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I remember the union?s efforts to organize as far back as 1929. The
first serious effort or successful effort was in 1933-~34~35, This
did not actually become the union that we have now. It failed and
there were very few people that continued to pay their dues into
this union, But in 1936 the union we now have was organized.
Skeels: Did many people join the AFL federal labor unions in the
early days?
Bully: Yes. We had good membership in the early days in the union.
However, there were no results from our efforts to organize. The unions
themselves had no real program. The union failed because it refused
to support the workers and their demands., However, in 1936 with our
first successful efforts to organize, we found that the union did have
a program. It has continued to grow and expand until the present day.
Skeels: How did you go about organizing in the early days or werentt
you part of the organization?
Bully: I sure was. Well, everybody did what he ceuld, Everybody
talked to the fellow across the road and the fellow who rode with
him and the fellow who worked with him and to his neighbors and his
relatives. That was the main tepic of conversation I would say in
Flint for a period of a couple of years., No matter where you went,
this is what people talked about, for and against.

In the plants it was not difficult to organize the unions. They

organized themselves almost because people were just so tired and so

disgusted and so discouraged with the conditions they worked under




and the kind of security, or lack of security, they had that they were
anxious to join the union. Of course, we had some people who hid
behind other reasons for not joining. They thought they would do
better or had been doing better by being friends with the boss or
relatives to supervision. They resisted. We also had some people
who conscientiously resisted. I feel they conscientiously resisted
either for religious reasons or principles that they felt were impor-
tant., However, eventually they all joined the union.

Skeels: Before the sit~-downs came I suppose thers were not too many
people in the union at Buick?

Bully: No, there were not. I would say 5 per cent of the total
employees were in the union. They were consistently in the union.
However, it never really started to expand and work until late 1936.
Skeels: When the sit-down was occurring at Fisher and Chevrolet,
what was the affect upon your plant at that time?

Bully: Fisher and Chevrolet and Standard Cotton and some of these
other plants who actually sat down in their plants were fighting our
fight and we felt that we should be sitting down with them., However,
it was not necessary. We did not even have the opportunity because
when the Fisher Body Number 1 workers sat down, there were no more
bodies available so the Buick was locked out. They locked us out of
the plant. We could not work, So most of us weni out to the other
plants and helped with the sit-down strikes. Some of us, myself

and many other fellows, climbed in and out of those plants to relieve




those fellows. We took our turns sitting in the plants. We worked

on getting food and many other tasks outside of the plants that had
to be done in order to maintain the fellows in the plants, So Buiek
people found themselves pretty well occupied supporting the strikes
at Fisher and Chevrolet and Standard Cotton.

There was quite a bit of volunteer union help in those days.
There was no problem at all in getting help. Everybody wanted to be
a part of it. It was not difficult to get food and the like either.
Some of it was purchased but most of it was donated. In fact, I
remember taking trucks and going out into the farm areas around here
and getting whole truckloads of potatoes and whole beef carcases and
things like that donated by farmers to support the strikers. We had
the support of the community.

Skeels: Was there some feeling that it might not be possible teo win
the strike at the time it was occurring?

Bully: Yes. Of course there is always this feeling. People are a
1ittle timid about new and strange things and about defying some of
the old order. However, I honestly believe that most of the fellows
felt as I felt that conditions had gotten bad enough so that it did
not make any difference what happened. We could not lose any more
than we had lost. They could not get much worse. The most we could
lose was a job that we could not make a living on anyway. This was
the worst thing that could happen to us.

Skeels: What types of people tended to come in first out at Buick?
Bully: It is hard to say when the thing started to move it seems




that everybody came. There was no type, the young fellows, the older
men, everyone seemed equally to desire the union, to want the union,
and to support the union,

Skeels: Who were some of the people that played an important role
in these early days in Buick?

Bully: There are many of them and lots of them are still around.

I can recall at the present time names like Art Case, who was a re~
gional director and officer of the union, John McGill, Ed Geiger,
Marlin Butler, Earl Hawk, Roy Middleton and Jack Holt. There are so
many that I know I missed some of them this way. I would not want to
offend them. But there are many. There are still some of those
fellows who were active who are still active. Still some of them are
officers of our union at Buick. But there are so many of them that
it is hard to remember their names or to recall them. It would not
be difficult to make a list of them.

Skeels: When the General Motors strike was settled in February of
1937, how did this affect the Buick plant?

