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Introduction 
 

 Industry in the early 1900’s drove America into a prosperous economy, 

using the labor of many to reach new heights of technology and quality of life.  

Each town, big or small benefited from an industry holding a production factory 

nearby.  However, in many cases during the industrial era, factory management 

made unfair deals with the labor force; and with no regulation, were allowed to do 

almost anything they wanted to the factory worker.  The development of worker 

and labor unions allowed for a negotiation process to be held between the 

interests of the workers, and the interests of factory management.  While it could 

be argued that there never was perfect cooperation between the two groups, 

there were many advances toward the median of good pay and benefits as well 

as profitability for the factory.   

 The Uniroyal tire plant located in Eau Claire, WI follows the storyline 

commonly seen during the industrial revolution.  The plant workers faced many of 

the same hardships as found in many other production facilities found locally in 

Wisconsin and all over the United States.  The purpose of this paper is to 

elaborate the effect of the Cork, Rubber, Linoleum, and Plastics Local 19 labor 

union had on the business of the tire plant, and to compare that relationship to 

local and national, trends of the time.  By studying the Uniroyal plants 

relationship with its primary labor union we can see how life changed for the 

workers before and after the union was formed, and see if the lives that were 

affected in Eau Claire, match the stories of those working in Machine shops in 

Illinois, or the coal mines of the Carolinas.  The workers of Local 19 followed a 
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similar pattern observed by smaller manufacturing companies, but differ in 

multiple forms when contrasted to larger national firms.    By starting locally and 

ending nationally, the differences of the company’s views of and solutions to 

unions can be analyzed to the story of Local 19 in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. 
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Pre Union Eau Claire 

 During the 1800’s Eau Claire WI was a pinnacle of lumber mills.  As the 

town of Eau Claire formed, access to the Chippewa River and abundant wood 

supplies made Eau Claire an excellent place to earn money during America’s 

expansion into the west.  However, by 1920, the lumber mills were few and far 

between, leaving Eau Claire at the edge of becoming a ghost town.1  The only 

way to save the town was to turn to manufacturing and in 1917; the Gillette 

Rubber Company founded its rubber manufacturing plant in Eau Claire.  There 

were two major reasons why the tire plant was founded in Eau Claire.  One was 

the location to the Midwest market.  With Eau Claire only 90 miles from St. Paul, 

distribution could be spread to a metropolitan area with no tire factories.  The 

second reason was tied to Eau Claire’s past.  Aside from the river, railroads were 

another way to transport lumber.  With the lumber industry coming to a close in 

Eau Claire, the rail lines leading to Minnesota and from there all over the nation 

could be used to transport the rubber goods produced by the Gillette Rubber 

Company.2  There are also reports that the Gillette Rubber Co. shipped tires as 

far out as Norway in Europe.3  The workers who worked in the lumber mill moved 

into manufacturing and kept their livelihoods in Eau Claire.  However, this is 

where the story begins.  Along with many manufacturing plants across the 

nations, work was hazardous and arduous.  Producing tires is a painstaking 

process.  Even though machinery is used to construct and mold a tire, it took the 

                                                 
1  Eau Claire in Transition: The Effects of the Decline of the Lumber Industry on Occupational 

and Residential Mobility, 1880-1920 
2  Ibid, 
3  Ibid, 
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muscle of the wage earner to move the tires around the factory floor.4  The time 

the workers at the Gillette Rubber Co. plant had to also work ten to fourteen hour 

shifts on a 24-hour production timetable, not the eight we are used to today.5  By 

the end of the work day, the tire builders were too tired and worn out to do 

anything but to go home and rest for the next day of tire producing.6  However, 

even with this hard push on employees, the Gillette Rubber Co. produced 10,000 

auto tires, 15,000 inner tubes, and 7,500 bicycle tires and the company made a 

net profit of $305,303 (Approximately $4,738,482.15 by today’s standards).7 8  

Another issue that plagued workers in the plant was ventilation.  Tire production 

produced many hazardous gasses that were capable of poisoning workers to the 

point of death including: Benzine, Carbon Disulphide, Lead Oxide, and Carbon 

Tetrachloride.9   Workers had trouble getting management to allow for better 

working conditions and in many cases in Eau Claire workers were threatened to 

loose their jobs if they complained.10  This reason kept many workers in fear of 

attempting to organize as they feared loosing their jobs if they did.  It took the 

wage earners of the Gillette Rubber Co. from 1919 to 1937 to finally be able to 

gain a union.11  The first push for a rubber union in Eau Claire was made on April 

