
and the plumbers and steamfitters--had voted in favor of

Tension between the union and non-union employees
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Then, too, it

On Monday at 1:40 a.m., the

Union, street railway workers,DriversTruck

boiler room. Those things happen, you know. "(182)

electricians, Hod Carriers and Building Laborers'Union,

By Monday, JUne 12, five local unions--the Teamsters

Steffenson to accept the terms of settlement offered by

the company: "In fact, the exact statement was that the

union had conceded everything possible, and if you don't

believe it ask Steffenson."(179)

a sympathy strike "if necessary to enforce the regional

labor board's decision. "(180)

might have been set off by some mechanical device in the

was probably set off by a cat. There are a lot of those

plant's whistle was blown as "a signal to summon the

strikers. to th.e,Plant to repel rumored claims of an

attack on union pickets by other workers in sympathy with

the company," and more than three hundred union members

responded immediately by assembling at the plant. (181)

animals hanging around the boiler room.

The morning passed without any serious incidents. When

questi.oned aboiifthesigrial, Robinson said, "The whistle

__ .._..c.ontinued to heighten.
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The arbitration board appointed by the Mayor held

its first meeting with the two factions on Monday, June

11. The board was composed of E. H. Hoffman, fourth

ward, A. E. ScheIble, seventh ward, Frank Smith,

fourteenth Ward, M. R. Birnbaum, seventeenth ward, and

H. J. Roth, twentieth ward. They met with company

officials early Monday afternoon and with union officers

later in. the afternoon. They were "unable to bring the

two groups together in an agreement at that time," and

therefore arranged for a meeting for the following

afternoon at 3:00. The union held a general meeting that

evening, and reports stated that the union was "standing

pat" on its previous proposal. (183)

The board met with the two groups Tuesday afternoon

and a.ga.inTueSda.yevening. Although meeting late into

. the night, early Wednesday morning the arbitration board

announced that no progress toward settling the strike had

been accomplished. Regarding the meetings, the board

stated, . "Proposed agreements submitted by both sides were

carefully considered and several changes were made that

were acceptable to both sides. There are still certain

provisions ()ver which there is dispute and the committee

willc9ntinIHLn~gQtiati.(:m$."(184) Management submitted a

revisedproposalcotoc~the~cunion committee at the meeting on
2=--_.. .

Tuesday evening, and -another meeting was scheduled for
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Wednesday. (185)

On Wednesday, June 13, the Tribune ~ Leader-Press

Management

If the company will comply with

"WAGNER ACTS IN DISPUTE AT RUBBER MILLS."announced:

had submitted a revised proposal to the union committee

on Tuesday,-and -on-·Wednesday the arbitration committee

informed themthat······theunion had rejected their offer.

company respollded"that they had nothing further to

Wagner's intervention did not immediately affect the

negotiations between the company and the union, and the

Wednesday meetings were held as scheduled.

RegionaI Labor board.

the decision of thEtChica.go Regional Labor board, the

strike can be settled in five minutes. "(187) Company

officials acknowledged receiving a similar telegram but

refused to comment on its contents. (188)

Late Tuesday night, Floyd Robinson had received the

following telegram from Senator Wagner:

Pursuant to authority vested in it by the
president, the National Labor Board has assumed
jurisdiction over labor dispute between La
Crosse Rubber Mills and its employees. Hearing
will be held June 19 at 2 p.m., Room No. 7068,
Commerce building, Washington. Please wire
name of representative who will be present and
authorized to act for you. (186)

Robinson told reporters, "There is nothing left for us to

do now except to cooperate with the National Labor board,

____ and assist them ill ellforcing the decision of the Chicago
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the

.no•

ratified.

At 3:30,

with

and

council s~ecialcommon

submitted

theof

settlement. were

sessions

The contract was more consistentupon.

...,...•.....•-..•. _,., .. , .. ,.,,, ."" , ...

same. "(191) A meeting_of _all union members was called for

the following llIorriIngat 10:00, at which time the terms

Immediatelyfoll<>wing the union meeting, company and

unionofficialsmet--and-signed the agreement. (192 l After

more thari se'yeiCweekif;a compromise was finally agreed

of the

National Labor board would hold a hearing.

committee with the union and management.

offer. "(189l The arbitration board presented the union

with the company's ultimatum, but union members refused

to submit to the terms of the company's proposal.

Following the unsuccessful meetings, the chairman of the

arbitration board stated, "With the announcement that the

company representatives, including Albert and Arthur

Funk, met with union representatives "and found their

respective drafts of the [contract] agreed upon to be the

Which side requested renewed negotiations was not

disclosed, but conferences were held on Thursday morning

~_"uU'" and the differences were reconciled by

3:00 in separate meetings held by the arbitration

notified by either side that negotiations should be

continued. "(190l

further
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were minor when COllll?aredwith the concessions made by the

procedure agreed upon in the final settlement was a

follows:

The grievanceunion regarding the grievance procedure.

Grievances may be taken up individually or
through shop stewards and/or shop committees
whom the employees have selected to act for
them a.lld.i.n...Etithercase the company, through a
committee which it shall choose and maintain
for the purpose, shall hear fully and deal
fairly .with alL grievances. If it is
determined that the aggrieved party has been
wrongfully dealt with,. such injustice shall be
corrected, and in case of the discharge of an
ellll?loYeeundectnis section, said employee
flha.]'J,cqe==r=eiI!I:l=t;~tf,t(l=<llldpaid at his usual rate
of . wages for.a..lJ ... time lost.

