
into people's minds, regardless of what you may have today, but it's
like your health, it can be gone tomorrow. And I can see the erosion
coming now, through the E.I. process.

What do you mean?

Well you can't jump in bed with management that you fought for forty
some odd years and struggled to get anything you gained. ‘'Cause in my

personal opinon, what E.I. designed for, is to weaken and to get
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younger people morekmanagement orientated, leaning their way. Now once
the company succeeds in what they're doing, and gets concessions
they're getting, and they're gonna get 'em, they're already getting it,
when they get back to where they want to be, organized labor will never
be as strong in this country again as it has been in the past. 'Cause
they'll never give them another £oothold. They won't yield to ‘em.
They learned one thing through organized labor and through strikes, and
a good example is down here at Guardian Glass, they figure if you keep
'em out long enough, they'll come back. If they get hungry enough,
they'll come back. Well, unfortunately they're right on a majority of
the people. Some of 'em will stay out‘there and do their best, but
that's how they broke that union down there. And that's what they'll
do to these other generations. All these generations coming up, that's
what's gonna happen to them.

What kind of concessions that the U.A.W. is giving locally or national?

Well, I don't believe concessions are necessary to be truthful with
you. And I go on back to our elected politicians, the U.A.W. supported
and labored for years to get a content at legislation. Now whether
it's good, bad, or indifferent, I don't know. But from what I've read,
they can be both ways. But we've had people in Congress, and because
they're from a state that produces corn, wheat, or whatever, they won't
support content at legislation. And doing so, it would themselves and
their products, so we've got the Democrats fighting each other, and the

Republicans sitting on the side and taking no position one way or the

other. That's what I meant about politics. But now by giving
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concessions, and enticing the Japanese to come here, they feel that
will take the heat off to a certain extent, on content legislation,
they'll pay some kind of content of legislation in my opinion, this
session of congress; But it will be a watered down thing. Because of
those that have located here. I think we've got four know, and they're
estimating by 1992, there'll be six more Japanese firms in this
country. What people fail to realize, you've got ten Japanese
manufacturers in this country, but how much of that labor and those
parts are gonna be manufactured here. Plus the fact, Pole Town is a
good example, one of the most automated manufacturing plants in the
world, they're running sixty percent capacity now. They're gonna lay a
shift off here on February the third. 1If all your parts and things
come from overseas and all you do is assembly here, your work force
keeps dwindling. So what good is it then? We're gonna lose thousands
and thousands of jobs, I'm afraid, and we'll never get 'em back.

In sixty-five they couldn't get enough people to work and there was
some clout to stand up for dignity, twenty years later there is way to
many folks for the few jobs. They sell overseas, they got the new
technology coming in, they got the corporations coming, Japanese
Corporations coming. What would you do it your werr Owen Beaver?
Well...

Let's try to make it a simple...

I believe, Rick, again, we've got to educate the people. And, what I
mean by that is, I'm just expressing my personal opinion, but I'm gonna

show you how I believe and how I see things. Now you know we've got
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racial problems in the «country, but I believe that the white
politicians, they giving up to the whites to make 'em content, and the
blacks are struggling. Where the white kindly 1§oks down, well I'm
okay I'm not worrying about him. See what he fails to realize, you can
be in the same category. Until we get the working class to realize the
struggles, and a lot of people fail to realize you've got to make
things and do things to have something for your children and their
children, we're not doing that. If we could educate the people, and
get them to participate at the polls, and I'm talking about elections
and things, you'd see some changes. But until we do those things, I
don't see no change for this country here.

What kind of local education program would you establish if yoﬁ had a
free hand?

I'd like to go in, and I've always said and still supported it, it

should be mandatory that a person attend training sessions and

membership meetings, and to go back to the days of the hard struggles.
I'm talking about when they was fighting on the overpass. When united
mine workers was trying to organize and some... They've got this on
film now. And let the people sit down and see. And if you canft see
people out there with blood streaming down their face, peopl<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>