21, 1919 with a charter of the American Federation of Labor (AFL).12  The AFL 

charter was short lived and dissolved with in a few years by Gillette 

                                                 
4  Ibid,  
5  Ibid,  
6  Ibid,  
7  Ibid,  
8  Inflation Calculator 
9  A History of the Eau Claire Rubber Workers’ Struggle for Collective Bargaining, 7 
10  Ibid, 26 
11  Ibid, 22, 26-29 
12  Ibid, 22 
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management.13  The American view on labor unions was also a hindrance to the 

development of a union.  The public largely viewed labor unions as socialist 

which even in the late 1910’s was seen as un-American.14  It took the stock 

market fall of 1929 to allow for bargaining rights to be established.  With 

President Roosevelt, new laws were enacted to help workers gain better 

bargaining rights.  Passage of the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) in 

1933 allowed for the Eau Claire rubber workers to form a union because NIRA 

gave legal support to workers trying to get a union going.15  New ownership also 

allowed for better bargaining rights.  In 1931, U.S. Rubber Co. bought 51 percent 

of Gillette Rubber Co. stock after a major contract was signed with Montgomery 

Ward for guaranteed tire production.  Along with the help of a few tire plant 

workers leading the way, in 1937 the workers of the now U.S. Rubber Co. were 

granted a union and the Local 19 was born.  With the new union, workers were 

able to submit grievances without worry of being penalized or fired. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
13  Ibid, 22-23 
14  Ibid, 26 
15  Ibid, 28 
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Local Union Trends '30's -'50's 

 In almost any facet of any manufacturing industry, anyone can find a 

union.  Since the before Great Depression, unions have played an integral part of 

the business process.  The story of many unions, including Local 19 played a 

common theme and even shares a common time frame in which the union 

formed.  In Wisconsin during the early 1900's, many manufacturing jobs and their 

unions follow a similar path taken by the men and women of Local 19. 

 One of the first pushes for a union in Wisconsin took place in Milwaukee in 

1901.  The issue on the machine workers in Milwaukee was for a shorter work 

day.16  The machine workers negotiated with the National Metal Trades 

Association, an association the employers formed as a means for negotiation, 

and the amount of time required at work was reduced by one hour.17  While it 

seemed that the workers found a new way to negotiate with their employers, 

early unions such as Lodge 66 found that the employers planned to reduce pay 

by ten percent the day the new hours were to be given.18  The response by 

workers was overwhelming and a national strike formed as over 75% of 

employees walked out in machining industries nation wide.19  Unfortunately, 

nation wide the strike was called off after seven months due to working men 

needing money to sustain their livelihoods.20  In Milwaukee, the strike was called 

                                                 
16 The Labor Movement in Wisconsin, 26-27 

17 Ibid, 27 

18 Ibid, 27 

19 Ibid, 27 

20 Ibid, 27 
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off after eight weeks.21  The Milwaukee strike ended soon after it began due to 

employers attaining an injunction from the courts.22  That, combined with average 

workers limited to no experience with the court system forced the workers to 

return work without achieving their strikes goal.23  Five years after the machinist 

strike failure, the iron molders tried their hand at striking.  On May 1, 1906 the 

Iron Molders Union struck against their employers for shorter hours and better 

pay.24  This strike lasted two years and resulted in the iron molders loosing the 

strike and not achieving shorter hours or better pay.25   

 Even Allis-Chalmers, a large machine manufacturer, reportedly paid a 

detective agency over $21,000 to attack strikers standing at the picket lines.26  

During WWI, machinists at the Allis-Chalmers plant struck.  The company shifted 

to making artillery shells and introduced a piece-rate system that paid employees 

per shell.27  Many skilled machinists lamented this method of pay as they worked 

faster to earn more, but quality of workmanship fell.28  On July 17, 1916 after 

Milwaukee Federated Trades Council (FTC) took in members of the Allis-

Chalmers shop, machine workers went on strike.29  Much like many strikes of this 

time period, the men eventually returned to their shop posts and resumed 

working.  The strike was deemed a failure and no change was brought to the 

workers at Allis-Chalmers.  With the start of the Great Depression, workers at the 

                                                 
21 Ibid, 27 

22 Ibid, 27 

23 Ibid, 27-28 

24 Stalin Over Wisconsin, 30 

25 The Labor Movement in Wisconsin, 31 

26 Ibid, 31 

27 Stalin Over Wisconsin, 32-33 

28 Ibid, 33 

29 Ibid, 33 
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Allis-Chalmers plant saw their wages being cut and their jobs in constant 

uncertainty.  In 1932, the Communist Party Unemployed Council and Metal 

Workers Industrial Union staged a demonstration to try and stabilize workers 

pay.30  The aim of this demonstration was to ensure that employees make at 

least $20 per week ($315.47) and to give either work or relief to the unemployed 

as well as putting an end to favoritism and the blacklist system.31  It took until 