In the case oia grievance, if the employee is

The final contract did not include the company's

original stipulation that "[the companyl will bargain

with any persons, regardless of their affiliations, as

representatives of those who have chosen them as their

representatives," but it did include the provision that

"The company will bargain individually with any employee

who wishes to bcl1"gain individually." (194) The company

company's original proposal than with that of the union

[see appendix Cl.(193)

agreed to "maintain its present wage scale" and conceded

to strike the word "equally" in the statement "provided

the idle men are equally competent to do the work to be

performed•. "<l95JThese concessions made by the company



the settlement:

The employeescinsome departments have already

companystrike,

special committee
Mayor Verchota for
in the final

the

We desire also to thank the
of the council appointed by
its fine contribution
settlement. (197)

As the result' of . the negotiations of the
Special Committee of the Common Council, the
strikeha.s<been·settled on terms satisfactory
to all (;()l'lc:er:_l1ed.

Operationsccinthe ..plant will be resumed at
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The union issued the following statement regarding

In view of the •• satisfactory. • • terms of the
strike settlement, the United Rubber Workers
Federal Labor Union No. 18383 desires to
express through its committee, to the plant
management, its deep appreciation of the
friendly and peaceful relationship that
continued throughout the negotiations.

The attitude and the concessions of the company
will be more.than.. repaid by the employees. We
will make every effort to make the La Crosse
Rubber Mills·the outstanding company in
production and qua.lity.

unable to come to an understanding between the
foreman and himself, he shall then refer the
grievance to a shop steward who will take it up
with the foreman of that department or the
superintendent, and if no satisfactory
settlement can be reached it shall be referred
to the general shop committee who shall take it
up.with the company, and any settlement reached
between the company and the general shop
committee shall be binding to both parties
concerned. <l96)

Concerning the settlement of

officials stated
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Within two hours after the agreement was signed,

The·.L.g Crosse Tribune .aw:l Leader-Press printed an

congratulating the union, management, and

been called to work and those in other
departments will be called in as rapidly as
goods in process can be prepared for further
work. Within a few days the entire plant will
be in full operation.

We are all happy that the strike is over. (198)

Indeed, the entire community breathed a. sigh of

when they heard that the strike was finally over.

The writer had the opportunity on many
occasions to come in contact with the men upon
whose shoulders rested the burden of strike
settlement, and.we could not escape the feeling
that no malice whatever existed, but rather
that purely a matter of understanding was
involved with no personal issues injected.

We feel with all members of both parties
involved, as they so nobly expressed themselves

statements given to the press, that out of
this recent turmoil has come a better
understanding of the problems of each, and that
from now on the Rubber Mills through their
pledge o£e£fort will become even a greater
industrial institution for La Crosse. (199)

arbitration conunittee~ Commending the groups, the editor

wrote:

editorial

fifty men were back at work in the shipping department.

By Saturday mOrning approximately one hundred men had

returned to several---different departments, and company

officials expected-the plant to be in full operation by

Thursday. Funk stated: "By the middle of next week
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will

days

everyone will be returned to work. We

announcements through the press about the

various departments will resume work."(200)

make

the

15.(203)

the union executive committee, when the

"Terms of Settlement" were signed by the two groups on

June 15, it was understood by all those present that

copies .Of the ·settlement would be placed on bulletin

boards throughout ·the plant. The committee also

disclosed that "Albert P. Funk made the statement that

never at any time or in any way do

any thing .to ... under.mine ..... our organization, and that we

could go backand~ete.a.cl~courmembers that in as strong a

as we wished.·"(204) However, the company did not
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their

collective
and bargain
may choose

undermineto

desires
to join

he or she

attempt

to union officers, violated the

obvious

3. AriYemployee who
bargaining is entitled
through any organization
for that purpose.

The foregoing is in strict accord with the
terms upon wh!ch the operations at this plant
are being resumed--as approved by the company
and by all collective barganing organizations
or groups among the employees. (206)

notice, accor

In order to quiet, definitely, any such fears
on the part of any employee, we make the
following statement and pledge to our
employees.

1. This plant will not operate as a closed
shop--directly or indirectly.

2. It is not now, and it will not become
necessary or advantageous for any man or woman
to join a labor union, or to pay any labor
union dues or assessments, in order to be
employed in this plant, or in order to receive
fair and equal treatment from us.

post copies of the original agreement but, rather, on

June 19, posted copies of the settlement without the

signatures of the management and union cornrnittee.{20S) In

addition to posting unsigned copies of the settlement,

the company posted the following "Notice" to employees:

It has corne to our attention that there is some
fear on the part of some of our employees that
our plant will become a closed shop, and that
it may become necessary or advantageous for
them to join a labor union and to pay dues and
assessments.

organization. (207)

and was an
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On Wednesday morning, the day after the notices were

posted, union officials met with management and demanded

that copies of the signed settlement be posted and that

the company notices be removed. The company refused.