Bully: We had formal recognition of the union. This was the impor-
tant thing. This is what so many people had waited for or had held
off waiting for some form of recognition. When we had recognition,
we had a little one~page contract which was very broad but we made
the most of it I feel. We interpreted it to be an open-door policy
on recognizing the union, So we immediately made the most of it.

Skeels: Did you have any problem of figuring out what you wanted

to do with having just recognition?







rectified now. But it has been a long time and it was a hard job
getting it done. But there were so many things that needed to be done
that it was unbelievable.

Skeels: Was most of your work then done just at the local level at
that time?

Bully: Yes. The first contract just seemed to cut the cord. Every-
body went to work trying to remedy the working conditions in their

plant, trying to bring up their wage rates, trying to eliminate the

favoritism with our seniority systems, and trying to design and work |
out the problems of seniority. So we actually did know what we wanted |
and could work out some kind of system that was fair. Every plant in
the area had a diffefent idea of how they should work and today it is
still true.

Each of these plants has their own independent idea of what kind
of protection seniority should give. It is designed primarily on a
trial and error method in that particular plant. They are not the i
same. This was surprising to me when I first went to work for the |
international union as an international representative. I assumed
that Buick had the best system that there possibly was because I had i
helped to fashion it. I did not realize that each plant had some pro~ I'
gram that met their own individual needs. I was quite surprised and
amazed to find all these differences and yet it was what people that |
worked in that plant wanted,

Skeels: Was management pretty much taken aback when they first had |

to meet with the union?- |




Bully: Oh yest They felt this to be a personal matter. I can remem-
ber the superintendents in the various plants looked upon this as a
personal insult that threatened their authority and so forth. There
was a great deal of resistance at first. Based upon these feelings
of, "Just what right does he have to come in here and suggest this to
me? That is my responsibility," and se forth. But you know over the
years it worked itself out. We do not have this sort of relation-
ship today. Most of the foremen and supervisors learned to get along
with the union. Those who did not were eventually eliminated through
age, retirement and so on.

Then we found a new situation. We found that management was
recognizing that young men in the plant who showed ability or leader-
ship in the union made pretty good management material too. So we
started to lose many of our union leaders to management. So we even=-
tually found ourselves in the plant with a superintendent who had
been a committeeman. He was a good superintendent too.

Skeels: Why was it that the various locals like Buick broke away from
Local 1567

Bully: First of all, each of us had a different situation to deal
with. We did not realize all these reasons at the time. For instance,
at Buick we had a fairly large membership a large self-contained auto~
mobile factory with many different types of work. Our problems were

not exactly the same as they were at Fisher Body where they manu-

factured a body and more or less one type of work., I do not mean
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one type of work but at Buick, for instance, we had foundries, forges, “
machine shops, assembly shops, maintenance shops and powerhouses. '
We had all of these things. At some of the other plants they had mere~ |
ly an assembly plant. So our problems were really different. We
did not realize it, at least I did not, that at that time that was
our problem. Each of us felt that we ought to have autonomy to set- ‘|
tle our own problems.

When we talked about seniority provisions and union security, I
we found that the things that Fisher Body wanted to do or another
plant wanted to do did not meet our needs; so we quarrelled., We were
continually at odds about the solutions to our problems. It is easy
to see now that there was a fundamental reason for it. It just did |
not work in both places. In addition to that there was a certain }
matter of pride involved for each plant. They wanted to be identi- ‘
fied with the union. They wanted to work out their own programs. .
They had their own leadership. They were developing leadership.
Each felt a need for a local union and so it developed that way. ‘
Skeels: Did the Martin group ever have much of a strong following
in the Buick plant?
Bully: Oh yes. We were divided almost 50-50 for a long period of
time. Homer Martin was quite a hero. Later some of us became a
little disillusioned. But for a long time at Buick it was pretty 1
evenly divided., This, of course, dissipated much of our strength and

our ability to negotiate with management successfully. As a result

of the big split in 139, we had two bargaining committees at the [
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Buick. It created a great deal of hard feelings within the union ‘
itself, Management capitalized on this. Our progress came to a |
standstill. However, as soon as the decision was made, things started

to work well.

Skeels: What do you think led to the downfall of Martin in the Buick

in the Flint area?

Bully: I think that Homer Martin did not have a real concept of

organized labor. He lacked the fundamental knowledge of the problems

of the people in the plant. While he was a wonderful speaker, a fine

personality and really a hard working man and sincere, he found him-

self unable to cope with the problems. Just talking would not do the
job. Tt got to the point where you had to produce. When he could not |
produce, rather than lose the power that he had and the office that he

had, he started to do things which actually were harmful to the union.