1933 when President Franklin D. Roosevelt passed the National Industrial 

Recovery Act (NIRA) until workers were able to do something about their 

situations with their employers.32  Even after the passing of the NIRA, Allis-

Chalmers management made efforts to contain unions from forming by forming 

the West Allis Workers Council (WAWC).33  The concept behind the WAWC was 

to provide an outlet for Allis-Chalmers employees without having to change 

policy.  It did not take long for the shop workers to realize that the WAWC wasn't 

in their best interest due to the cooperate leaning nature of the union and moved 

to organize their own craft unions.  The first of these unions to form at the West 

Allis plant was the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) Local 

663.34  The International Association of Machinists (IAM) soon followed and in 

1934, Allis-Chalmers was whole to the IAM Local 66.  These unions, along with 

the many others tied to the plant helped to stabilize the employment of the Allis 

                                                 
30 Ibid, 40 

31  Ibid, 40 

32 Ibid, 40 
33 Ibid, 41 
34 Ibid, 45 
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Chalmers employees and allowed for bargaining rights that would have never 

been seen otherwise. 

 Another group that benefited from the NIRA was dairy farmers.  These 

farmers during the early stages of the depression dumped tons upon tons of 

fresh milk and kept it from reaching processing plants and then to large cities like 

Chicago.35  The main issue the dairy farmers were protesting against was the low 

price they were receiving for the milk.  The milk dumps got so bad that the then 

Wisconsin Governor Albert Schmedeman called on the National Guard to stop 

the farmers from dumping any more milk.36  While the National Guard did stop 

the protesting, and convinced the farmer to return to their work, many questions 

remained for the future of labor unions in Wisconsin.   

 The post WWII years saw some, but little change to how unions 

functioned.  Those retuning home from overseas moved back into their previous 

jobs and continued to utilize unions to ensure equal and fair treatment.  In 1947 

however, the Taft Hartley Act was passed allowing employers to join union 

meetings.37  Many employers utilized this act to spread propaganda and slow the 

growth of unions.  A recession in 1949 also slowed union growth some but union 

popularity remained.38  The Korean War gave industry a spike in production, but 

soon after the war ended in 1953, production of American goods slowed some.39  

While production did slow, growth of production did climb through the 1950's and 

                                                 
35  The Labor Movement in Wisconsin, 59 
36 Ibid, 59 
37 Ibid, 70 
38 Ibid, 70 
39 Ibid, 70 
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unions as a whole did continue and gave workers a fair shot at the American 

dream. 

 Wisconsin workers of all types struggled to form and sustain unions.  Their 

resilience and effort did eventually bring them the rewards of unions and thereby, 

better lives for them and their families.  With the examples shown here, it can be 

seen that the unions that fought and eventually formed followed a similar path at 

a local level. 
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National Union Trends '30's –50's 

 Further out of the Wisconsin territory, the struggle for union recognition 

was just as prevalent.  Across the board, no matter what the industry was, those 

in the working class wanted to fight for what they needed to live their lives.  

Whether working in industries like the automotive and rubber, as well as the 

airline, telephone, and mining, unions have been fought for as a means of 

receiving proper compensation for the muscle and sweat that the workers gave 

to their employers. 

 In the Automotive industry, unions fought for their rights to better pay and 

benefits.  As early as 1947, researchers have been looking at unions in the auto 

industry.  In 1947, Frederick Harrison and Robert Dubin of the University of 

Chicago looked into the way unions and management interacts after unions had 

been established.  A major argument that Harrison and Dubin make is that union 

and non union shops each have systems in place to appeal to worker concerns.  

In fact, they argue that non-union employers match or give better working 

conditions then their union counterparts as a way to show their employees that 

unions are unnecessary.40  Harrison and Dubin also differentiate between two 

types of manufacturing groups in the U.S.  One is the larger manufacturers 

(General Motors) and the other is the smaller manufacturer (Studebaker).  For 

the larger firms, multiple unions are found and each one works with the company.  