The two groups met again at 5:00 that afternoon, but

failed to reach an agreement. During the second

conference, a large crowd of employees congregated at the

factory, and when they were told that no settlement had

been procured, they "insisted on going on strike." The

union immediately called a twenty-four hour strike. (208)

Another meeting of the union committee and

management was held on Thursday morning, but Herman

Reihl, union secretary, reported that there were "no

g~velopments."(209) That evening the whistle at the plant

was blownse'leral times to announce both the end of the

tw~nty-fQur hour strike and" the continuation of the

strike. (210)

Union members held a meeting at the Labor Temple on

Friday morning tQ. discuss the strike but refused to

comment on the meetirig~ Robinson stated: "We're not

entering into .any newspaper debate through the issuance

of any statement until after the company starts such a

practice •. As SOQn as we make one statement in the press,

then we '·11 ha-ve.c.an..:ar.gument. n (211) He told reporters that
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The meeting commenced as planned, and the union's

prop()siti()n .that the Association disband was put to a

vote and defeated overwhelmingly. Although the

Association refused- ... to disclose the number of voters,

they announced that there were only two votes in favor of

disbanding. . Some members of the Association suggested

that the .. union_."dishand first, after which the

situation was "serious enough to

debate" and suggested that

serve to slow down the

he did not feel the

warrant any newspaper

publicity would only

settlement. (212)

On Friday afternoon, representatives of the

Employees'. Association and union officers met to discuss

the strike. The union proposed that to assist in

settling the strike, the Association should disband. The

following morning the Employees' Association met at the

court house to discuss the union's proposition. The

representatives of the Association had been assured by

union representatives that their meeting would not be

disturbed, but when they arrived at the courthouse they

by a large crowd of union members. The

the union members that AFL leaders had

given explicit instructions that the group not be

disturbed, and there were no incidents. (213)
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Association would cease to function, all employees

returning to work on an equal footing," but no action was

taken on the suggestion. (214) The meeting lasted for

almost two hours, and Grover McHenry, temporary chairman

of the Association, described the session as "an

enthusiastic one."(2l5)

It was not until Friday afternoon that the reasons

for the strike were made public. Albert and Arthur Funk

issued a statement, -including the text of both the "Terms

of Settlement" and the "Notice" posted on the company

bulletin boards. They also cited the union's demands,

including "that the 'Terms of Settlement' should show the

signatures of the union," that "any minority group should

privilege of posting a copy of the 'Terms of

signature• •• " and "that the

company withdraw the: notice•••• "(216) Funks replied

simply, "The company cannot meet these demands. "(217)
~,~------------------

On Saturday morning Herman Burghardt announced that

a mediator from the National Labor Board would arrive in

La Crosse that afternoon to investigate the strike. (218)

WhenRobertH. Cowdrill, examiner for the National Labor

Board. arrived from Washington D.C., he immediately held

separate conferences with the union committee and company

management.~-Cowdr-ill-reported that the company refused
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to post the original agreement without posting additional

statements concerning employees not represented by the

union and, therefore, stated, "there is nothing that can

be done to settle this dispute at this time."(2l9) In a

statement issued at the conclusion of the conferences,

ensure that the La Crosse case received prompt attention

from Washington~---In response to Cowdrill's statement,

."(221) He said that he intended to••

It is my belief that the company should retract
their statement and agree to meet this
committee for collective bargaining purposes,
and if other employees who have not joined the
union desire to meet with the company, such

could have been made in a peacable

agencies.

Cowdrill explained that the dispute would be attended to

by the new labor board, members of which were to

the President on June 26 to replace the

present labor board. He stated that the new labor board

would have the authority to make a decision to settle the

dispute because it would "have the power to order

elections to settle the matter of collective bargaining

Cowdrill provided his opinion of the matter:

The agreement that was signed by a committee of
union employees and the company on the 15th of
June would have been in effect after the strike
if the company had not made a statement to the
effect that "it will not become necessary or
advantageous for any men or women to join a
labor union," and the union men therefore felt
that this company had violated their agreement,
and decided tOc::ohtinue their strike.
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said, "Members of .the.union were requested to surrender

and Robinson stated, "Many of the letters

In addition to the letters, they enclosed cards

members

The company cannot sub~it its affairs to this
board or any outside agency for decision.

No more may be expected from this new board in
the way of settlement of this strike than was
accomplished by the Chicago regional labor
board. (222)

We have a legal 0plnlon that the new labor
board legislation will give such boards no more
power to enforce any decision than the present
labor board has.

The statement of Mr. Cowdrill. • .can have
no effect except to prolong the strike.

the letters and cards they received to leaders of the

organization •. " (223 L A mass meeting of the union members

was called for 3:00 that afternoon to discuss the

letters. The afternoon meeting was attended by 800

strike.