As he traveled down that road, it got more and more so, so eventually

he eliminated himself,

Skeels: In the Fisher local there were newspaper reports that there

were actual battles between the Martin supporters and the CIO supporters.

Did things ever reach that level in Buick?

Bully: Oh it was a common occurrence at Buick. In fact there is a

park called Oak Park right across the street from the plant 12 gate

at Buick. There were at least one or two fist fights every lunch hour

there. Sometimes it was not always outside the plant either. It

was very heated. We had two unions actually. |
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is a sweeper in the plant, or a small group of sweepers, without the
strength of the rest of the labor movement by themselves, do not have
too much bargaining power because they are very simple to replace.
However, the more highly skilled the more difficult to replace the
worker becomes, the more power they have. For instance, you see the
problems that we are having now. In many places it is the tool and
die and other skilled workers, who are rejecting contract provisions
that apply to them and holding up the entire contracts.

Skeels: Since you could not get things out of Martin, who did the
Buick people go to to try to get results in the international at the
time?

Bully: Frankly, we pretty much played it by ourselves. Each local
union here in Flint did very much the same thing. We had no national
leader whom we rallied to. However, George Addes began to emerge as
a strong personality and a fellow who we did support for many years
after that. George Addes emerged as a real leader. Of course, R. J.
Thomas did also. There were others. But those were the two who
eventually came out.

Skeels: At the time they were very important. How long did it take
until you would say you were back to full strength in your bargaining?
Bully: I think perhaps two weeks after the vote we were back. Two
weeks after the vote we were in full swing.

Skeels: Was most of the factionalism within the union subdued by

19402
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Bully: No. It was not. It was intensified more and more. The
moment we disposed of the factionalism that came about because of

Martin, we found ourselves with a factional fight between what we call ‘
the left wing or pro-~communist group within our union and those who !
resisted. We found this developing. This became even a much more |
bitter factional fight than we had had before that. In fact, the thing

never did completely get straightened out until after Reuther was

elected president of the IIAW. |
Skeels: Did you find after the split that you had fewer problems of ‘
wildcat strikes and the like than you had right after you got your
first recognition? hl
Bully: No, I do not think that that was true. I think that right
after our recognition we had many wildcat strikes of very short dura~
tion and usually successful, But after the split we had many wild-
cat strikes but they were a different type of strike at that time.
They were more organized at that time and they were for different
reasons. They were not for an immediate problem of a new safety de- !
vice on one machine or something like that. They were more broad and
fundamental reasons from whole plants.

For instance, we wanted a wash-u;p period for the whole plant
or perhaps a pay increase for the whole plant or safety precautions
for the entire plant. We found that they were more broad and the

problems represented more workers. There were not so many problems,

but they were more fundamental to all the people. When we first
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organized, if we needed something on one job or for one mants protec~
tion and we did not get it, we struck the plant, This happened and
it was usually successful. But as I say later while we still had
the same unauthorized type of strike » it was for a different reason,
more fundamental and mere broad in its application and not quite so
successful either because we got into the war period then and we had
the no-strike pledge. This, of course, found us in trouble with our !

international union. I say, "us," but many of our local unions found

themselves in trouble not only with the govermment and with the manage-
ment of the plants, but also, with our own international union.

Skeels: Now in the prewar period would the company bargain when you
were out on a wildcat strike?

Bully: They sure did. This is the way it was done. I remember

getting fired seven times in one year, in 1937, None of them ever

stuck., What actually happened was we went in to management with the

demands from the fellows I represented in this particular plant, T

worked in the transmission plant, which employed some 1,200 people.

We made transmissions for Buicks, Oldsmobiles, and Pontiacs in this |
plant. We went to the superintendent with a problem I had not been |
able to settle with the foreman. Incidentally, you could not settle !I
any problems with the foreman. They had no authority whatsoever to
do these things. This is still very much true. The lower supervision

does not have a great deal of authority. So you would wind up in the
superintendentts office and you would make your request and you would

get a refusal. Then you would get a little more persuasive and, of
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But the same thing was true in the powerhouse. Each plant found |
some spot where there was real pressure., That was the way 1t operated.
You called them wildcat strikes., They were not spontaneous necessarily |

but they were very effective.