                                                 
40  Union-Management Relations, 6 
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For GM, the most popular union was the United Automobile, Aircraft, and 

Agricultural Implement Workers (UAW-CIO).41  The UAW-CIO was formed in GM 

for multiple reasons, but the three main ones were; the Great Depression, The 

way jobs were controlled by management, and the NIRA of 1933.42  From 1937 

to 1940 the UAW-CIO members went into a skirmish with GM plant managers 

over amongst other things, recognition of the union, collective bargaining, 

seniority rights and joint regulation of assembly line speeds.43  After the union 

was recognized GM and the UAW-CIO went into a two year period of adjusting 

and hammering out of ways to work with one another.44  By the end of 1940, GM 

and the UAW-CIO worked well during WWII.  According to Harrison and Dubin, 

the world's eyes were on GM and many things that the UAW-CIO did would set 

the standard followed by other similar manufacturers.45  However, in 1945 and 

1946 a strike erupted over how GM planned its post war conversion of war plants 

to government production authorities as well as over pay.46  Part of the strike that 

lasted four months was over a $0.30 raise for all employees working for GM with 

out GM raising the prices of their products.47  This battle went on until GM and 

the UAW-CIO reached an agreement in February 1946.48 

 Studebaker held a healthy relationship with their UAW-CIO Local 5.  In 

Studebaker's history, there were no authorized work stoppages that closed the 

                                                 
41  Ibid, 15-16 

42  Ibid, 17 

43  Ibid, 17-18 

44  Ibid, 18 

45  Ibid, 35-36 

46  Ibid, 72-86 

47  Ibid, 86-87 

48  Ibid, 87 



 15 

auto plants doors.49  When dealing with a smaller corporation, according to 

Harrison and Dubin, attention is given to local issues, not national ones.50  The 

problem with GM's relationship with its various chapters of its UAW-CIO was the 

sheer size of collective bargaining that GM was faced.  Community opinion polls 

of the Studebaker Company also helped with union-management relations.  By 

working within their home community, Studebaker's ties to both workers and the 

families of the workers helped maintain the peace that their union-management 

relationship enjoyed.51  Another issue that helped was a common theme among 

any union, pay.  According to 7 out of 10 surveyed, workers believed that 

Studebaker paid more then the next manufacturing company.52  A final, rarely 

seen event that Studebaker portrayed was their willingness to recognize a union.  

By recognizing and working with their union early on, there was little resentment 

that workers held toward their employer.53   

 The coal industry was another hot bed of union activity in the United 

States during the 1930's to the 1950's.  While the coal unions were around since 

the 1890's, the '30's to the '50's still saw major change.  For the coal industry, 

Government intervention and regulation was a norm form 1933 to 1950.54  Much 

like many other industries, workers wages was at the forefront of any dispute.  

From 1935 to 1948 average annual earnings rose from $957 to $3387 

($15,095.45 to $30,370.57).55  Comparing those figures to other production 

                                                 
49  Ibid, 103 

50  Ibid, 104 

51  Ibid, 117-119 

52  Ibid, 119 

53  Ibid, 122-123 

54  The Union and the Coal Industry, 48 

55  Ibid, 91 
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fields, the average pay for all industries was $1153 ($18,187.10) in 1935 and 

$2809 ($25,187.76) in 1948.56  While in 1935 coal workers earned less than the 

national industry average, they dramatically earned more by 1948.  The shift in 

pay was due in part to the WWII effort, but also to the unions ensuring that the 

profits got distributed to the miners.57  The method of attaining higher then 

average wages was the coal workers method was to slowly chip away at the 

management and not go after too much too quickly.58  This method gave steady 

increases in pay to miners even though in many cases, the miners were forced to 

participate in long and arduous strikes.  For many miners, the union was their 

only means of job security and without it; mining would barely be survivable on a 

daily basis.59  The only thing that coal miners in the Appalachian territory seemed 

to want was better pay.  Benefits such as health care, vacation, and insurance 

were never at the forefront of any strike.  For them, it was the cold hard cash for 

getting their hands dirty. 

 Those in heavy industry were not the only ones to organize.  Bell, a phone 

company also organized in the mid 1930's.  Phone operators seemed to never be 

able to sustain long term employment.60  The recession of 1938-1939 also did 

not allow for many operators to feel that their job was not in jeopardy.61  Even as 

WWII was looming for the United States, telephone operator wages fell 

dramatically from 1939 to 1946.62  The only other industry that saw declines in 

                                                 
56  Ibid, 93 

57  Ibid, 94-100 

58  Ibid, 98 

59  Ibid, 138 

60  The Making of Telephone Unionism, 64 

61  Ibid, 65 

62  Ibid, 104 
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pay was the insurance industry.63  These declines in pay were the major driving 

force for those working in telecommunication to attempt to unionize.  With WWII 

in full swung, union leaders decided that striking against employers would be out 

of the question due to the necessity that communications had on national 

security.64  After WWII came to a close, the strikes began.  One of the first 

occurred in November 1945 in Illinois.65  The five day strike ended with a broken 

promise made by Bell to increase wages from $2.00 to $4.00.66  January 10, 

1946 saw another strike in New York, but like Illinois, it ended with failure.67  It 

took a national strike in 1947 for the telecommunication union to get results.  