,Management was determined to resume operations at

the plant on their own terms. The company sent letters

to all employees outlining their position on the current

to be filled out by employees wishing to return to work

under the . "Terms of Settlement" and "Notice" posted on

the company bulletiriboards June 19. The letters caused

excitement among the ranks, and between 10:00 and 10:30

Tuesday morning the factory's whistle was blown several

times to summon the strikers to the plant. Robinson
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received by the union members were turned over to the

committee at that time. About 150 members, to our

knowledge, did not receive letters from the company

Tuesday. "(224)

When management learned that not all the union

members had received letters, they stated emphatically

that all employees, with the exception of a few foremen

and the office force, were sent letters, ~nd added: "If

any of our employees did not receive a copy of the letter

with enclosed card, the company will mail copies to such

employees upon request."(225)

On Wednesday afternoon the union issued its first

public statement regCirding the strike situation. The

union emphasized the fact that after the settlement was

signed by both parties on June 19, Albert Funk stated

that "the management would never at any time or in any

way do anytl:l!l}gj:;\LUngermine our organization, and that
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could go back and tell our members that in as strong a

as we wished. "(227) The "notice" posted by the

company was, according to the union members, a violation

of the contract, discriminatory against union members,

undermine the union became a controversial one. The

and contrary to Mr. Funk's oral contract.

thethatrumors

members of the city committee verify this
resolution. I have no doubt that Mr.
himself will verify this statement. (229)

Other
same
Funk,

The union also denied recurring

conditions as they were on June 19, ahd will only return

to work wlien.ifaIr and-Tusf and honorable settlement has

Thesllbject of Albert Funk's oral agreement not to

organization was being run by a radical minority: "a

huge majority of the membership expressed itself very

definitely that it does not wish to return to work under

union, in order to quell rumors that Funk did not make

the statement, called upon members of the Common Council

arbitration committee an~ ~he city attorney to verify the

statement. (228) The city attorney's verification was

released for publication:

After the agreement was signed, the subject of
undermining your organization was brought up

Mr. Funk stated to your committee and to
City Council committee that the company

would not at anytime do anything to undermine
your organization and· that your union committee
was at··libertytorE:!port that statement as
strong as you wished.
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been made. n (230)

five-member citizen group to serve as an

ilUll\ediaEeTy and ifEaHonea--Ehernselves at various points in

that he would ask the Common Council for authority to

announcedhen,

The police arrived

••settled the strike once.

arbitration board and attempt to settle the strike. (232)

explained that no member of the board would be in any

way connected with the city or county government. (233)

Early Monday morning, July 2, a group of strikers

congregated at AlberE Fiink's residence on the Southside

Although throughout the first week of the strike

Verchota refused to get involved, stating on JUly

Discussing the recent involvement of the National

Labor Board, the union criticized the company's refusal

to abide by the earlier decision of the regional labor

board and condemned their recent statement regarding the

authority of Ehenew National Labor Relations Board:

No one as yet has official knowledge as to what
the powers of this new board may be or what
steps will be taken to enforce its decision,
and it is ridiculous for anyone to make a
statement when the powers of this new board
have not yet been definitely determined, and we
feel that this statement was made for no other
purpose than to influence the employees to go
back to work under the same conditions they
went out under. (231)

... of the city and began picketing.
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and around the Funk residence. All city police officers

from the first and second shifts--including those on

vacation--arrived to the Central police station. (234)

Everyone feared trouble. The picketing was not

authorized by the union but was initiated by a group of

union~ members who referred to themselves as "the radical

element. "(235) Alex Genz, a mill room worker, was one of

the ringleaders. Floyd Robinson was called by the

company's attorneys and informed of the picket. The

attorneys told Robinson: "You get them out and we'll

talk to you." when ~obinson arrived at the Funk

residence, the ranks of the strikers had increased and

the picketing "went clear around the block. "(236)

, angry because the pickets did not have

union, located Alex Genz and broke

Genz's .SigI1 over his head. Although the officers of the

union would not have authorized the picketing, it

ultimately served to settle the strike. (237) Management

finally agreed to reopen negotiations.

The two sides met the following morning, and, as a

result of the. previous day's incident, the union had the

upper hand in the negotiations. After two and one-half

hours, a supplemental agreement was drafted. The

agreement. included~~stipulations that the settlement of

June 15woul'd"'remacin=ineffect, that in case of another
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oversy, the union would not strike "so long as

are still pending," that the company would

not allow any minority group "to make conditions" for the

union, and that the supervisory staff, or any employee,

would not say or do anything for or against the union

dUring-working hours. (238) The company also agreed that

they would not "post anything on the bulletin boards that

might reasonably be construed to be detrimental to the

organization. "(239)

staff of the company and
refrain from any activities for

any organization during working
employees
or against
hours. (240)

The suppleme~tal agreement was presented to the

union at 1:30 that afternoon. After discussing it for

more than an hour, the membership voted 752-17 for

returning to work under the new agreement. (241) At 4:10

p.m. theunion-and--management issued the following joint

Attention Employees:

shall be required to join any labor
as a condition of employment by

company. However, our employees are, under
the law,pedectly free to join any labor
organization if they so desire.

notice:

The two groups also agreed upon the following

company notice to replace the controversial June 19
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employees reported to work at 8:00 Thursday morning, and

work left unfinished when the strike was called. The

entire plant was in operation by Friday. (243)

department

to complete the

shipping

At a conference held today between [the union
and management] all misunderstandings which led
to the strike of June 20 were cleared up. The
company will resume operations Thursday, July
5. (242)

the night shift arrived at 10:00 a.m.

The office force, foremen and
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CHAPTER VII

DISCUSSION

The unionization process at the La Crosse Rubber

Mills Company is .e:ignificant for several reasons. An

understanding of the successes and failures, motivations

and expectations of workers at one factory enhances our

understanding of the labor movement at the national

level. It simultaneously underscores the variety of

experience, and the. Significance of the unique

characteristics of a particular community in determining

the ultimate success or failure of unionization.