Skeels: When you went into war production, were there any problems ]|
of conversion at the time? l!
Bully: This was a tragic .thing and discouraging to most of us who .‘
were young and a little idealistic anyhow. First of all the plants [
we worked for would not convert to war production until they had gotten t‘
the concessions from the government that they wanted. They finally
went into production on a cost-plus basis. This is one of the funda~
mental things that got industry into trouble on featherbedding. They
themselves brought it on during the war. They encouraged it.

In the department I worked in, they did not even turn the lights |
on for three weeks. All the employees were sitting in there, getting :
paid, and they did not even turn the lights on, or the machines, }'f
They were not ready for production. The reason they were sitting ||
there was because if they were not employed at their highest skill,
they could go to another plant and hire in. There was a great deal
of this sort of thing. No one seemed to care. It cost G. M. nothing, |
In fact, the more it cost the greater the profit. We had no problems |
negotiating things that we could never get from private industry when |

they held the purse strings. But out of government money these things

came easily.
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Skeels: What was the reason for the development of an opposition to
the no~strike pledge out at Buick?

Bully: We felt that the managements were taking great advantage of
the no~-strike pledge. While they were contributing nothing that they
were not paid for, there was no sense of real participation on manage~
mentts part. This was a cost~plus arrangement and as I said before
they did not care how high you ran the cost because the profits were
greater. There was no equality of sacrifice we felt. Now the workers

were required to continue to work regardless of their problems and the

settlement of their problems and yet we felt that the ocompany was
contributing very little. So there was resentment.

Of course the company took advantage of this situation. The
fact that we had pledged that we would not strike meant that when

we went in to negotiate for something, a mere "no" was enough. There

of course, and long drawn~-out procedures to seek relief but they were
so time consuming and so detailed and very very difficult.

Skeels: This was then felt as a way of making your collective bar-
gaining more effective.

Bully: Well it was a desperation move actually. When we found that

there was no other solution except a wildcat strike, we found our-

the govermment, at least public opinion, and our own union and its

pledge.

was nothing much that we could do about it. We had govermment agencies,

selves striking not only against the corporation but against practically










25

days because management too had accumulated surpluses and had been
preparing for a showdown. People in the union felt that immediately
after the war the showdown would be whether or not the union would be
destroyed as it had after the First World War and that we would go back
to the preunion days. When management was accumulating surpluses,

we knew that the people had accumulated some, not necessarily for this

reason but they had them and we knew that this showdown was inevitable, /
at least we felt that it was. Almost all union people or union leaders
at the time and most of the people themselves understood this.

Skeels: Referring back to some of the conditions, in the 1943 Buffalo
Convention the incentive wages were a big question. How did the people
in the plant feel about this?

Bully: They were absolutely opposed to incentive pay. We found that
the incentive pay had many evils. In fact, they still have some in
isolated places in the plant where people have wanted it because they )
had a high rate structure and different work. But people found that I
incentive pay set a worker against a worker and that while you got

incentive pay this year for producing 10 per cent above the normal, '
the next year you found that that 10 per cent was added to your normal

and you were required to produce that to hold your job. We found that

to the older worker or perhaps the slower worker this put him out of Il

a job eventually.

We found ourselves in competition with each other and that there

were always a few who are capable of doing a great deal more than the ﬁ

| —
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normal average worker. These people would be placed on jobs and the
norm would be set and it would almost be impossible for people to
maintain it. So while you make a little extra money for a year or
period of time by producing more than the normal rate, eventually

you lost it anyway. You found yourself in a rat race each year get=~
ting a little older and a little less able to maintain the pace.

You found yourself eventually in the same spot that you had put the i
first man in, out of a job. So we felt very strongly about this

and still do.

Skeels: I do not suppose George Addes helped himself any in the
Flint area by being more on the favorable side of the incentive wage
question?

Bullys I would not say that. I would say that George Addes was a
great favorite of most of the Flint people for many years. There

was a great confidence in George Addes and a real affection and a
real feeling for George Addes as a very capable, dedicated man., But
different plants had different problems. He came from an area where
perhaps that might fit but it did not fit in our area. I do not think
this hurt George Addes. I think what hurt George Addes was his alliance
with a group of other fellows who had in the showdown been in the ex-
treme left~wing element in the union. George chose to go with this
group. I think George Addes could still be an officer of our union
today had this not been true.

E:Skeelsz You went back into the shop. You were servicing the GM

locals after the ll3~-day strike. Were there many problems of production
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