Continually devastated by the lack of progress small localized unions had, those 

unions converged to form a national union the likes of which Bell Systems never 

foresaw.68  On April 7, 1947, 294,000 telecommunication employees walked off 

the job or refused to cross picket lines.69  By day two the number rose to over 

340,000.70  Profits for the phone company finally fell dramatically in April and by 

May, new contracts were being signed.71  However, phone employees were less 

then satisfied with the new contracts.  What did come out of the 1947 strike was 

a national union that did get recognized for future bargaining and by 1959 Bell 

agreed to The Communication Workers of America (CWA).72   

                                                 
63  Ibid, 104 

64  Ibid, 111-112 

65  Ibid, 146 

66  Ibid, 146 

67  Ibid, 146-148 

68  Ibid, 164-166 

69  Ibid, 166 

70  Ibid, 166 

71  Ibid, 166-171 

72  Ibid, 182-183 
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 Like Uniroyal, tire manufacturing plants like General Tire, Goodyear 

Firestone and many others were forming unions during the depression.  Akron 

Ohio, home to Goodyear and Firestone, became the stage where tire unions and 

management butted heads over worker grievances.73  Ohio tire management 

often stockpiled munitions, hired thugs and spies to dig up dirt on workers and 

beat up employees attempting to unionize.74  Some members that suppressed 

the picketing lines would pick fights with picketers then call the sheriff to come 

and stop the picketing all together.75  Many issues that Goodyear employees 

were fighting for were union recognition, shorter working days, and better pay.76  

A common tactic that Goodyear workers employed was the sit down.  The sit 

down movement was a form of civil disobedience where workers would sit down 

at their stations and refuse to produce the company’s product.77  The workers sit-

down method kept the tire manufacturers from producing tires by filling the 

stations so that nobody could use the equipment.  As a result, Goodyear and 

other big tire producers hired detectives and thugs to force the sit-down workers 

to leave their stations so that scab labor could use the stations.78  With workers 

sitting down on the job, instead of picketing outside the building, Plant managers 

were forced to loose any profit as no tires could be produced. 

 The tactics of the national unions varied greatly from industry to industry.  

While picketing was the most common form used by unions, the sit-down striking 

                                                 
73

 American Rubber Workers & Organized Labor:1900-1941, 17-18 
74

  Ibid, 152 
75

  Ibid, 152 
76

 Ibid, 178-203 
77

 Ibid, 178-206 
78

 Ibid, 178-209 
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found a new form of worker disobedience that, while hopeful of forcing change, 

had a limited success rate as seen in standard picketing.  
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First Local 19 Contract 
 
 To understand the labor movement as a whole for the workers at the tire 

plant, we must understand what The United Rubber Workers of America, Local 

19, wanted.  The Local 19 first was able to establish itself in 1938 after years of 

tireless pushing for the plant to recognize a union.  In the first contract between 

the tire plant and the Local 19, the rules were set that gave employees a chance 

to better their lives and create stability in a once turbulent employment situation.  

In the first section of the agreement, Local 19 asserts their relevance to the 

Uniroyal Management and makes it known that the Union leaders not looking to 

pick a fight, but to ensure that the employees are treated equally and fairly.79  

Local 19 also makes it clear that they will not obstruct normal business by 

collecting dues or soliciting new members to join Local 19.80  By making clear 

how the union will try to work with the tire plant management it can be concluded 

that Local 19 leaders are trying to prove to the plant's management that a union 

is healthy for the stability of the plant. 

 In section two of the contract, Local 19 stipulates the method in which any 

and all forms of negotiations will be carried out.  In this section, Local 19 states 

that they will be the primary and only negotiating body for the employees and that 

no other form (lawyer or self negotiating) will be allowed.81  The next part has the 

guidelines for how any grievance is to be handled, by all parties including the 

employee, foreman, Departmental Representative, Grievance Committee, 

                                                 
79 Cork, Rubber, Linoleum, and Plastics Local 19, 1937. Box 1, Folder 1. University of Wisconsin--

Eau Claire. Special Collections & Archives. McIntyre Library.  University of Wisconsin Eau Claire. 

Eau Claire, Wisconsin, 1 

80 Ibid, 1 

81 Ibid, 2 
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Division Manager, Plant Legislative Committee, Personnel Director, Factory 

Manager and Factory President.82  The long list of those involved in a grievance 

is to ensure that any and all parties that need to know, will know and fix the 

situation instead of the past when the foreman would direct the employee to the 

window and state that there are many others waiting to get a job at the plant.  