Examining the unionization attempts at the La Crosse

plant between 1915 and 1934 within the context of labor

organization in the rubber industry generally points out

the diversity of experiences among workers within the

same industry, including the differences between the

experiences of workers in large industrial centers and

those relatIvely isolated from those centers.

Approaching unionization in the thirties from the

perspective ofmiddie~range questions more clearly shows

the variety of factors accounting for the successful, or

unsuccessfllLlInIonization in mass-production industries.
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This study clearly points out the significance of,

and relation between, national and local factors which

influenced unionization in the rubber industry between

1906 and 1935. With the decline of the Amalgamated

Rubber Workers' Union of North America in 1906,

unionization in the industry was once again retarded by

thecI'Clft.:::liIlla structure of American trade unionism. The

rubber industry was a mass-production industry, and the

American Federation of Labor (AFL) was ineffective in,

and opposed to, organizing mass-production workers. The

spontaneous strike in 1913 in Akron, led by the

International Workers of the World (IWW), spurred

organization in the rubber industry; within eight days

the union claimed that 20,000 of the approximately 23,000

rubber workers in the Akron area were out on strike.

After a six-week battle, the combination of employer

opposition, competition between the IWW and the AFL, a

hostile public and press, and espionage undermined the

union.

Harold Roberts asserts that the defeat in Akron

marked the beginning or-a twenty-year period of peace in

the rubber industry._ ... -Initial efforts to organize a union

at the La Crosse Rubber Mills, however, transpired after

the battle in Akron had been fought and lost, and the

ul t.iI1\Cit.laJ:CiiluJ:'laQjLt.l1la movement in La Crosse was brought
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about by factors significantly different from those which

defeated the union movement in the center of the

industry.

Unlike the unionization attempt in Akron, the

efforts of the rubber workers' union in La Crosse in 1915

did not encounter a hostile public and press. The

public, as evidenced by their financial support and

participation in the labor demonstration, was supportive

of the union. While the Leader-Press, the conservative

newspaper, remained neutra·l in its reportage of the

lockout, the Tribune revealed an implicit pro-labor bias.

The craft workers of the city, already members of strong

unions, supported the locked-out workers both financially

and in spirit. Furthermore, despite the AFL'S strict

craft-line orientation, craft versus industrial unionism

was not an issue with the La Crosse local of the Rubber

Boot and Shoe Workers' Union. Union organization was

. indeed launched by the most skilled workers at the

factory, but all employees, regardless of skill level,

were invited and encouraged to join. The union movement

at the LaCrosse Rubber Mills was initiated at the local

level and remained virtually independent of the national

organization.
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Despite support from the public, the press, and the

La Crosse Trades and Labor Council, and intervention by

the Mayor, the Northside Progressive League, and the

State Industrial Committee, the Boot and Shoe Workers'

Union in La. Crosse failed in their bid to gain union

recognition. Intense employer opposition was a

fundamental factor leading to their defeat. Failure to

recruit enough workers to halt production,'which would

have enhanced their bargaining position, was another key

factor. In addition, union leaders failed to formulate

clearly defined demands around which to rally the

workers. Union recognition was the sole issue in the

lockout--there were no specific complaints regarding

working conditions, wages, or hours, and many employees

simply refused to risk losing their jobs to become union

members.

The inability of the Wisconsin State Industrial

·ComrniSSioh to bring about a settlement was, in all

probability, the primary factor leading to the failure of

the union. Although labor was not protected by any

federal legislation, Wisconsin state law explicitly

forbade discrill\iriatT6if by employers against unions or

union members. During the lockout at the Rubber Mills

Company, however, it became clear that there was no state

agencyinvestedwi~th~~-the~powerto enforce the law. The



The years between 1915 and the onset of the Great

regarding labor organization in the State of

result was that the unionized rubber workers

laws

at the company as members of the Boot and Shoe Wor

Union. The absence of any legal apparatus to enforce the

were not permitted to return to their previous

Wisconsin was symptomatic of what would occur on the

federal level in the 1930s.

Depression were a period of expansion and prosperity in

the rubber industry, and workers enjoyed benefits of that

growth. Union membership among rubber workers dropped to

a point where union organization in the industry was

The La Crosse Rubber Millsvirtually non-existent.

Company enjoyed the same prosperity as did other rubber

throughout the country, and between 1913 and

1927, expansion led to an increase in production capacity

from 6, 000 to~40,OOO~pairs of rubber footwear daily. The

~~ ~ La Crosse <;:ompany also enj oyed harmonious relations with

its work force. After the unsuccessful unionization

attempt in 1915, there were no further organization

efforts until 1931. In 1931, the La Crosse Rubbe ': ::i lIs

Company began to feeL the effects of the Depression and

reported its first loss in twelve years. The financial

crisis undoubtedly affected employees, and that same year

a small met to discuss organizing a
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union. The following day, all but one of the employees

attending the meeting wer3 fired. There was not yet any

f"oeral legislation to protect labor from such

discrimination.

The passage in June 1933 of the National Industrial

Recovery Act (NIRA) accelerated labor organization

throughout the country, and of the 106 Federal Labor

Unions (FLUs) chartered by the AFL between June 1933 and

October 1934, seventy-five were in the rubber industry •

. Two weeks after the NIRA was passed, AFL organizers began

organizing rubber workers in Akron, and within one year

they had organized 50,000 rubber workers in the Akron

area. However, withiri another year, the AFL in Akron

lost most of its membership. The failure of the AFL in

the center of the rubber industry was primarily a result

of the conservativephilosphy of the AFL hierarchy. Two

factors i.rihererifIn~IhaEphilosophydestroyed the unions

. ···in·· Akron: craft-line orientation and opposition to

strikes. The rubber industry was a mass-production

industry and, asiIlQul?trial workers, the rubber workers

resented being pladedlrito various craft jurisdictions.

Furthermore, the AFr.-quelled potential strikes which

would have established the strength and solidarity of the

rubber workers.



Page 276

The absence of the two factors that destroyed the

unions in Akron was partially responsible for the success

of the union movement at the La Crosse Rubber Mills

Company. Unionization at the La Crosse plant was

initiated by mill room workers immediately after the NIRA

became law. Organization was a shop floor movement, and

the·unionremained·autonomous through the initial stages

of organization. The union's first contact with the AFL

occurred when it applied for and received its charter.

The union members, including the officers, were

inexperienced in unionism and used a contract from one of

the railway workers' unions as a model in drafting their

first proposal to the company. The union did receive

assistance from Herman Burgchardt, organizer of the La

...... Crosse Trades and La.bor Council, but, as Floyd Robinson

explained; nThere was nobody downtown [with the Trades

and Labor COlJnQ,iIJWl1() knew how to write a contract for

an industrial plant. • •• It was all from scratch.n(l)

The union worked without the assistance of national

organizers or direQtionfrom the national office through

five months of attempting to negotiate with the company.

All decisions were made by the local. Even the crucial

decision to go out on strike was made without approval

from the national organization. Indeed, the significance

ofthestrikelies.in--thecooperation and unity of the
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workers--the victory was accomplished by the strikers

themselves. Paul Smith's involvement in the strike did

not interfere with the autonomy of the local, and the

issue of craft jurisdictions was never raised. Robinson

summed up the relationship between the national

organization and Federal Labor Union 18383, stating,

n[The AFLl didn't want anything to do with that place,

period. n (2) Hence, the La Crosse local escaped the AFL

philosophy which was so detrimental to other incipient

unions.

In accounting for the success of the unionization

drive at the LaCrosse Rubber Mills, one encounters at

least two factors that were operative nationally: the

impact of the Great Depression and the enactment of

Section 7(a) of the" National Industrial Recovery Act.

The impact·of the Depression certainly accounted for much

of the tenacity and unity the workers displayed. As

Robinson pointed out, nThese people over there, you

couldn't move them. They would have stayed out--until

now. They. had nothing to 10se.n(3) Furthermore, the

workers had absolute faith that Section 7(a) gave them

the support of the federal government, despite the fact

that the strike served as a glaring example of the

inefficiency of the federal government in enforcing the

. Act, .. or .even inter·pret·i·ng it.
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To be sure, the impact of the Great Depression and

Section 7(a) was felt in communities which did nQt

experience union success. In La Crosse, several factors

in the local situation contributed significantly to such

success. First, there was the autonomy of the union.

The union, moreover, was not confronted with a hostile

pUblic otptess~ The local newspaper was neutral in its

reportage, and avoided any editorializing either for or

against the union or management. Furthermore, the

company management, although intensely anti-union, did

not resort to any strong-arm tactics to break the union.

There were no attempts to bring in strikebreakers. The

union was not faced. with a hostile city government; in

fact, Mayor Verchota was associated with the La Crosse

Trades and Labor Council and had attempted to settle the

1915 lockout as a representative of that group. Also,

the union·had strong local leadership. Finally, the

union members demonstrated cooperation and solidarity.

The unity and cooperation among the strikers should

not, however,beinterpreted as evidence of a radical

wotking-class movement or a sign of working-class

consciousness. The unionization process and strike were

indeed class actionsibutthe workers' motivation was the

desire to improve their economic situation--to enhance

their position··~-·wi·th·in the existing economic
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structure--and the union served as a common vehicle

through which to accomplish that goal. Furthermore,

while the union members demonstrated a working-class

solidarity in the workplace, there is no evidence that

this solidarity carried over to their lives in the

community. North La Crosse is defined generally as a

workihg'"'claSS community, but the bonds of ethnicity and

religion were much stronger than the bond of a common

class, and the union did not become an integral part, or

focal point, of the workers' lives. Life on the

Northside continued to center around the family, the

neighborhood, and the church.