The next stipulation in the Negotiations section relates to the Plant Legislative 

Committee members.  In it, the contract states that any member of the Plant 

Legislative Committee will be allowed access to the plant for the purpose of 

negotiations and investigations of a grievance.83  Finally, the last part of 

negotiations clause states that there will be no union members can initiate a 

strike.84  If an employee walks out on the job, plant management can terminate 

that person’s employment status.85  A strike may only be initiated if all other 

negotiating resources have been exhausted.86  The placement of negotiations in 

the contract reflect the importance of the Local 19 to make any and all efforts to 

ensure that its members can work with the security of fair pay and equal 

treatment. 

 The third section of the contract outlines the stipulations of seniority.  In 

the event of company lay-offs due to a slow in production, Local 19 makes sure 

the longest working employees had the best job security, reversing the old trend 

of the oldest employees are let go first.  Local 19 set out to ensure that in each 

department, the newest employees are let go first, protecting longer time union 

                                                 
82 Ibid, 2 

83 Ibid, 2 

84 Ibid, 3 

85 Ibid, 3 

86 Ibid, 3 
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members.87  The section also outlines re-hiring practices that the plant needs to 

follow, ensuring that as soon as production picks back up, those employees who 

were laid-off have the first option to return if they are available, and, if they 

choose to not return to the plant, the job is opened up to the public.88  The 

section also places stipulations on how an employee is protected in case that 

employee moves to another department.  If that employee wants to return to their 

old area, they may and still have the full benefits of their old seniority status 

within a certain period of time.89  The final two portions of the contract cover the 

situations of injury and an employee leaving the plant on good terms.  If an 

employee is injured or leaves, they can return within a certain period of time, 

depending on time at the plant, with full benefits of past employment.90  By far, 

the seniority issue covered in the contract is by far the most extensive and is to 

protect the employment status and benefits of departmental employees. 

 In section 4 of the contract, the situation of hours for employees is laid out.  

In it, Local 19 stipulates that no employee is allowed to work more than 40 hours 

with out attaining time and a half after that first 40 hours for a work week.91  The 

contract also states that no full time employee can work less then 30 hours 

before layoffs can begin.92  The next portion stipulates what days in the year are 

to be special pay days.  In which, Sundays, New Years Day, Memorial Day, 

Fourth of July, Labor Day, Thanksgiving Day, and Christmas Day are all days the 

                                                 
87  Ibid, 4 

88 Ibid, 4 

89 Ibid, 4 

90 Ibid, 5 

91 Ibid, 11 

92 Ibid, 11-13 
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plant can be open, but employees will be paid time and a half.93  The last part of 

the Hour section of the contract states details on how maintenance employee 

hours are to be handled as they need to be on call in case production equipment 

breaks down.  Local 19 respects the fact that breakdowns are inevitable and are 

beyond management control and gives some leeway for maintenance staff to not 

be paid overtime in cases of emergency.94   

 The next issue addressed in the contract is the issue of wages.  Largely, 

Local 19 creates a set of guidelines for the management to follow when changing 

time cards and how wage rates are to be followed.  The section also covers how 

an employee is to be paid when moving form one department to another.95  The 

Wage section of the contract is important because it protects the earning power 

of the employee.   

 Section 6 of the Local 19 contract gives the rules for the non main 

production floor worker. These employees work as pipe shop employees, 

electricians, maintenance, power house employees, and mold and machine shop 

employees.96  Because these employees can are a component that keeps the 

main floor going, the union recognizes that these employees need to be more 

flexible hourly wise and may need to work more overtime to fix equipment.  

Therefore, the hours can vary more and employees that fit under this section are 

                                                 
93 Ibid, 12 

94 Ibid, 12 

95 Ibid, 13-15 

96 Ibid, 15-16 
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allowed to alter their schedule in times of overtime without penalty to even out 

their work week.97   

 The next section covers side items that do not fit with the rest.  In section 

7, Local 19 covers lay-off grievances and what supervisors should do in case 

they witness unsafe practices in the work area.98  Section 7 also states that only 

in extreme circumstances is a member of plant management allowed to work the 

floor in a union position.99  The items covered in this section are important, but 

because they do not fit in any other section and do not fit in a section of their 

own; are left into the miscellaneous section. 

 Section 8 covers vacation time for employees.  In it, Local 19 states that 

employees with a certain amount of time worked for Uniroyal are allowed to have 

x amount of weeks vacation; mostly between one to two weeks per year.100  

Even in the 1930's employees did want to take time off from work to do things 

with their families.  While this section is at the back of the contract, it was still 

worth Local 19 placing in for Uniroyal to recognize. 