Strong leadership was of primary importance not only

in organizing the union but also in keeping the workers

organized. The importance of good leadership becomes

clear when organization at the Rubber Mills is compared

to that at National Gauge and' Equipment, also a large

mass-production industry in North La Crosse. Workers at

National Gauge and Equipment organized at approximately

the same time as the workers at the Rubber Mills, but the

union folded shortly thereafter. Floyd Robinson claimed

they lacked effective leadership, explaining, "If you had

some leadership [the workers] responded because they had

nothing to lose. With leadership, you could

otganize~"(4) Rega-r-di,rg -his own leadership role, Robinson
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stated:

A lot of people are afraid to stick out their
necks. • • .I'm stubborn as hell. When I
get my teeth in something I'm not going to give
up. There were times when you felt like
shooting yourself. And the worst part of it
was, ·you could never let it show by your
actions that you were faltering. You do that
and it falls right out from under you. (5)

Robinson was, to be sure, an effective leader, and his

leadership and organizational capabili ties were

recognized by the national organization. By 1937,

Robinson was a regional organizer for theAFL. (6)

Robinson was not the only activist at the La Crosse

plant, and there were distinct similarities among the

officers and more active members of the union, who

exhibited traits unlike those that Ronald Schatz assigns

to leaders and followers in his recent study of

thitty"'five union pioneers. in the electrical industry in

the NortheastTI1 wi:liqi:l .he found striking differences

between the union activists and the uninvolved workers.

The activists "were overwhelmingly skilled workers," most

of them were of British or Northern European descent,

many had previous affil ons or familiarity with unions

or radicaloi:gaiiiicitTons, and they were generally

"autonomous workmen" who, during the Depression, suffered

a decline in job status~(7) Schatz concludes that the

union pioneers in the electrical industry were following



page 281

a trend in the history of the American trade union

movement--one in which the more skilled workers organize

the less skilled.

The unionization process at the La Crosse Rubbber

Mills . deviates from that tradition. The first

unionization attempt in 1915 was indeed initiated by the

most skilled workers in the plant. However, in the

1930s, the same period Schatz examined, the union

organizers and activists were unskilled workers. The

nucleus of union activity was in the mill room, and

mill-room work was low-paying and unskilled.

The ethnicity of the

Furthermore,

inexperienced

the

in

activists

unionism.

in La Crosse were

activists is more difficult to ascertain. Historically,

Norwegians and Irish of the community were unskilled

Since the nucleus of the unionization

workers, and

machinists.

Germans were skilled craftmen and

movement was in the mill room, which employed unskilled

workers, it is probable that they were of Norwegian or

Irish descent; If this were the case, the situation in

the Rubber Milis differed from the one described by

Schatz. This confirms Sternsher's conclusion in his

survey of a numbe!::()f studies, including Schatz's, that

the relationship between union activity and ethnicity in

the 1930 'svariea--fromplace to place.
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The divisions of ethnicity, religion, and job status

were temporarily transcended when the workers at the La

Crosse Rubber Mills found themselves, collectively, in

the midst of an economic depression. Assuming the

endorsement of the federal government, the workers joined

together, as a class, to organize a union which they

viewed as avehIcieto alleviate their shared crisis.

The class solidarity they displayed as members of the

union was a primary factor leading to successful

unionization. Whether or not they maintained that

solidarity and developed an effective union is a subject

for another study.
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APPENDIX A

TERMS OF COMPANY SETTLEMENT
MAY 24, 1934

1. The principle of collective bargaining is

recognized .. fUlly by the company in conformity with

Section 7-(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act.

2. The company will bargain collectively with such

employees as wish to bargain collectively through their

freely chosen representatives, and will bargain with any

persons, regardless of their affiliations, as

representatives of those who have chosen them as their

representatives.

3. The company will bargain individually with any

employeewho.wislH:ti:L1::Ql:>cggain individually.

4~ The company will not discriminate against any

employee on account of his or her affiliations with any

group or organization and will not discriminate against

any employee account of his or her particapation in

the present strike.
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5. The company will pay not less than the code

minimum wages in any case,will comply with the code as to

hours of work and overtime, and will pay double time for

Sundays and legal holidays, except to watchmen, firemen,

or others whose regular shifts extend into Sundays or

legal holidays.

6. Where there is a shortage of work, old employees

idle shall have preference over new employees applying

for work, provided the idle men are equally competent to

do the work to be performed.

7. Grievances may be taken up individually or

through such committees as the employee with the

grievance may choose to act for him, and in either case

the company, through a committee which it shall choose

and ma:l.ri1:.a:l.ri foi£he purpose, shall hear fully and deal

fairly with~all~gdeY:am:::es~ If it is determined that the

aggrieved party has been wrongly dealt with, such

injustice shall be corrected, and in case of the

discharge of an employee under this section, said

employee shall be reinstated and paid at his usual rate

of wages for all EfmelosE.
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There shall be shop stewards appointed, from each

department or group of men working under an inspector or

foreman and general shop committees.

In case of a grievance if the employee is unable to

come to an understanding between the foreman and himself,

he shall then first refer the grievance to a shop steward

who will take it up with the foreman of that department

or the superintendent, and if no satisfactory settlement

can be reached it shall be referred to the general shop

committee who Shall take it up with the company, and any

settlement reached between the company and the general

shop committee shall be binding on both parties

concerned, provided that any employee or employees may

take up any grievance at any time directly with the

company for settlement.

8. The ..... committee shall be. allowed :to call in

witnesses or call in employees affected if deemed

necessary to present the grievance properly.

9. Seniority rules shall prevail. Rules governing

Seniority shall be submitted which shall have the

approvoal [sicl·of both the employer and the employees.
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10. These terms shall remain in full force and

effect until changed by mutual consent or by either party

giving thirty days notice.
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APPENDIX B

TERMS OF UNION SETTLEMENT
MAY 25, 1934

The following are the terms upon which operations at the

LaCrosse RubbeLMills~companyplant are to be resumed:

1. The principle of collective bargaining is

recognized fully by the company in conformity with

section 7 (a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act.

2. The company will bargain collectively with

employees who wish to bargain collectively through their

freely chosen representatives.

3. The company will not discriminate against any

employee on accourit of his or her affiliations with any

organization aiidwnr riot discriminate against ~ any

~~employee on account of his or her participation in the

present strike.

4. The company will not pay less than code minimum

wages in any caseiwill maintain its present wage scales,

will comply with the code as to hours of work and

overtime, and will pay double time for Sundays and legal

holidays, except as to watchmen, firemen, or others whose

regular shifts extend into Sundays or legal holidays.
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5.Where there is a shortage of work, old employees

idle shall have preference over new employees applying

for work, provided the idle men are competent to do the

work to be performed.

6. Grievances may be taken up individually by the

employee who has the grievance, with the foreman, and

through their failure to agree on a satisfactory

settlement, it may be taken up by the shop steward with

the foreman or superintendent for adj ustment, and through

the failure of the shop steward, the foreman or

superintendent to adjust the grievances it may be taken

up by the general plant committee with whomever the

company shall designate as their representative who shall

hElar: fully and deal fairly with all grievances. If it is

determined that the aggrieved party has been wrongfully

dealt: witl1'llll<;:ll __ illjustice shall be corrected, and in

ca:se of the. discharge of an employee under this section,

said employee shall be reinstated and paid at his usual

rate of wages for all time lost.

7. In case no satisfactory adjustment of any

grievance or controversy can be reached between the

management and the representative committee, it shall be

referred to an arbitration board, consisting of two

representatives.-oftheemployees and two representatives
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of the employers. If these four are unable to agree,

they shall select a fifth member to the board, who shall

serve as chairman. His decision on points in

disagreement shall be accepted by both parties.. Should

the arbitration board of four fail to agree on a fifth

member after five days, the regional labor board shall be

requested to act as arbiter. No strike or lockout shall

take place pending adjustment as set forth herewith.

8. The employees will furnish the company with the

names of shop stewards appointed from each department or

group of men wotkingundet an inspector or foreman and

the names of their general plant committee, and the

company shall furnish the committee with the names of

persons designated by them to represent the company.

9. The <:blllllli ttee shall be allowed to

witnesses brc:a:Tl---in employees affected

-necessary to present the grievance properly.

call in

if deemed

10. Senioity rules shall prevail. Rules

seniority shall be submitted which shall

approval of both-the employer and the employees.

governing

have the

11. These terms shall remain in full force and

effect until changed by mutual consent or by either party

giving th i r tYdi:lYll-'_n9ti <::e.



Page 302

APPENDIX C

TERMS OF SETTLEMENT
JUNE 19, 1934

The following are the terms upon which operations at

the La Crosse Rubber Mills company plant are to be

resumed:

1. "The principle of collective bargaining is

recognized fully by the company in conformity with

Section 7 (a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act.

2. The company will bargain collectively with such

employees as wish to bargain collectively, through their

·freely chosen representatives.

3. The cOI1lPCiI1:t'tlil~ bargain individually with any

employee who wishes to bargain individually.

4. The company will not discriminate against any

employee on account of his or her affiliations with any

group or organization, a.lid will not discriminate against

any employee or ()rganization on account of his or her or

its participation in the present strike.
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5. The company will not pay less than the code

minimum wages in any case, will maintain its present wage

scales, will comply with the code as to hours of work and

overtime, and will pay double time for Sundays. and legal

holidays, except as to watchmen, firemen, or others whose

regular shifts extend into Sundays or legal holidays.

6. Where there is a shortage of work, old employees

idle shall have preference over new employees applying

for work, provided the idle men are competent to do the

work to be performed.

7. Grievances may be taken up individually or

through shop stewards and or shop committees whom the

employees have selected to act for them and in either

case the company., through a committee which it shall

choose and maintain for the purpose, shall hear fully and

deal raTiIywl£haIl grievances. If it is determined

that the aggrieved party has been wrongfully dealt with,

such injustice shall be corrected, and in case of the

dischCi:rge of CiIL .. E:!mp19yee under this section, said

employee. shall bereiristated and paid at his usual rate

of wages for· all time lost.
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In case of a grievance, if the employee is unable to

corne to an understanding between the foreman and himself,

he shall then refer the grievance to a shop steward who

will take it up with the foreman of that department or

the superintendent, and if no satisfactory settlement can

be reached it shall be referred to the general shop

committee who shall take it up with the company, and any

settlement reached between the company and the general

shop. committee shall be binding to both parties

concerned.

8. Employees will furnish the company with the

names of their shop stewards appointed from each

department or group of men working under an inspector or

:f()reman, and the. names of their general shop committee;

and the company shall also furnish the employees with the

names of perS()J1SgeB:ignated by them to represent the

company.

9. The committee shall be allowed

witnesses or call in employees affected

necessary to present the grievances properly.

to call in

if deemed

10. Seniority rules shall prevail. Rules governing

seniority shall be submitted which shall have the

approval of bbth·the employer and the employees.



11. These terms shall remain in full force and

effect until changed by mutual consent or by either party

giving thirty days notice.