 Finally, the last section of the contract, section 9, stipulates the duration of 

the contract.  In this firs union contract, the contract expired August 13, 1940.101  

This was done so that after a two year period, Local 19 and Uniroyal could sit 

back down and re negotiate anything that did not work out for either side.  This 

also kept Local 19 up to date and allowed the employees to keep their issues at 
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the forefront.  The 1938 contract of The United Rubber Workers of America, 

Local 19 and the Uniroyal Tire Plant were able to, through this contract,  

keep the tire plant profitable while giving the employees the best benefits 

possible.  
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Strikes of Local 19 

 Over ten years after the Local 19 was established, the first major dispute 

between U.S. Rubber and Local 19 took place.  On July 1st, 1950, Local 19's 

talks with plant management broke down over two major issues; discrimination, 

and pay. 102  Local 19 demanded that U.S. Rubber not discriminate race, creed, 

color or sex and that the plant offer equal pay for equal work.103  The strike lasted 

four days and on July 5th both parties reached an agreement and work 

resumed.104  There was an amendment made to the Local 19/U.S. Rubber 

agreement which was limited to the benefits.  In the agreement, hired male 

general laborers were paid $1.05, and then received a raise after four weeks and 

again after eight weeks.105  As for female employees, their pay was set at $0.90 

per hour and there was no mention made for pay increases.106  This strike was a 

first for Local 19, and the workers were able to assert their desire for fair pay on 

plant management.  The strike, though seen as a limited success, did show to 

the plant workers that their voice did matter and that they would be able to use 

this method on future dates in order for their demands to be heard.  

 This new truce between Local 19 and U.S. Rubber was short lived.  In 

May 1951, union workers were once again walking out on the job due to U.S. 

Rubber not listening to the demands of workers for better pay.107  The reason this 
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time, according to the Eau Claire Leader, was the rising costs of living.108  The 

demands that were settled on seven days after the strike began was a pay raise 

from the $1.00 per hour wage for male maintenance employees to $1.28 per 

hour.109  By today's standards, that is a pay increase from approximately $8.97 

per hour to $10.64 per hour.110  Women also gained a pay raise from $0.90 per 

hour ($8.07) to $1.13 per hour ($9.39).111  Another effect of the 1951 walk-out 

was the decision whether or not to keep U.S. Rubber as a union shop one month 

after.  Overwhelmingly, workers voted to keep the plant as a union shop, and 

new employees were required to join Local 19 thirty days after they are hired.112  

Even this new wage agreement did not keep union employees content for long.  

A third strike occurred in April of 1953.  This strike lasted only four days, but 

covered the issue of vacations, life insurance, creation of a two year agreement 

between Local 19 and plant management, a better grievance policy, and 

accidental/sickness program to provide pay to sick or on the job injured 

employees.113  New pay scales were also created for non-maintenance and 

maintenance employees, raising their respected pays to $1.33 and $1.38 per 

hour ($10.76 and $11.17).114  The final strike of the 1950's occurred with the 

expiration of the 1953 contract.  On April first, one day after the 1953 contract 

expired, union workers were picketing outside the plant.115  The issues Local 19 

and plant management was vacation time increase to four weeks, improved 
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working conditions, and additional holiday time.116  These demands were met 

seven days after the strike began and production restarted.  Striking remained an 

effective strategy to negotiate with the Uniroyal management as the union as a 

whole could strike the company where it hurt the most when grievances and 

demands are not met or addressed.  It however, took the individual as much as 

the Local 19 members to make up the union to keep it healthy and strong.   
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A Worker of Local 19 

 One such union employee allowed an interview to document his life's story 

including his time at the Uniroyal plant from 1936, when the union just started up, 

to his retirement in 1974.  Roy G. Brown lived in Eau Claire most of his life and 

was hired as a general laborer at U.S. Rubber in 1936.117  With a starting wage 

of $0.35 per hour ($5.44), Mr. Brown did any semi-skilled task required.  After 

two years at the plant, Mr. Brown was moved to piece work, working in the curing 

room making tractor tires.118  Mr. Brown earned money based on the number of 

tires he produced as opposed to an hourly pay.  Mr. Brown earned $78 per two 

weeks ($1,195.45).119  If he was being paid hourly, it would have been 

approximately $0.98 per hour.  This was a huge leap in pay for Mr. Brown and as 

he put it during his 2003 interview, ―I hit the big time.‖120  Mr. Brown did piece 

work until 1941 when the plant closed its doors to conserve rubber for the war 

effort.121  Mr. Brown moved around Wisconsin while the plant was closed getting 

work wherever he could and in 1942, the plant reopened to produce .30 caliber 

ammunition.122  Mr. Brown was called back and trained in Iowa to learn how to 

machine casings for the .30 caliber.123  This job lasted only a short while.  As 

1942 came to an end, Mr. Brown was drafted to the infantry to use a Browning 
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Automatic Rifle (BAR).124  Mr. Brown, always a hard worker trained with the BAR 

after his shifts at the now ammunition plant.125  ―Stan, I was good.‖ Mr. Brown 

told his interviewer, referring to his training himself on cleaning, assembling and 

firing the BAR.126  Instead of joining the Army with his BAR, Mr. Brown instead 

made use of his machining and tire building skills by joining the Navy 

Seabees.127  The Seabees were charged with the Pacific theater of war, creating 

and maintaining airfields for the Navy and were always on the front lines keeping 

the navy functioning.128  Before leaving, Mr. Brown was guaranteed that his 

points and time at the plant was to be retained and as soon as his military 

contract came to an end, his position would be waiting for him.129  This display 

would never have been seen had the Local 19 not existed.  After his tour in the 

Navy, Mr. Brown returned to the plant in 1946 where U.S. Rubber kept their 

promise and reinstated Mr. Brown with full rights.  Mr. Brown was given pay of 

$1.20 per hour ($13.30) and worked eight hour shifts in the curing room.130  As 

the ammunition manufacturing equipment was sent to other places, U.S. Rubber 

went on to purchase and install new tire building equipment.131  Everything was 

modern and new commented Mr. Brown except all the rings that were needed to 

form the tires were all out of order and needed to be sorted out.132  The sheer 

number of rings was not an easy task to sort out, but Mr. Brown worked after his 

                                                 
124 Ibid 

125 Ibid 

126 Ibid 

127 Ibid 

128 Ibid 

129 Ibid 

130 Ibid 

131 Ibid 

132 Ibid 



 31 

daily tasks were done.133  His boss was so impressed by this that he said, ―Roy, 

don't even ask me, just stay if you think you need to.‖134  Since no one else was 

willing to sort the rings out, Mr. Brown was able to enjoy many weeks of over 

time pay with out any complaints from management over the extra job Mr. Brown 

was doing for the plant.135  In the 34 years Mr. Brown worked for U.S. Rubber, he 

claimed to participate in three strikes until his retirement in 1974.136  He said that 

other industry worker in Eau Claire complained, saying that the Uniroyal guys 

have no idea how good they have it, referring to pay.137  Mr. Brown said that the 

strikes weren't about the pay, but rather the benefits for wage employees.138  The 

benefits for Uniroyal employees was so good, the Mr. Brown was able to live a 

humble happy life over 30 years after his retirement.139  Even after Michelin 

bought Uniroyal and closed the Eau Claire plant in the early 1990's, Mr. Brown 

still only paid $1.00 for any medical needs including; ER or Dr. visits, 

prescriptions, ―Even a glass of water‖ was only $1.00.140  No mater what the 

issue was, Mr. Brown was only charged the single dollar for whatever the visit 

entailed.141  Because of the persistence of the union members, well after 

retirement, men like Roy Brown lived long and happy lives.  ―I agree with the 

Union.  I wouldn't have the benefits today without it.‖142
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Conclusion 

 As we can see, labor unions were as wide spread as the businesses they 

worked.  From a local stand point, Local 19 followed a very similar path of 

unionizing and utilizing their union.  Nationally, Local 19 shared some similarities, 

but differed on their reasons for striking when and how.  Local 19 were formally 

introduced in 1937; a time in which rubber workers, auto makers, and coal 

miners gained a large portion of their unions.  The men of Local 19 utilized 

strikes on many occasions to entice Uniroyal management to give the plant 

workers better wages, better hours and a safer work environment much like 

many unions of other industries.  Uniroyal plant workers were also able to 

achieve better benefits such as healthcare and vacation time then their 

counterparts in the telecommunication and coal mining markets, making Local 19 

a more effective union.  Other small companies like Studebaker and Allis-

Chalmers were able to achieve similar outcomes with some varying degree on 

the methods used to achieve their goals.  The trend showed that the larger 

companies like Bell Systems, General Motors, and the various coal mining firms 

held more resistance to union demands because of the precedence that their 

decisions would make. 

 Local 19 has showed that they do follow a trend and path that was seen 

statewide and nationwide.  The issue is not whether or not they were a better 

union, but rather what did they do in comparison to their fellow workers unions.  

In that case, the union members of Local 19 in fact did follow a path that was 

seen by many other unions and industries, but their story makes them individual.  
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The benefits that they struck for improved their quality of life far beyond what 

other unions nationwide were able to attain.  By fighting for benefits over wages, 

the workers of Local 19 like Roy Brown enjoyed a happy life well after retirement.  

Local 19 has proved that while they follow a path that was set nationally, they 

branched out locally to better the lives of themselves, and not concern 

themselves with the politics of the national unions.  In many ways Local 19 both 

proved that they were the same as many unions, but very different. 
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